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Аннотация
A Prison WeddingPsychology professor Risa Madsen was too late to stop her little sister from marrying incarcerated serial killer Ed Dryden. But it wasn�t until he escaped, and took sister Nikki with him, that the horror really began�A Promise BrokenYears ago, FBI profiler Trent Burnell gave up a life with Risa to focus on stopping psychopaths. Now a killer Trent helped convict is stalking Risa and terrorizing her sister, and it�s up to Trent to take him out. But he can�t do it alone...From nationally bestselling and award-winning romantic suspense author, Ann Voss Peterson, comes the first in a series of ten standalone novels exploring the world surrounding her popular character Police Chief Val Ryker (Pushed Too Far, Burned Too Hot, Dead Too Soon). A young woman searching for love.A sister hoping for a second chance.A FBI agent who�s seen it all before.A sadistic killer bent on revenge.LETHAL by Ann Voss PetersonLove, sex, revenge, murder... welcome to Lake Loyal, Wisconsin.


Ann Voss Peterson
LETHAL

Small Town Secrets: Sins, Book 1
Love, sex, revenge, murder... welcome to Lake Loyal, Wisconsin.

Risa
Do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife�
Slamming on the brakes, Risa Madsen threw open her car door. She clambered out and raced through the parking lot toward the looming perimeter fence of the Banesbridge Correctional Institution. Her heels pounded on the pavement in sync with the drumming of her pulse.
She had to stop this marriage from taking place. She couldn�t�wouldn�t�let Nikki throw her life away. She had to save her little sister.
And she was running out of time.
�to have and to hold�
The early afternoon sun glinted off strands of razor wire lining the top of the fence. Risa shivered as she ran. If it wasn�t for her, Nikki never would have sought out Edward Dryden. She never would have transferred her exhausting need for male approval from her father to Dryden. She never would have become a willing victim.
�from this day forward�
Two guards stood at the gate. Stopping, Risa gulped air and struggled to subdue her panic. She focused on the bulky guard whose eyes held the look of a soul weary with confronting the evil of life. �Gordy. Am I too late?�
�They already started, Professor.� He opened the gate and pulled her inside. �What took you so long?�
�Got here as soon as I could.� If it hadn�t been for Gordy�s call, she wouldn�t have made it at all. She wouldn�t have even known about the wedding.
He motioned for her to follow. �Hurry.�
Risa ran up the steps behind him. He threw open the door and led her through a metal detector and into the wide entrance hall of the prison�s main building.
�for richer or for poorer�
While a female guard patted her down and checked the inside of her shoes and the bottoms of her feet, Risa inhaled breath after breath of stale air into her hungry lungs. There never seemed to be enough air inside these walls. Nor enough light.
The perfect place for a man like Ed Dryden to live out the rest of his days.
Of course that was a thought she could never voice. In light of her profession, she was supposed to be supportive of Dryden�s efforts toward rehabilitation. She was supposed to believe that through psychoanalysis he could overcome his horrible childhood and turn his life around. A part of her even wanted to believe it. But she couldn�t shake the cold feeling slithering over her skin every time she thought of his dead, black eyes, his artful smirk.
The feeling of impending doom.
Trent had planted that bias in her. When he�d profiled Dryden for the FBI. When he�d testified at Dryden�s trial. When he�d helped put Dryden in prison.
Everything always went back to Trent.
�for better or for worse�
Risa shook her head, trying to dislodge the litany of vows scrolling through her mind. She had to make it to the chapel in time. She had to stop those vows from crossing her sister�s lips. She had to prevent this travesty from taking place.
Security checks complete, she hurried after Gordy. Barred doors slid open in front of them and clanged shut behind. Risa�s heart slammed against her ribs. She wanted to push past Gordy and race for the chapel as fast as her feet would carry her. She wanted to grab Nikki and drag her out of this godforsaken place, kicking and screaming if need be.
Risa wished she could change the past. She wished she had never added Dryden to her list of case studies. More than anything, she wished Nikki wasn�t the needy, vulnerable girl she was. But wishing wouldn�t help anyone. Only getting Nikki out of this place, away from Dryden would do that.
�in sickness and in health�
Finally, Gordy stopped in front of a plain steel door marked Chapel. �Hope to God we aren�t too late.� He pushed the door open.
Risa squeezed past him and lunged inside.
Her eighteen-year-old sister stood in the corner of the chapel. Her bleached hair fell to her shoulders in platinum ringlets. At least fifty yards of lace and satin and frothy tulle flourished around her like French cream frosting. Her lipsticked mouth rounded. Her penciled brows arched in surprise. �Risa.�
Risa looked past Nikki and focused on the groom. The man was charming, almost boyish, with an endearing shyness and a down-home smile. Looking at him, one would imagine he was a kind and gentle man, a calming influence for a reckless girl like Nikki. But Risa knew differently.
Ed Dryden was a brutal serial killer.
Risa strode up the aisle toward her sister, toward Dryden. Her hands hardened into fists by her sides.
Dryden�s dark eyes met hers. A smirk slithered over his thin lips. �Hey, sis. You here to welcome me into the family?�
A cold finger traveled up her spine.
�No?� His smirk grew wider. �Why not? Don�t tell me you�re jealous of your little sister. Do you hear that, Nik? She�s jealous of you.�
Nikki gazed up at him, beaming as if he�d just given her the prize of a lifetime.
Nausea swirled in Risa�s stomach. She wanted to think all human beings were redeemable. Curable. But looking into Dryden�s emotionless eyes, she just couldn�t buy it. No, Trent was right. He�d always been right. A man like Dryden never changed. He manipulated. He terrorized. He killed. But he never changed.
And he�d found just the right ploy to control her sister.
Dryden leered down at Nikki as if she were a roasted leg of lamb seasoned just the way he liked. �Face it, sis. Nikki has triumphed where years of psychotherapy failed. Her love has made me a better person. A good person. She�s my soul mate. And you�re too late to change it now. We already said �I do.��
The breath left Risa�s lungs in a whoosh.
Dryden raised his eyes to meet hers and lowered one eyelid in a profane wink. �Nikki is my wife�until death do us part.�
Eddie
June 1996, on a dark country road�
Eddie Dryden stabbed the shiv just below the ribs. The sharpened handle of a toothbrush, hours spent filing down the plastic to a point on the cold concrete floor of his cell, too thin and fragile to do more than pierce the skin.
So he drove it in harder.
The man groaned, breath rattling, still alive. Still feeling every goddamn bit of agony.
Nice.
If only Eddie had a real blade. Something sturdy. Strong. Something that could hold an edge. Then he�d field dress this asshole. Do it for practice. Just because it had been too long.
Dryden wiped his hands on his prison garb then started to undress, swapping his orange jumpsuit for a green one with the sanitation company�s logo on the back and the blood stain at the throat. He pulled out the plastic bottle of club soda he�d been saving just for this and poured it on the stain, dabbing it clean with the sanitation worker�s white wife beater before zipping up.
High fashion.
Eddie had paid enough for his ticket to stow away on the damn garbage truck. Should have gotten real clothing for that price. And a real blade, like his Buck knife back home. He was cheated.
People were idiots. Thought they had it over on Ed, but they never did.
Losers.
Eddie had been planning this for a long time. How he�d get out. How he�d convince the driver there was something wrong with his truck so he�d stop. How he�d take out the man and have his fun, before moving on to better things.
It had made the hole bearable. But he didn�t have to worry about that no more.
He turned back to the dying man. No� dead.
Shit.
Fuck this. Eddie deserved the best, not plastic for cutting and definitely not a man for a plaything.
Everything was more satisfying with a woman. The piercing sound of the scream. The begging for mercy that wouldn't be shown. The look of disbelief when the cutting began, and the lovely horror when they realized the cutting wouldn't stop. It never failed to excite him. Never failed to get him hard. Blood was the best lubricant.
And now that Eddie was out, a free man, he would have the chance to live the fantasy again.
To make things right.
To make her pay.
And he couldn�t wait to begin.
Nikki
�You�re the only one who can do this, Nikki. You�re special.�
Nikki Dryden pressed the phone hard to her ear in an attempt to control her shaking. Growing up, she�d always dreamed she was special. Fantasized about proving it to the world. But it wasn�t until she�d met him that she really felt it could be true.
Every visiting day when he�d asked how she was feeling. When he�d listened to her problems, her dreams. His eyes riveted to hers, as if he couldn�t drink in enough of her. The day he�d married her was the most special of her life.
But this?
�Eddie, how did you get��
�Not important. I�m out. And I need my wife.�
�What if someone follows me?�
�No one will. Not if you leave now. They don�t even know. Not yet.�
�I don�t� I don�t know the area.�
�You�ve heard of Lake Loyal?�
�It�s that little town, right?�
�It�s a town and a lake.�
�Right.�
�On the western shore of the lake, across from the town, there�s a park. I�ll be there as soon as I can.�
�I�ve never been good at maps.�
�There are signs, sweetheart. Rossum Park. That�s what it�s called. Repeat the name.�
�Rossum Park.�
�Good girl. I knew I could count on you. I�ve always been able to count on you. Pack only what you need and get there. Fast as you can.�
�Okay.�
�Don�t be late. Our real life together, it starts tonight. I can�t wait, Nikki.�
�I can�t wait,� she repeated.
Nikki kept pressing the phone to her ear, even after the line was dead.
She�d first written to Eddie because of Risa. But when he�d responded, and kept responding, it had been so exciting. Even though he�d had hundreds of girls contacting him, he�d kept writing to Nikki. Told her she was special. Asked her all about herself, the good and the bad, the hopes and the disappointment.
And he�d confided in her, too. Trusted her with things he�d never told anyone else. Not just the good, but also the bad. The way he�d let his wife take advantage of him. The reason he�d lost his temper with her. The way the system had twisted everything around.
Just like it had done to her father.
Four months ago, if anyone had asked Nikki if she would marry a convict, she would have told them they were crazy. But that afternoon in the visiting room, when Eddie had proposed, she knew he was the one. And the past month as Mrs. Dryden� it had been the happiest time of her life.
Nikki set the phone in its cradle. She pulled her suitcase out of the closet and scampered into the bathroom to pack her makeup case.
She might be scared now, but soon they would be together. No handwritten letters or visiting room tables between them. Just the two of them and the warmth of their love.
And Nikki wanted that more than anything.
Risa
Risa stared at the images flashing on the ten-o�clock news. Razor wire glinting in the sun. A fenced compound. A disabled garbage truck. A body bag being loaded into an ambulance. Her worst fear had become reality.
Edward Dryden had escaped from prison.
Her throat constricted. The way Dryden had leered at Nikki on their wedding day pounded at the back of her eyes. His taunting voice echoed through her mind.
Until death do us part.
Risa scrambled to her feet and raced for the kitchen, her robe billowing out behind. She�d been ready for bed when the terrifying story had come on the news. Now sleep was out of the question. Not until Dryden was behind bars. Not until Nikki was safe. She grabbed the phone from the kitchen counter. Fingers shaking, she punched in her sister�s phone number.
One ring� two rings�
She clenched the phone so tightly the plastic creaked. �Please, Nikki. Please be there.�
Three rings� four�
�Hi! Not here! Leave a message.�
It took forever for the beep. �Nikki?� Risa said. �Nikki? Are you there? Pick up. Now. It�s important. Nikki?�
Risa threw down the phone and ran for the staircase leading to her bedroom, bare feet slapping the hardwood floor. She had to get dressed. To find her purse, her car keys. To reach her sister before Ed Dryden did.
She took the narrow steps two at a time, knocking the teddy bears decorating the stairs out of her way as she ran.
The doorbell�s chime echoed through her little bungalow.
Could it be Nikki? The police?
Risa raced back down the stairs to the front door and peered through the peephole. Her heart stuttered then seized. Clutching her robe closed with one hand, she unlocked the dead bolt and yanked the door open.
Trent scrutinized her from the darkness, his face all sharp angles and hard planes in the yellow glare of the porch light.
Risa�s heart started again, pumping hard enough to break a rib. She hadn�t seen Trent Burnell in two years, not since he�d testified at Ed Dryden�s trial, and she�d never dreamed she would be glad to see him again. But for a moment, she was.
�You�ve heard,� he said.
�Just saw it on the news.�
�I didn�t want you to find out that way.�
She shook her head with frustration. The way she�d found out wasn�t important. Trent would have had to fly to Wisconsin from Quantico. That would take time. �How long have you known?�
�They called for assistance as soon as they noticed him gone.�
�How long?�
�A few hours.�
�We have to locate Nikki. I can�t reach her phone.�
Trent paused.
Cold penetrated Risa�s bones. �You know something.�
�Deputies have been to her apartment. Right after they called me.�
�And?� Risa was afraid to think, afraid to breathe.
�She�s not there. And her car is gone.�
Until death do us part.
Risa�s knees wobbled, and she felt herself sinking.
Trent pushed his way into her house. Leading her to the antique bench in the foyer, he shoved teddy bears aside and deposited her on it.
Risa�s mind stuttered. �She can�t be dead. She can�t��
�We don�t know that she�s dead. I don�t think she is.�
Risa could feel her head nodding, every impulse grasping at the hope in his words. Trent knew Ed Dryden better than anyone. Even better than she did. �That�s why you�re here.�
�To find Dryden. Yes.�
�And Nikki.�
�Of course.�
�Let�s go.� She struggled to stand.
Trent�s grip tightened, keeping her planted on the bench. �A police officer from Lake Loyal is on his way to pick you up, take you to the station.�
�Lake Loyal?� Risa recognized the name of the small town a stone�s throw from the prison, but for the life of her, she didn�t see how going to the tiny police station was going to do any good. �I don�t have time. He has��
�Rees. Look at me.�
She forced her eyes to focus on his face. A face full of strength and confidence and purpose. A face that, until a few minutes ago, she had never wanted to set eyes on again.
�The town, the county, law enforcement is on this. And I�ll find Dryden, Rees. I promise.�
Risa closed her eyes, blocking the sight of him. He�d broken promises to her in the past. But those were personal promises. Promises of marriage. Promises of a family. This one had to do with his work. This one was life and death. He would keep this one. He always kept his professional promises.
She opened her eyes and nodded. �You�ll be at the station with me?�
�After the officer gets here, I�ll head to the prison. I want to go through Dryden�s personal things, anything he left behind. Afterward I�ll meet you. The task force will be assembling there.�
�Take me to the prison.�
Familiar shadows crept into the gray of his eyes. He turned away.
�I can help, Trent. You�re not the only one with insights into Dryden that might be useful.�
�Go with the officer. Answer his questions. That�s how you can help.�
�The police will be at the prison too, right? I can answer questions there. I need to go.�
Trent paced the length of the tiny foyer before he spun back to face her. His expression was guarded, his jaw clamped shut like an oyster with an entire pearl necklace to protect.
Risa had seen this look countless times before. Back when they were engaged. Back when he�d withdrawn. Back when he�d shut her out of his life.
She shoved her resentment aside and concentrated on keeping her voice calm, her argument reasonable. �I�ve been heading up a study on criminal psychology. I�ve been to the prison dozens of times in the last year interviewing Dryden. It could be useful if I��
�It�s out of the question.�
Frustration pulsed at the back of Risa�s eyes, rapidly turning into a throbbing headache. �You�ve used victims� family members to help in other cases.�
�Not this time. Let the authorities take care of it. Let us do our jobs.� His voice was professional, emotionless, final.
Risa lurched to her feet, her hands in fists. She wanted to pound them against his chest. She wanted to grab the lapels of his suit and shake him. She wanted to scream until she had no breath left in her body.
By some kind of miracle, she kept herself calm. �This isn�t about you. Not everything is.�
His back stiffened, but he didn�t argue with her. He never had. From the night he�d told her he couldn�t go ahead with their vows, he�d taken all the anger she�d thrown at him as if it were his penance for the pain he�d caused. A punishment he knew he deserved.
But she didn�t want to punish him. She wanted him to understand. �I�ve talked to Dryden, interviewed him. And Nikki found my work so fascinating, she married the man. I�m neck deep in this.�
�And I won�t be responsible for you getting in any deeper.�
She bit back a caustic reply. Arguing was a waste of time. �I don�t need you, Trent. I�ll drive myself. If the officer wants to ask me questions, he can meet me at the prison. Or he can arrest me.�
Clutching her robe closed, she ran up the stairs.
Trent
Damn.
Listening to the soft thump of Rees�s footsteps climbing the stairs, Trent ran his gaze over the warm wood and creamy white walls of her foyer. Her collection of teddy bears scattered the staircase and bench and stared down at him from an ornate shelf. Dozens of them. Judging him with their glossy black eyes.
He hated teddy bears.
Of course, it wasn�t the stuffed toys themselves. He knew that. It was what they represented. Innocence. And his failure to protect it.
He turned away from the staircase and crossed the foyer to the front door. That Rees wanted to help save Nikki from Ed Dryden�that she needed to help�didn�t surprise him in the least. But he�d hoped she would be satisfied with going to the police station and answering questions. He should have known better.
Simply answering questions wouldn�t be enough for her. Not Rees. Of course she would try to talk him into including her, and when he refused, she�d go barreling in on her own. He should have done something, anything to head her off before she�d latched on to the idea of going to the prison. Before she�d dug in her heels.
Trent opened the door and stepped out onto the stoop. The gentle glow of the moon caressed an oak tree�s emerging leaves and sparkled off drops of dew in the well-tended lawn. Sweet scents of lilac and honeysuckle mixed with the tang of nearby spruce. Familiar smells of Wisconsin spring that would be embedded in his memory forever.
But in his memory, those sweet scents were impossible to separate from the odor of blood, the stench of decay, and the evil of Ed Dryden. That was the reality of Trent�s life. Death and decay and a killer on the loose. Not spring bushes covered with flowers. Not teddy bears.
And certainly not Risa.
He closed his eyes, trying to shut out the soft, lavender scent of her, the rich, husky quality in her voice, the petite curves even that flour sack of a nightshirt couldn�t hide.
If it wasn�t for him, she wouldn�t have taken the job at the University of Wisconsin. She wouldn�t have gone out of her way to include Dryden in her study, and her sister wouldn�t have married the monster.
This wasn�t her fault. It was his.
But he couldn�t turn his back on the bureau. Not two years ago, and not now. To change the path his career had taken would mean killers he had helped put in prison or on death row would be free. And he couldn�t live with that. Not even for Rees.
Two years ago, Trent had tried to find a way to reconcile his career and his need to protect Rees. But there was no way. He couldn�t have both. He�d had to face that then, and nothing had changed since.
Circumstances had only proved he had been right to leave her. His failure was not leaving sooner.
Trent stepped off the porch and strode across the wet grass toward his rental car. All he could do was try to clean up the mess he�d caused. Find Dryden before he killed Nikki, before he killed someone else.
And he would do his damnedest to protect Rees in the process. Whether she liked it or not.
Risa
Dressed in slacks and a cotton sweater, Risa stepped into the garage and hit the glowing button on the wall. Motor whirring, the automatic door began to rise. A car�s headlights glared from outside, their brightness growing as the door lifted. She held up a hand to shield her eyes from the light.
�Get in the car.� Trent�s voice barked over the drone of the garage door. �I�ll drive you to the prison.�
She gripped her car keys in one fist, the pointed edges digging into her palm. Knowing Trent, the turnaround had less to do with a change of heart than a change of strategy. �I�m going to the prison.�
�I said I�d take you.�
�And when I get there, I�m going to help with the investigation.�
�We�ll see how it goes.�
�Right.� Well, the first step was getting him to take her. Now she had the forty-minute drive there to convince him to let her take a look in Ed Dryden�s cell.
She punched the code into the garage door�s outside keypad. The door humming shut behind her, she climbed into Trent�s sedan.
His scent closed over her like warm water. A shiver shimmied up her back. A shiver with a chaser of memory. Once she�d found comfort in his scent, in the warmth of his body next to hers. But that time was gone.
Now he just made her angry.
Trent threw the car into reverse, backed out, and headed in the direction of the highway. His face was hard in the glow of the dashboard light.
�I need to know what is going on, Trent.�
�I don�t know anything beyond what I�ve already told you.�
�And you wouldn�t share it with me if you did.�
�No, I wouldn�t.�
She blew a frustrated breath between pursed lips.
�What? Did you expect me to give you all the gory details?�
�The gory details are my life this time. Nikki�s�� Risa knotted her hands into fists in her lap. �Do you think it�s better if I find out about the case when some true-crime author writes a book about it? Is that when I should discover I had the critical piece of information that could have saved my sister?�
For the first time since she�d climbed into the car, Trent turned to look at her. A furrow dug between his brows. His face looked thinner than she remembered. His mouth tensed, but he said nothing.
�I would never forgive myself if something that I know could save Nikki�s life. Or other lives. Would you, Trent? Would you be able to forgive yourself?�
He turned back to the road, his lips flattening into a noncommittal line.
Risa leaned back in her seat and stared out the window at the rolling hills whipping by in the night.
�Okay.� When Trent finally spoke, his voice was low, barely above a whisper. �But you�d better brace yourself.�
Trent
Trent put pen to paper and scrawled his name on the document in front of him without glancing twice at the fine print. He knew what it said. He�d had to sign it many times in his years with the FBI. Sign it and surrender his gun. Every time he�d ventured into the cell blocks of a maximum security prison. The pit he and Rees were heading to now.
He glanced at Rees standing next to him in front of the glassed-in reception and screening desk. She�d conducted interviews at the prison, but he doubted she�d been deeper than the visiting rooms. She would have had no reason to visit the cell blocks themselves.
Eyes squinted, she studied the words in front of her. Damn ominous words. Words she should never have to contemplate. In a nutshell, the document stated that should some inmate with a point to prove take either of them hostage, the prison authorities wouldn�t lift a finger to save their lives. No negotiation. No discussion. No kiss goodbye.
Of course Trent had seen countless instances where prison officials went to all lengths to save a hostage. The document was simply intended to cover the prison from lawsuits should a visitor get hurt. But even so, the implication was there. This was a bad place filled with bad men.
A place Rees shouldn�t be anywhere near.
Trent wished he didn�t have to put her in this situation. But she�d been right. He needed to use every resource at his disposal to stop Dryden, even if that resource was Rees.
Trent turned to the hulking corrections officer waiting to escort them to Dryden�s cell. �Let�s get on with it.�
The guard turned to Risa. �Ready, Professor?�
�Lead the way, Gordy.�
The guard started down the well-worn main hallway, Trent and Rees falling into step behind.
�So you know the CO,� Trent observed, keeping his voice low.
�I told you I�ve been here before.�
�Interviewing Dryden. I remember.� The barred door clanged shut behind them, leaving no sound beyond their voices and the steady tap of their footsteps on scuffed tile.
�This place is worse at night, though. Funny, since there are no windows, but��
Trent had to agree. It was the stillness. A hanging tension. As if they were waiting for a disaster that was sure to come. �Academic study questionnaires don�t cover what we might find here.�
�They do cover pompous condescension, though.�
�Ouch.�
�Listen Trent, I know we might find something disturbing. And if we do, I�ll deal. Not finding anything that could help us would be much worse.�
After walking for what seemed like an eternity, Gordy stopped to turn his key in the control panel and opened the last set of barred doors at the entrance of the first cell block. They stepped through, and the doors clanged shut behind them. The sound echoed through the vast two-story structure like the slamming of the doors of Hades.
Trent had never visited this particular prison before, and it was in serious need of renovation. Unfortunately, in that, it was not unique. A long hallway stretched on either side of them, barred windows black with night on one side and two stories of cells on the other. The scarred bars and dingy beige walls and floors looked like it was built in the same era as Alcatraz. A smattering of murmurs, shouts and catcalls erupted as they stepped forward into the cell block. Thankfully, it was the middle of the night. Otherwise the jeers and obscenities would be worse. Among other unpleasantries.
Rees tensed beside him.
His first impulse was to slip an arm around her, to protect her from the scum leering at her from behind barred doors. But this was not the time or the place. That time and place didn�t exist. Not anymore.
Between the open shower rooms in the center of the structure, a steel staircase rose to the second floor. They followed Gordy up the stairs, their footfalls making the metal hum like a tuning fork.
When they reached the second tier, Gordy led them past two uniformed police officers and down the walkway overlooking the floor below. Each cell pod consisted of a small, enclosed common area surrounded by six individual cells. All the pods in this section stood unoccupied, their doors yawning wide.
Two men in suits stood in the common area of Dryden�s cell pod. The taller of the two wore a double-breasted Armani suit and French cuffs with the pomposity of a man eager for people to think more of him than he thought of himself. If Trent had to hazard a guess, he�d peg the man as the prison�s warden. Although why the warden of an outdated prison in central Wisconsin would invest in designer suits, and where he�d come up with the cash on a public servant�s salary, Trent couldn�t say.
The other man, Trent had met years ago. Ed Dryden had terrorized communities in the northern tip of Wisconsin, and that�s where he�d been arrested and charged. As is often the case with sensational crimes, the trial had been moved south to a different county to dip into its theoretically untainted jury pool. The county which was also the home of the tiny town of Lake Loyal, its nearby prison, and sheriff�s detective Dan Cassidy.
Unfortunately, Cassidy had been one of many local law enforcement officers that Trent ran into in his work who were resentful of the FBI. To put it mildly, Cassidy hadn�t been the model of cooperation. In fact, the man was an ass.
Now the detective stood listening uneasily to the warden, shifting from scuffed loafer to scuffed loafer. Add the mop of sandy hair on his head and his abruptly turned up nose, and Cassidy looked more like a little kid itching to go out and play than the aggressive hard ass he�d been trying to portray on the phone.
The warden shook his balding head dramatically. Though he was talking to Cassidy, his voice carried down the row of empty cells. ��and maybe this is for the best. Maybe now the Department of Corrections will give us money for improvements and extra guards instead of funneling all the state�s resources into the new Supermax and into shipping prisoners to Tennessee and Oklahoma.�
Trent hoped the warden was referring to something trivial like the boiler failing or the maintenance crew running out of wax for the dingy floors. He surely couldn�t be talking about the escape of a serial killer as being for the best, could he? Trent eyed Rees. The last thing she needed to hear was that the danger Nikki faced was for the best.
A muscle worked in the smooth column of her throat, as if she was doing her best to swallow the idiot�s words.
The men turned toward them. A wary smile broke across Cassidy�s face. �Special Agent Burnell.�
�Dan Cassidy.�
The detective nodded in Trent�s direction then focused on Rees. His brows lifted in surprise and then lowered.
�This is Risa. Risa Madsen,� Trent informed him.
�I know who she is.�
Strange. As far as Trent knew, the two had never met, and yet Cassidy behaved as though he held something against her.
After more introductions, the warden shook Trent�s hand and then grasped Rees�s. �I�m sorry your sister was involved in this, Ms. Madsen.�
�Thank you, Warden. I appreciate it. What were you talking about when we arrived? What is for the best?�
Trent almost smiled.
At least Hanson had the decency to look embarrassed. He gestured widely with his bony hands, his face animated. �Not for the best, exactly. That was an unfortunate choice of words. But something big had to happen to get the DOC to acknowledge that this facility needs serious renovation. Heaven knows, they haven�t been listening to me. I warned our state representative just last week we need to update security. Thank God, they can�t ignore the problem any longer. I was just looking for the silver lining.�
Trent had had enough of Warden Hanson. He glanced down at his watch. �Let�s get on with this, Cassidy.�
The warden smoothed a hand over the front of his suit coat. �You�ll have to excuse me. I have some administrative details to attend to. Good luck, Special Agent Burnell. Professor Madsen.�
�Thank you,� Trent said pointedly. He turned from the retreating warden and toward the cell.
Cassidy stood in the cell�s open doorway, glaring at Rees. �Why is she here, Burnell?�
�Do you have a problem, Cassidy?�
�I can�t ask? This is my case.�
�As a professor of psychology�someone who has studied Dryden intensely�and the sister of Dryden�s accomplice, she will provide insights that will be valuable. Now let�s get on with this.�
Trent couldn�t help catch the grateful look Rees shot him. A grateful look he hardly deserved. Some nice guy he was, letting her in to see whatever surprises Dryden had left for them. He could only hope she did have some valuable insights. That he wasn�t exposing her to this whole damn nightmare for nothing.
Cassidy�s frown deepened, but he led the way into the cell. The guard who had escorted them remained by the door.
Dryden�s cell was small and nearly barren, with a built-in cot on one wall, a storage unit on the other and a toilet with a sink above on the third. The hall had smelled like sweaty gym socks that had been left in a pile to rot, but Dryden�s cell reeked of something harsh and slightly minty.
�Disinfectant.�
�He cleaned his cell several times a day,� Risa said.
That fit with the Ed Dryden Trent knew. The man was obsessed with control. Controlling his environment. Controlling his victims. A common theme with psychopaths.
�Manipulation, domination, and control,� Rees continued, as if reading Trent�s mind. �Wasn�t that part of your original profile?�
�You know it was.�
�He manipulated Nikki, controlled her. There were other women, too. He talked about them. Women, men, he thought he could manipulate anyone.�
�He might have been right.� Dryden�s case had upended everything in Trent�s life. And in turn, he�d upended Risa�s. He�d broken their engagement and shut her out in an effort to protect her, but all that had done was send her straight to Dryden for answers.
�So why don�t we stop wasting time and look for evidence?� Cassidy gestured to the storage unit. �Or are you afraid that might prove just how involved your sister was?�
�Back off, Cassidy,� Trent said.
�Just saying.�
Trent avoided glancing Risa�s way, and instead turned to the gray wooden storage structure on one wall of the cell. Comprised of shelves, cubbyholes and a writing surface, the unit was filled with stacks of letters, neatly folded magazine pages and a few trinkets. �Has anyone gone through this?�
�When I heard you were on your way, I thought I�d better wait. Wouldn�t want to step on delicate toes.�
Ignoring the jab, Trent pulled out the magazine pages and unfolded them.
Risa turned away and coughed. A good cover, but Trent could see her revulsion. He felt it himself.
Violent pornography was common with psychopaths, but the images on those pages�bound women screaming and crying, whips raising welts and drawing blood�likely went beyond any s/m Risa had seen in one of her studies.
Cassidy�s face remained blank. �What kind of pervert likes to tie people up?�
Risa turned away, a blush tinting her cheeks, and Trent knew she was thinking the same thing he was. A night long ago, playing with his handcuffs after a bottle of wine�
But that had been consensual. A silly game. No pain or humiliation involved. These pictures were abuse, plain and simple.
And this is what Risa�s little sister had run off with. A sadist who got off on another�s pain. And if it weren�t for Trent�s career, his obsession, Risa and Nikki never would have met Ed Dryden.
�How did Dryden get this�stuff?� Risa asked.
Cassidy glanced at the pages. �Had to have been smuggled in. Probably by your sister.�
�Nikki would never have anything to do with this.�
Cassidy shrugged. �She married good old Eddie, didn�t she?�
�He convinced her that her love made him a better person. I doubt he could continue that charade if she saw this garbage.�
�I don�t know. Love can be a powerful thing.�
Trent knew the detective was being sarcastic, but in cases like these, his statement was more accurate than he knew. And though Risa didn�t want to face the truth, Trent could tell the images had shaken her. Badly.
Setting the pornography aside, Trent plucked a stack of letters from one of the cubbyholes and began paging through them. He scanned each page individually, handing it to Rees when he�d finished reading.
Most were from Nikki, long opuses declaring her undying love for the serial killer, her unflagging belief in him, and her bitter resentment of her older sister.
She always has to be right, always has to be better than me� Miss Ph.D. thinks she�s so smart, but she has no idea�
Trent almost flinched at the hurtful words. Envy was probably normal for a troubled younger sister like Nikki. But he knew Rees wouldn�t write this off as mere sibling jealousy. Not Rees. She would accept it like tender flesh accepts a sharp blade. She would internalize it. She would bleed over it.
He forced himself to hand her the next page. And the next.
Once he�d scanned the first stack, he moved on to the next. To his relief, these weren�t from Nikki. Where Risa�s sister�s handwriting was loopy and childish, the hand that composed these letters was pointed and bold, and they were signed Always, Farrentina. But except for the jabs at Rees, the content of the letters was similar. Declarations of love. Promises of care packages. Plans for Dryden�s future outside prison�a future his multiple life sentences were supposed to prevent.
Trent held up the letter he was reading and focused on Cassidy. �What do you know about this Farrentina?�
�Last name is Hamilton. Married to Wingate Hamilton.� Cassidy paused, as if waiting for Trent to recognize the import of that name.
�Okay, I�ll bite. Who�s Wingate Hamilton?�
�Multi-millionaire. Born rich, got richer. Apparently can�t keep his trophy wife entertained, so she picks up a serial killer hobby. Visited Dryden regularly. Al Mylinski is at her house now.�
Trent remembered Detective Mylinski. Good detective to Cassidy�s asshole detective.
Handing the last pile to Rees, Trent homed in on the trinkets still left in the storage unit. He fingered a lock of platinum hair, Nikki�s probably, and a small pile of cigarettes. Then his hand moved to a stack of photographs lying facedown in one of the cubbies. He picked up the pile by the edges and turned the photos into the light. The first photo was a wedding shot of Dryden and Nikki. The bride was dressed head-to-toe in frothy white, the groom in his prison jumpsuit.
Rees leaned in close to see the pictures. Trent hurriedly flipped to the next.
The next three were snapshots of a brunette posing seductively in red lace lingerie, complete with garter belt and stockings. He flipped the photograph over and read the inscription on the back.
Enjoy! Love, Farrentina.
A face to go with the name. He shuffled past head shots of several blondes, women obviously attracted to the excitement and notoriety of Ed Dryden. Finally his fingers grasped the last photo.
It was a snapshot of Nikki and Rees in the foyer of Rees�s home. The two of them were posed on the antique bench, surrounded with teddy bears, silly smiles on their faces.
The image was innocent.
The photo was marred.
A precise slit was cut through the photo paper, from the locket around Nikki�s neck to her thighs. Drops of something thick and dried and brown obscured her sweet smile.
Blood.
Rees gasped and looked away.
Trent dropped the stack of photos on the storage unit. �He put that photo there for you. I warned you.�
He regretted the words as soon as they left his lips. The last thing Risa needed right now was an I-told-you-so, especially from him.
�I�m fine.�
�He�s playing games, just like we were talking��
�I�m fine.�
Rees was strong, but she wasn�t strong enough to stand up to Dryden�s twisted manipulations. How could she be? How could any normal person face such an overt threat to the life of someone she loved?
It had been a mistake not to listen to his original instincts. �I shouldn�t have let you come. I�m taking you back to the entrance.�
�Trent...�
�If I find anything you might be able to help with, I�ll let you know.�
Nikki
They couldn�t bear to wait.
In all of Nikki�s fantasies about the way their first time would be, she�d never imagined them doing it parked along a dead end road in the woods. But they loved each other so much, they couldn�t keep their hands to themselves.
Nikki kissed Eddie, reveling in the feel of him on top of her, inside her. Never wanting it to end.
High beams strafed the trees. A car approaching them on the lonely road.
Nikki slid lower in her seat. �They�ll see you.�
�Nah,� Eddie said and gave her a teasing kiss.
�It�s not funny. You said yourself that they might be looking for my car.�
Another light blinked on, deeper in the forest, and the car turned into a driveway Nikki hadn�t realized was there. She let out a relieved giggle.
�What did I tell you? It�s just a drunk home from the bar.�
�You�re always right.�
Eddie gave her one more kiss, then pushed himself off her and slid into the driver�s seat. He yanked up his pants. �I have to take a piss.�
�Wait a minute. He might see you.�
�The drunk? Too many trees.�
Eddie opened the door, the dome light flashing on. She reached for her panties.
�Don�t put your clothes on. Promise? I�ll be right back.� He grasped the locket she wore on a silver chain around her neck and centered it between her naked breasts. Then he gave her a wink that she could feel all the way to her toes.
He closed the door, and Nikki was plunged back into darkness. She let out a sigh. Their reunion had been passionate, even romantic, everything she�d imagined. She�d had boyfriends in high school. Several. But they�d been awkward and unsure, and in the end, boring.
Not like Eddie at all.
Eddie was no kid. He was a man. He knew what he wanted. Best of all, he wanted her. He couldn�t seem to get enough of her.
Risa wouldn�t approve. And just thinking about that made Nikki smile. Eddie had told her all about Risa and her obsession with him. Visiting him in prison, writing about him. But this time, Risa didn�t get everything she wanted.
This time, Nikki was the special one.
And that�s what Eddie made her feel. Special. He couldn�t get enough of her. And she had never known she could love someone this hard.
She peered into the darkness, wondering where he went. The garage door of the nearest house still stood open, the light inside revealing the square-looking sedan. She didn�t see any�
A knock sounded on her window, knuckles against glass.
Nikki jumped, then squinted into the darkness at Eddie�s smile.
So he wanted to get into her side again. She smiled. No wonder he�d asked her to stay naked for him. She opened her legs. Then she flicked the lock button on the door.
He pulled the door wide.
The dome light blinded her for a second, but even though she couldn�t see Eddie�s expression, she could imagine him looking at her bare breasts, her spread pussy, and she knew he�d be hungry for her. His love. His wife.
�I thought you said she was sick.�
Not Eddie. Another male voice. A stranger.
Nikki crossed her arms over her chest. She clapped her thighs shut. It took a second for her eyes to adjust, and when they did, she stared into an older man�s surprised face.
�Open your arms, Nikki,� Eddie said, his voice stern.
Nikki shook her head. What was happening? She didn�t know what was happening.
�Show us your tits, babe,� he said, his voice a little softer this time. �She has great tits. The best. I can�t resist showing them off.�
�Listen, I don�t want to intrude��
�Nikki, show him.�
Nikki moved her arms to her sides, the dome light glowing off her naked skin.
�Best tits you�ve ever seen.�
The man stared. �Uh, yeah. Nice.�
�Nikki? Your legs��
Her throat was dry, her heart pounding. But she opened her thighs anyway.
�Nice, eh?�
�Uh, yeah. Real nice.�
�You want to touch her, don�t you? Try her out?�
�Of course. But� are you sure this is okay?� The man was asking Nikki, looking into her eyes.
�She loves it. Don�t you Nik?�
Nikki opened her mouth to answer, but no sound would come.
�Take out his dick, Nikki.�
Nikki had no idea what to do, what to think. She liked that Eddie was proud of her. That he thought she was beautiful, but� all this� it was just wrong.
She gave him a pleading look.
�I want to see him hard in your hands. In your sexy mouth.� Eddie stepped aside and pushed the man forward. �You wouldn�t believe how she can suck. Like a fucking vacuum. She�s made for it.�
Nikki�s fingers shook. She tried three times to grasp the man�s zipper before she got hold. She didn�t want to do this. She wasn�t even sure what this was. But the way Eddie was looking at her, she could tell it was turning him on.� She couldn�t disappoint him.
She inched the man�s fly down, then reached in and touched warm, firm flesh.
The man�s body arched. He tilted his head back. A horrible sound erupted from his throat. Then he slumped forward, falling heavily on top of Nikki, warmth flowing over her skin.
Nikki couldn�t breathe. She couldn�t do anything but stare. She looked up at Eddie, a knife in his hand, a look on his face she didn�t recognize.
A shuddering rasp came from the man.
A whimpering sound filled the car.
�Shut up,� Eddie said. He had to repeat himself before Nikki realized the whimper was coming from her.
Eddie rifled through the man�s pockets, pulling out his wallet and a set of car keys. Then he grabbed the man�s arms, lifting his weight off her. �Get out of the car. Now.�
Nikki wasn�t sure how she managed to move, but the next thing she knew, she was out from under the stranger�s body. Her skin was wet, covered in blood, and the June dawn felt cold. Shivers racked her muscles. Her legs felt weak.
Eddie picked up the man�s legs, shoved him fully into the car, and slammed the door. Then he grabbed her upper arm and propelled her toward the open garage. �I wonder if he lives alone.�
Risa
Risa leaned against one of the government-beige walls in the entrance of the prison. Like all the other times she�d ventured inside the razor wire, the lack of light and air made her lungs constrict and her heart pound. But it was what she�d seen in Dryden�s cell that made her really uncomfortable.
She�d known Nikki was in danger since the day she�d married Ed Dryden, but seeing what he�d left for her had been different. All the research Risa had done into the criminal mind, all the horror stories she�d heard while surveying Dryden and other offenders, none of it had prepared her to face the blood on that photograph. The slit down the middle of Nikki�s body. The threat made personal. Real.
But the worst part was that Risa had let Dryden get to her. She�d insisted she didn�t need protection, that she could handle whatever Dryden had planned, and the truth was, she couldn�t.
Thank God, she hadn�t fainted. If she had, Trent probably would have shipped her off in an ambulance and ordered the doctors to sequester her in the hospital until Nikki was rescued. Or until it was too late. At least here, she could talk to the guards and do some general fact gathering on her own. She might still be able to help.
She sighed and looked up at Gordy. Even before he�d phoned to inform her of Nikki�s secret wedding, the guard had taken her under his wing. And judging by the way he hovered over her, he was nearly as protective as Trent.
Noticing her gaze on him, Gordy laid his hand on her arm, his big mitt making it look as fragile as a toothpick. �I�m real sorry about what happened, Professor.�
She looked into his weary eyes. �Thanks, Gordy. That means a lot to me.�
�Anything I can do to help, you let me know.�
Risa glanced around the entrance to the prison, at the barred doors leading to inner corridors guarded by more barred doors. Despite the warden�s moans about funding for extra guards and security measures, the prison seemed awfully secure. Risa couldn�t imagine how a prisoner could break out. Not without inside help.
No doubt, an angle the sheriff�s office was following up on. But a few more questions couldn�t hurt. �Actually, there is something, Gordy. A few things I�m wondering about.�
�Shoot.�
�How well did you know Dryden?�
Gordy�s mouth curled in distaste. �Know him?�
�Did you ever talk to him? Have any personal contact with him?�
�I don�t talk to scum.�
�Never?�
�Not any more than I have to. I sure don�t know him.�
�Are any of the other COs friendly with prisoners? Or more specifically, were any friendly with Dryden?�
�No one comes to mind.�
�Can you think of anyone who would have reason to help Dryden?�
Surprise registered on Gordy�s face. �Help him?�
�He couldn�t have gotten into that garbage truck without someone looking the other way.�
Gordy�s bushy brows turned down. �I think you got it wrong. No one would help someone like him. He must have gotten out on his own.�
�It seems like it would be impossible.�
Gordy�s big shoulders rose and fell in a shrug.
�Dryden is a master manipulator.�
Gordy shook his head.
�He manipulated my sister.�
�I can�t�� His cheeks and neck reddened.
�Imagine anyone being deluded enough to marry him? Neither can I.� Heaviness bore down on Risa�s shoulders. �But it happened. And he could have manipulated someone here into helping him escape, too.�
�The best thing that could happen would be if somebody took Dryden out while he�s on the loose.� His voice dropped and shadows darkened his eyes. �He didn�t give those girls he killed a chance�hunting them down and gutting them like deer. And the guy who worked for the sanitation company? Awful. Dryden don�t deserve to live. Not one more day. Not even in a hellhole like this.�
Risa barely kept herself from nodding in agreement. Wisconsin wasn�t a death-penalty state, and she had always been against allowing the government to execute its citizens. But in this case, with a man like Ed Dryden, she could almost justify strapping him to a table and sticking a needle in his arm.
She didn�t know what that said about her, but she was sure it wasn�t good.
Footsteps echoed through the corridor, growing louder, nearer. The barred door slid open and Trent strode through, carrying a cardboard box. Detective Cassidy followed.
�Did you find anything more?�
�Not much.� Trent paused only to sign out at the entrance desk. �How are you holding up?�
�I�m fine. Embarrassed.�
Trent retrieved his gun and headed for the exit. �Good. Because we�re going to do things my way from here on out. The Lake Loyal police chief is waiting for you.�
The guard touched her on the arm on her way out. �Take care, Professor. If I come up with anybody who might have helped Dryden, I�ll let you know.�
Giving the guard a parting nod, Risa followed Trent out into the first light of dawn.
Trent
The Lake Loyal police station had to be one of the smallest Trent had yet seen, and he�d visited a lot of them. Carved out of a corner of the village hall, the department consisted of a countertop jammed with computer equipment that served as the dispatch center, cubicles the color of faded Pepto Bismol that served as office space for everyone other than the chief, a closet-sized breakroom, and a conference room shared with the village board where County Detective Cassidy and boxes of old files waited for Trent�s attention.
Less than two hours, and he would be briefing an emergency task force assembled to find Dryden. Two hours to come up with ideas on where Dryden had gone and proactive strategies for luring him into the open. Better get to work.
Hesitating at the door, Trent glanced back to where Risa sat at one of the pink cubicles, her eyes riveted on her hands, folded in her lap. Her complexion was still ghostly, but at least she�d regained a little color since she�d seen the mutilated photo of her sister.
Or maybe it was just a change in the lighting.
At least Trent didn�t have to wrestle with letting Rees see the files waiting in the conference room, testaments of Dryden�s evil. There was nothing she could tell him about those that he didn�t already see every night when he closed his eyes.
�How do you like your coffee, Special Agent?�
Trent looked up into the kind, blue eyes of the small town police department�s dispatcher. The moment they�d entered the stations and he�d met Oneida Perkins, he�d decided the strapping blonde would be a good person to have on his side. A jack- of-all-trades type, she seemed to be practically bursting with competence. In everything, maybe, except making coffee.
He took another breath of the burned coffee scent hanging in the air. �Thanks. But I�ll have to pass.�
�Hmm. First FBI agent I�ve met who doesn�t down the stuff the way Packer fans guzzle beer, but okay��
�Trying to reduce my stress level.�
�And foregoing coffee works for that?�
�Not really, but it gets my doctor off my back.�
�Good to hear someone is off your back. Cassidy in there seems to be eager to climb on.�
Trent gave her a careful smile.
�No worries,� she continued. �The chief is on your side. And I�ll take good care of your lady there.�
�Risa? She�s not my lady.�
�As a profiler, I suppose you know all about denial, huh?� Oneida let out a snort, then not waiting for an answer, she bustled to where Risa sat, her skirt swishing with each purposeful stride. �How do you like your coffee?�
Trent turned away and forced himself to enter the conference room.
Cassidy didn�t look up from the file he was studying, but a second man immediately sprang to his feet and crossed to the door.
�Special Agent Burnell?� Tall, broad shouldered, and with gray at the temples, the man thrust a hand forward, his hazel eyes crinkling at the corners with a smile. �Schneider, sir. Jeff Schneider. I�m Lake Loyal�s Chief of Police. It�s an honor to finally meet you.�
Trent shook Schneider�s hand, a warm, strong shake. The varied responses he received from local law enforcement personnel never ceased to amaze him. Much of the time his presence was met with skepticism or even downright contempt, as with Cassidy. But then there were some who saw federal agents in a much more positive, even glamorous light. Schneider must be among the latter group.
�Honor to meet you, too, chief.�
�Please, call me Schneider. Or Jeff. My department has only half-a-dozen full-time officers, including me. Working on getting more. But if there�s something we can help you with, don�t hesitate to ask.�
�Quit pumping Burnell�s hand like some damn bootlicker and sit down. We have work to do.�
Schneider shot Cassidy a grin so false it cracked at the edges. �Schettler�s ran out of strawberry rhubarb pie again, Cassidy? Is that why you�re such a damn asshole?�
Cassidy grumbled, something unintelligible, then reburied his attention in the file.
Great. As if Trent didn�t have enough problems. Now he had to worry about a couple of feuding local cops.
Once they were all seated, Cassidy spoke, not looking up. �Where is your profile of Dryden?�
�There is no written profile,� Trent said.
�Why not?�
�We don�t want a comprehensive written report leaked to the press. Too many factors could be misconstrued, sensationalized.�
�You think one of us is going to leak it?�
�He didn�t say that, Cassidy.� Schneider glanced Trent�s way. �Right?�
Trent grabbed one of the file boxes and dragged it toward his side of the table. �It�s policy. Not aimed at any specific agency.�
�Better not be.�
Trent did not have the patience for this. Unfortunately, when stakes ran high, so did human emotion. And as hard as cops tried to set themselves apart, him included, they were all human.
�We want to be able to choose what details to release,� he said with as much patience as he could muster. �Details that will make the serial offender nervous. Make him take unnecessary risks. Or force him into the open. If reporters get their hands on a written report that contains the entire profile, we lose that ability.�
�Makes sense,� Schneider said.
Trent focused on Cassidy. �Do you have a media office set up?�
�In Baraboo.�
The county seat was a fifteen or twenty-minute drive from Lake Loyal. Close enough that the press wouldn�t complain too much, and yet far enough away to give law enforcement some breathing room. �How about space for the task force?�
�We have a few empty cubicles,� Schneider volunteered.
Trent eyed the small town police chief. �I appreciate the offer, but this station isn�t going to be big enough.�
�I�ll have Oneida call the area churches. Bet they�ll let us use some space. Fellowship rooms and whatnot.�
�Better get on that,� Cassidy said, making a show of checking his watch. �And you�d better get your memory up to speed, Special Agent.�
Trent picked up the stack of photographs he�d glanced through in Dryden�s cell. �I�ll be ready.�
While Schneider found space for the task force and Cassidy started sorting crime reports, Trent flipped through the pictures. The wedding shot of Dryden and Nikki. The seductive poses of Farrentina Hamilton.
He set the photos back on the table and reached for the closest box of old case files. He plucked a file from the box, flipped open the manila folder and leafed through the contents. His fingers closed over a stack of crime-scene photos.
One of the coeds Dryden murdered stared back at him with unseeing blue eyes. He remembered her name. Ashley Dalton. A twenty-year-old with two younger sisters and an interest in biochemistry. Her mutilated, naked body glowed white in the photographer�s flash. Her torso, sliced down the middle and dressed the way a hunter dresses a deer carcass. Her long, blond hair tangled around her face.
He snapped the folder shut and reached for another, the haunting details of Dryden�s crimes rushing back to him. Rushing back to him, hell. They had never left. They were as much a part of him as his pounding heart, his straining lungs, his racing mind.
The woman in the second file was Dawn Bertram, a grad student studying psychology. A beautiful girl, Dawn had green eyes, not blue. But the rest was the same. The hunter fantasy. The long, blond hair that framed her lifeless face.
That was what didn�t add up about the photos of Farrentina Hamilton. Her brunette hair. Ed Dryden preferred blondes.
Cassidy leaned toward him across the table. �What do you see, Burnell?�
Trent pushed the crime-scene photos toward him. �All of Dryden�s female victims were blond. It was a big part of his signature. He killed blondes. Only blondes.�
Schneider took his seat at the table. �What, was his mother blond or something?�
�Not his mother.�
�Wife?� Schneider asked.
�A few months after his mother died of cancer, he married a blonde. She was in college when they met. A year or so into their marriage, she gave birth to twin girls and suffered from several medical problems, as did one of the children. At that point, she was unable to see to her husband�s needs.�
�Let me guess,� Schneider said. �That made him angry.�
�He began acting out his violent fantasies on women who looked like his wife.�
�That�s twisted.�
�It made him feel powerful, in control. Power and control he didn�t have in his normal life. Every time he killed a blond college student, he could fantasize that he was asserting power over the wife who he believed was rejecting him.�
�Until he got around to finally killing the wife?�
Trent could almost smell the hot tang of blood mixing with the scent of spruce trees and blooming lilac bushes. He�d never failed so spectacularly. And for that, he�d never forgive himself.
�And that�s when you caught him, right?� Schneider continued. �After he killed the wife?�
Trent nodded.
�So if his whole thing was killing women who looked like his wife, he wouldn�t be turned on by a brunette,� Cassidy said.
�No.�
�How about men?� Chief Schneider asked. �Like Murphy driving the garbage truck?�
�He�ll kill men to get something he wants, to further his goals.�
Schneider nodded. �And he kills women for pleasure. Got it.�
Cassidy studied the crime-scene photos and the snapshots of Farrentina Hamilton side by side, tapping his pen on the table. �Didn�t I read something in one of the Hamilton woman�s letters about coloring her hair? Maybe she dyed it blond for him.�
Trent skimmed through the letters until he found the one Cassidy was referring to. He read aloud. �As you can see, I colored my hair for you, Ed. The red lingerie looks nice on a brunette, don�t you think?�
�But that sounds like she dyed her hair brunette for him,� Schneider said. �Not blond.�
Trent stared at the files littering the table. A serial killer didn�t change his signature. The emotional need his crime fulfilled was always the same, crime after crime. He might change his modus operandi as he learned more efficient ways of committing his crimes, ways he could avoid getting caught. But he didn�t change the emotional satisfaction, the sexual charge he got out of the act. With every hunt, every kill, Dryden dominated the wife he felt rejected him. The wife with long, blond hair.
�The sequence of this hair color change is important,� Trent said. �Are there any other photos? Any of Hamilton as a blonde?�
Cassidy flicked through the stack of photos they�d found in Dryden�s cell. He handed a photo to Trent then resumed his abuse of the table top. Tap. Tap. Tap.
Schneider leaned over the table to get a glimpse of the photo.
In the picture, Farrentina Hamilton�s platinum blond hair flowed over her shoulders. She wore a trendy suit, the style outdated by current 1996 standards, and she looked appreciably younger than she did in the lingerie shot.
Trent didn�t know what to make of this. Dryden couldn�t have changed his signature. But if he hadn�t, why had he asked Farrentina Hamilton to dye her hair brunette?
Like Risa, Nikki was a natural brunette, but she had colored her hair blond for as long as Trent had known her. He picked up the wedding picture and the mutilated picture from the table. In both photos Nikki�s hair was platinum and arranged in ringlets falling to her shoulders. If Dryden�s preference had changed to brunettes, why had he married a blonde only thirty days ago?
Trent jutted to his feet and walked to the door.
Risa was perched on the edge of her chair. �Find something?�
�We need your help.�
Rather than wasting time with a satisfied snort or an I-told-you-so smile, Risa scurried across the reception area and through the door he held open, as if afraid his request had a time limit. She slipped into one of the empty chairs.
Trent closed the door and circled the table. �Has Nikki changed her hair color recently?�
�No. Why?�
�You�re sure?�
�What�s going on, Trent?�
Cassidy�s pen ceased tapping. �Dryden seems to like brunettes now.�
Risa stared at the table top. She looked as if she might be sick.
�What is it, Rees?� Trent asked.
�Something Nikki told me.�
�What?�
�She said Dryden wanted her to be herself. He loved her just the way she was. Including her natural hair color.�
Trent could almost hear Dryden whispering those words to Nikki, his voice thick with false charm. He had a talent for sensing what someone wanted to hear and delivering just the right words in just the right tone.
Cassidy leaned forward across the tabletop. �But she didn�t dye her hair back. Why? She didn�t buy it?�
�She bought it fine. Was almost giddy with how much he loved her. She just liked being a blonde.� Risa turned to Trent. �He told other women the same thing?�
It wasn�t exactly a question. Risa knew the answer. But Trent nodded anyway. �He asked Farrentina Hamilton to dye her hair brunette too.�
�The woman in the red lingerie?�
�Yes,� he said.
�A killer doesn�t just up and change his signature. It doesn�t make sense. Unless��
Obviously Risa was thinking along the same lines as Trent, so he finished the thought. �Unless hair color was never really part of Dryden�s signature.�
�You think that�s the case?� Cassidy asked.
Trent looked at Rees�s long brunette hair, shining under the fluorescent lights. Hair that had once flowed through his fingers and puddled on his pillow. Hair that smelled of lavender. �Tell me about your interviews with Dryden.�
�My interviews? What about them?�
�Did you say anything to Dryden that he could have misconstrued? Anything that made him angry?�
The jolt that ran through Rees�s body was unmistakable.
�What was it, Rees?�
She drew in a slow, deep breath. �About four months ago I published an article in an academic journal.�
�An article about Dryden?�
�I didn�t use his name.�
Schneider held up his hands. �Wait. You�re saying you wrote about him in a psychology magazine?�
�Yes. In general terms.�
�How would he get something like that in prison?� Cassidy asked.
�I don�t know.�
�Your sister?�
�I don�t know,� Risa repeated. �Probably. And he figured out he was the subject.�
�How did he react?� Trent asked, although he had a pretty good idea.
�I only visited him once after that. He refused to speak. Just stared.�
�There�s something else.� Trent prompted.
�That was when he started writing to Nikki.�
It made a horrible kind of sense.
Dryden�s wife was dead. Her humiliation was over. And instead of clinging to the fantasy of killing her over and over, he had moved on.
He�d found another woman who�d humiliated him.
He�d focused on her, obsessed about her.
He�d manipulated women who looked like her.
And now that he was free, he would play out his game�kidnapping, letting his victim loose in an isolated forest, hunting her down, slitting her from neck to pelvic bone, and gutting her like a deer. With each woman he killed, he fantasized he was asserting his power and dominance over the woman who�d humiliated him�the true target of his hatred.
And this time, Ed Dryden�s true target was Rees.
Nikki
The man lived alone, although Nikki wasn�t sure what it would have meant if he hadn�t. Or maybe she just didn�t want to know.
It didn�t take long for Eddie to take what he wanted from the man�s house and load it into the sedan parked in the garage. Food, of course. A few bottles of booze. Street clothes from the man�s closet. A toothbrush, floss, and mouthwash.
He gave Nikki time to shower off the blood. It was spraying off easily enough, but she still didn�t feel clean. The engraving in her locket was more difficult to manage, blood deep in crevices. She hoped it hadn�t soaked into the tiny photo she kept inside, but she couldn�t check under the shower stream. And really, she didn�t have the heart to look.
When she stepped out of the spray, Eddie was waiting. She grabbed a towel, dried off, and wrapped it around her body.
Eddie yanked it off and tossed it on the floor.
�I�ve thought about seeing you naked for so long. I can�t have you covering up that beautiful body. Not yet.�
Nikki looked down at herself and shuddered. Blood no longer tinted her skin, but she couldn�t help feeling that it was still there, like a cattle brand seared into her flesh.
That man had died.
She still couldn�t believe that man had died.
And Eddie was the one who�
No, no, no. It didn�t make sense. He was still Eddie. Her Eddie. And the way he looked at her, touched her, spoke to her� he appeared to be as in love with her as before.
Maybe more.
�Why� Why did you do it?� Nikki finally asked, unable not to.
�What?�
�Kill that man?�
�I did it for you.�
�Me?�
�He was going to hurt you, baby.�
Nikki shook her head. She remembered the man staring at her. Wanting her. She remembered him asking her if what Eddie was offering was real, if it was okay. �Hurt me? How?�
�Where do you think I got the knife? It was his. That was all him. I wanted to share something beautiful with him, something amazing, and all he could do� There are people out there who want to destroy everything that�s good. I couldn�t let him.�
Nikki tried to remember what had happened. It had been dark outside the car, and the dome light had been so bright. She must have missed seeing the man pull out the knife.
The knife.
�Wasn�t that my knife?� Nikki said, confused. �You know, the one you said I should keep in the car for protection?�
�No. But I was right about that, wasn�t I? You need protection. But you weren�t prepared. If I hadn�t been there, you�d be dead.�
Nikki couldn�t disagree. She tried to remember what the knife looked like. She felt like crying.
�It�s okay. I was there for you. You were lucky this time.� He grasped her hand in his. �You�re mine, Nikki. My beauty. And no man is going to hurt you while I�m here.�
�I know.�
�Believe me, Nikki. You believe me, don�t you?�
She nodded. She wanted to. She wanted to get what had happened in the car out of her mind.
�Do you believe me?� he asked again. �I want to hear your answer.�
�Yes.�
�I have something that will cheer you up.� He held out a box of hair color.
�Just for Men?� Nikki said, reading the label.
�I want to see you as a brunette.�
�I thought you liked my hair blond.�
He shrugged a shoulder. �I�m bored with it.�
�Bored? But you said blond was your favorite, that you thought it was sexy.�
�This is better. Trust me.� He slipped an arm around her and steered her to the vanity. �I�m going to make you look wonderful.�
He placed his palm on the back of her head and shoved her head down over the sink.
Bending at the waist, Nikki braced herself with her forearms, trying to keep from hitting her head on the faucet. �Eddie, I don�t want dark hair.�
�You don�t know what you want. It is going to be tremendous. Beautiful. You�re going to thank me.�
Nikki wasn�t so sure. She had grown up with dark hair, and she�d hated it. She had blended in. Nothing special. It wasn�t until she�d dyed it blond that men started noticing her. Men on the street. Men at the restaurant where she worked. Men everywhere. As a blonde, she turned heads, and she liked it..
�I became a blonde for you.�
�And now you�ll be a brunette for me.�
�Blondes are sexier. You said that yourself.�
�And now I want to fuck a brunette.� He ripped open the box and opened the bottle inside. A second later cold dribbled over her scalp. He kneaded the dye into her hair with rough fingers, pushing her head into the sink.
Nikki wanted to cry. She�d just started to figure out who she was as a blonde. She didn�t want to go back.
�What�s your problem?�
�I want to make you happy. I do. But��
�You want to make me happy?�
�Yes.�
�Good girl.�
She heard the sound of a zipper.
He kicked her legs wide, then still working in the dye, he entered her from behind. Tangling his hand in her hair, he thrust into her, each stroke shoving her head deeper and deeper into the sink.
When he was done, tears were streaming down Nikki�s face.
He pulled her hair, lifting her head from the sink, forcing her to stare at herself in the mirror. �There. You see? You�re so sexy as a brunette I can�t control myself.�
Nikki looked at her face, pale as death, her hair dark with purplish goo. Like staring at a stranger.
Eddie released his hold, stepped back from her, and zipped himself up.
Nikki brushed her fingers over her cheeks, hoping he didn�t notice she�d been crying.
�Now rinse this shit out and meet me at the car.� He gave her a wink. �I can�t wait to see the new you.�
She showered again, giving extra attention to washing the dye from her hair. When she stepped out and dried off, she avoided her reflection. She wrapped herself in a towel, then thinking better of it, let it fall to the floor and walked to the car naked.
When she climbed into the car beside Eddie, for a moment, he looked at her as if he wanted to make love all over again. Then he started the car and drove. Away from the house. Away from the dead end road. Out onto the open highway.
For a long time, Nikki watched him, saying nothing. She wasn�t clear on what had happened. Not with that man in the car. Not in the bathroom. But she knew her husband would do anything to protect her. And she wanted to make him happy.
They were going to be so happy.
�I�m sorry� about my hair. About everything.�
�I�m the best thing that ever happened to you.�
�I know.�
�You have to trust me. I know what�s best for you.�
Nikki nodded. No one had loved her like Eddie did. Not her whole life. It was as if he knew her. Everything about her. They really were soulmates. And now they were together.
�I love you, Eddie.�
�But?�
�I just get a little worried. That�s all. A little confused.�
�About what?�
�The man in the car.�
�We talked about that.�
�I know. You were protecting me. But won�t they� If they find out��
�They can�t touch me, babe. I have them all figured out.�
�You do?�
�You doubt it?�
�No.� If anyone had everything figured out, it was Eddie. Just one of the reasons she loved him.
He moved his hand between her legs, stroking slowly, gently. �You could use some clothes. Otherwise I won�t be able to keep my hands off you. We need to get you into something nice.�
�My suitcase�� It was back in the car. Her clothes. Her makeup. �We have to go back.�
�We can�t go back, Nikki.�
�Of course� of course�� For a second, she�d forgotten about the man. The blood. She wanted to forget. �That was stupid of me. But clothes��
He shrugged a shoulder, as if it wasn�t a big deal. �I�ll handle it. Like I handle everything.�
�How?�
�You�re about the same size as your sister, aren�t you?�
�Uh, yes.�
�She doesn�t live too far away, does she?�
Nikki glanced out the window. The lights of Sauk City glowed around them, the bridge spanning the Wisconsin River ahead. She�d been so focused on Eddie, she hadn�t even realized where they were.
�No, not too far,� Nikki answered, wrapping her arms around her middle, holding tight.
�And you have a key?�
�There�s a code. It opens her garage door.�
�You know it?�
�Yeah. I had to let the plumber in when her sewer backed up, and she was at a conference. She has an automatic service that sends an alarm to her� Why are you asking about Risa?�
�Your sister is hot, Nikki. And she dresses with style. Maybe you can find something nice in her closet. I think you could use an upgrade.�
Nikki wanted to tell him she had nice clothes of her own, back in her suitcase. Clothes with more style than anything Risa ever wore. But she supposed Eddie knew better. He was just trying to make things right for her. That had to be it.
But there was something else. �What if Risa�s home?�
Eddie�s face widened in a grin. �Then she can pick something out for you herself.�
Risa
Even though Trent didn�t say a word, Risa recognized the expression on his face, and it shook her from head to toe. He was afraid. Afraid for her. And she had to admit, at that moment, she was afraid for herself. �It�s me this time, isn�t it? His wife is dead, so now it�s me.�
The conference room was silent. Everyone waiting for Trent�s answer.
�I think so, yes.�
�You?� Cassidy asked. �Because of the article?�
�I�m not following.� Chief Schneider had been quiet since she�d entered the room.
Trent drew himself up, the flash of fear suddenly gone, replaced by the cool, in-control exterior she knew so well. But his calm facade did nothing to reassure her. Nothing to stop the spinning in her head.
As he explained his thinking to Cassidy and Schneider, Risa let his voice wash over her, willing his calmness to ground her as well.
Risa had seen the malevolent hatred in Dryden�s eyes the day he�d married Nikki. She�d heard it in the guttural undertones of his voice. �Til death do us part. And even though he appeared to be threatening her sister, Risa had felt he meant it to hurt her. �I should have seen it.�
Trent�s voice stopped, and she realized all three men were staring at her.
�He seduced Nikki, married Nikki, and now is going to kill Nikki because of that article,� she said, trying to explain. �Nikki is going to die because of me.�
�If not that article, chances are he would have searched until he found some other way you humiliated him. And if he couldn�t find anything, he would have made something up.�
Trent�s argument was logical. And in her mind, Risa knew it was accurate. Dryden would have found someone to hate. Her for another reason. Someone else. But knowing it and feeling it were two different things. The mind versus the heart. And right now, her heart was holding her responsible. �I should have found a way to stop him.�
Cassidy grunted. �You should have stayed away from him in the first place. But you couldn�t do that, could you?�
�Cassidy. Cut it,� Trent said. �Ed Dryden is the one to blame here.�
Risa glanced from Trent to the sheriff�s detective and police chief. Trent might have defended her from Cassidy�s attack, but she knew he felt the same way. That she should have steered clear of Ed Dryden. And that Trent had called off their wedding to shield her from the type of evil Dryden represented.
Hunting Dryden had changed Trent. Something had happened on that trip to Wisconsin. Something that made it impossible for Trent to separate his work from the rest of his life. Something that made him afraid for her.
And that was exactly what had made studying Dryden irresistible.
�There�s nothing I can do now, is there?� Risa said. �Nikki�s running out of time and there�s nothing any of us can do.�
�We can catch him,� the police chief said. �Right?�
�Right.� Trent said. Grasping her chin in gentle fingers, Trent turned her head to face him. �When Dryden let those young women loose in the forest and hunted them down, he did it so he could make the experience last. Their panic. He wanted to draw it out. Savor it. If he kills Nikki right away, he loses his connection to you. He loses his power to torture you, to make your fear last. And that�s what he wants most.�
Risa closed her eyes and latched on to Trent�s words, to the energy flowing from his fingertips. She wanted so much to believe him, it throbbed like a physical ache in her chest. �I hope you�re right.�
A cell phone�s ring jangled through the room.
The sound traveled along Risa�s nerves like a jolt of electricity. She drew in a sharp breath and opened her eyes. She was so close to the edge that any sound probably would have startled her. But the ringing seemed unnaturally loud. Unnaturally ominous. �Sorry. That�s me.�
Trent dropped his hand from her chin, and she rummaged in her purse for her phone and looked at the number.
�What is it?� Trent said, frowning.
�I� I have to take this.� Turning away from the men, she flipped open the phone and pressed it to her ear. �This is Risa Madsen.�
�Ms. Madsen, E&G Security. Sorry to bother you, but the alarm we installed on your sewer line is indicating there�s a backup in your home.�
Risa slumped in the conference chair. It was such a small thing, a stupid thing, But right then, it felt like far more than she could take.
�You�re sure?�
�That�s what the sensors are indicating. Account number 587562. Correct?�
The backups had been happening frequently enough that Risa had memorized her account number. �Thank you.�
�What is it?� Trent asked as soon as she lowered her phone.
�A problem at my house. Sewer backup.�
Trent frowned. �That seems convenient.�
�It�s legit. They gave me the account number. Same as always.�
�And Nikki doesn�t know the number? She couldn�t have given it to Dryden?�
�It wasn�t Dryden on the phone. And Nikki doesn�t know the number. I only remember it, because lately this has become a regular thing. Two weeks ago, I had to rip out all my basement carpet. I�m just waiting for my contractor to find the time to dig up the pipes to the road.�
�What a nightmare,� Chief Schneider said. �You need a hand with it, just let me know. I have a cousin who�s a plumber. I helped him one summer while I was in school.�
Risa gave the chief a polite smile then pulled Trent aside. �I�m going to need to borrow your car.�
Ten minutes later, Risa leaned back against the headrest in Trent�s rental car and watched the lush green of Wisconsin�s spring whip by the window. Her arms lay in her lap, heavy, tight. A weight closed in on her chest.
Of course, Trent wouldn�t let her check on her sewer alone. Even though it meant he would be cutting it close to return to Lake Loyal in time for the task force meeting, he�d insisted on driving her.
And worse, she was glad. But that didn�t mean she felt safe. To be near him, even for one minute, was to be swamped in feelings from the past. Memories of walking hand in hand through Washington at cherry-blossom time. Feeding each other strawberry shortcake in bed and the resulting sticky mess. The warmth of his strong body holding her, surrounding her, inside her.
She entwined her fingers together in her lap and concentrated on the familiar houses of her neighborhood scrolling by the window. She had to be careful. She couldn�t let her memories of the good times or her need for his help now swamp her. She had to remember the knife-sharp pain of losing him. And the fact that when this nightmare was over, however it turned out, he would be leaving her again.
When they finally pulled into her driveway, she expected the tension coiling in her muscles to relax, but it seemed only to wind tighter. The glow of dawn hugged the east horizon and reflected off the front windows of her house, making them glow like the eyes of a demonic beast.
�So what does this project entail?�
�Best case scenario, I plunge the basement drain and dislodge whatever is causing this.�
�Worst case?�
�I have to wade through sewage to reach that drain.�
Trent switched off the engine. His gaze scoured the front of her house, combing the Japanese yew out front, the shadows to the side of the garage. He unfastened his seat belt and unbuttoned his suit jacket. Reaching inside the jacket, he pulled a gun from his shoulder holster. �I�m going to check out the house. Stay close behind me.�
Risa�s chest tightened. �You think he might be here?�
�I�m not going to take the chance.�
Suddenly the risk of stirring old memories and pain by being near Trent didn�t seem so dangerous. Not compared with finding a serial killer in her house. �I�m right behind you.�
He held out his hand. �Keys?�
She rifled through her purse. Her trembling fingers closed over the keys� sharp edges. She fished them out and dropped them into Trent�s open palm.
He turned away from her, opened the car door and climbed out in one fluid movement. She followed, falling in close behind.
Trent�s footsteps clicked on the cement walk, shattering the dawn stillness. He mounted the porch steps and thrust her key into the lock. He threw open the door, hesitating a moment before stepping into the house, gun barrel leading the way. Once inside he stopped dead. His body tensed. He swung his gun in front of him, as if combing every inch of the foyer.
Something was wrong.
Risa stepped up behind and peered around Trent�s shoulders.
At first she didn�t know what she was seeing. White fluff seemed to be everywhere in her little foyer. On the polished oak floor, on the shelf, on the antique bench. A breeze from outside caught the fluff and swept it toward the far corner.
Her pulse throbbed in her ears, the pieces coming together, and she realized what it was.
Her teddy bears. Her collection of teddy bears. They stared at her with shiny eyes, their usually round bodies depleted, empty. Slashed and empty.
Trent
Trent grasped Rees tight to his chest. The soles of their shoes scraped concrete as they shuffled backward down the sidewalk. He held the gun steady, scanning the shadows behind the yew, the low branches of the spruce. He could feel Dryden�s eyes on him. On Rees. He could almost hear the monster�s satisfied chuckle.
Dryden would want to see Rees�s reaction to the mutilated bears. He�d want to see her fear. He would feed on it. Revel in it. It would make him feel powerful.
And he�d hunger for more.
Reaching the rental car, Trent guided Risa into the passenger seat. �Lock yourself in.�
�You can�t go in there.�
�It�s my job. Lock yourself in and call 911.� He pressed the car keys into her palm. �If you see any sign of Dryden, get the hell out of here.�
He returned to the house. The door was still open. Bits of stuffing skated across hardwood, pushed by the breeze. Gun ready, he cleared as much of the foyer as possible before crossing the threshold. Then taking a deep breath, he stepped inside.
Trent took the living and dining rooms first. Walking with bent knees, he held his weapon in front of him in both hands, sighting with his master eye. Before he entered, he stepped to the side, sweeping the area, one slice of the pie at a time, listening for a gasp of breath, a shuffle of feet. Making sure there was little chance of surprise, he then stepped into the room and checked his blind spots.
Around the corner.
Behind the couch.
Under the table.
He moved on to the kitchen, the sunroom, Risa�s home office. As soon as he opened the basement door, he smelled sewage. A legitimate backup, no doubt. Only caused by Dryden as a way to lure Risa back to her house.
A lure that worked.
The basement was cleared out, as Risa had said, any carpet, furniture, or storage boxes already taken victim by an earlier sewer backup. An inch of water pooled in the center of the floor. Confident Ed Dryden would never be wading in sludge, Trent headed back to the foyer and up to the second-floor bedrooms.
The spare room looked untouched. Comforter stretched smooth across the bed. Air a bit stale. Trent cleared the closet, and checked under the bed, and then headed for the master.
He cleared the room before stepping inside, as he had the others. So when he finally crossed the threshold to examine further, he wasn�t surprised.
The bed was a mess. Tangled sheets. A wet spot. A few smudges of blood. The smell of sex and sweat overpowering the scent of Risa�s room� the scent of lavender.
Drawers yawned open, Risa�s bras and panties hanging over the edges. A vibrator lay in the middle of the floor.
Trent cleared the bath, the closet, noticing each thing that was out of place. It could be anyone�s bedroom. Anyone�s house. He was doing his job. Nothing personal. And maybe if he kept telling himself that, he�d eventually believe.
Dryden had been here, but he wasn�t any longer. And that bothered Trent. It made no sense.
The psychopath would never stage his little scene with the teddy bears and then miss Risa�s reaction. So where was he?
Not in the house. So where?
Outside.
Watching Risa.
Gun still ready, Trent hurried out of Risa�s bedroom, down the steps, out the door. His rental car was still here, Risa sitting in the passenger seat. As he approached, he heard the click of her unlocking the driver�s door.
Trent combed the shadows of trees and bushes, the rooflines of the neighboring houses one last time before ducking behind the wheel.
�What did you find?�
Trent pictured her bed, signs of sex, smears of blood. �You call 911?�
�They�re on their way. I called Cassidy, too. Let him know what was going on.�
�Good. Maybe they can find him.�
�He�s gone?� Risa asked.
�I don�t know. Maybe. We aren�t waiting around to find out.�
The engine turned over with a flick of the key. The car leaped to life.
He backed out of the driveway. Slowly. Calmly. It was all he could do to keep from stomping on the gas, squealing tires, and racing down the street. He hadn�t found Dryden, but the psychopath was still here. He wouldn�t be able to resist. He would want to watch.
And Trent had to get Risa out of here before Dryden got the impulse to do more.
Nikki
�Let the games begin.� Eddie watched Trent and Risa drive away from their vantage point just on the other side of the roof�s ridge.
When he�d been destroying Risa�s stupid teddy bears, he�d been giddy as a little kid. He�d been downright wild while going through Risa�s drawers and having sex in her bed. Now his face was dead serious, not a chuckle, not a smile.
The change had come over him as soon as he�d seen Nikki�s big sister walk up the sidewalk.
Nikki wasn�t sure what to think about any of it, and she had an uneasy feeling that it was better if she didn�t focus on it too hard.
�Back inside.� Eddie stood, and walked sure-footed down the slope to the dormer in the master bedroom where they had escaped.
It wasn�t so easy for Nikki. Although she�d managed to grab Risa�s dressing gown before they�d climbed out the window, she was still naked underneath and barefoot. Even the pleasant day felt cold. The asphalt shingles scraped her knees and toes. And as she crabbed uncertainly down the roof and climbed back into the bedroom, she was sure the whole neighborhood could see right up the short silk robe.
She needn�t have worried about modesty. As soon as she got inside, Eddie untied the belt and ripped the robe off her shoulders.
�You�d better pick something out of the closet. The police will be here soon. Unless you want them to see you like this.� He grinned. Not a nice smile. �I bet you�d like that, wouldn�t you Nikki? All the cops seeing you?�
Nikki shook her head, thinking about the man in her car. Last night had started out like something from her dreams. It had become a nightmare. �I only want you, Eddie. You know that.�
�You�re sure about that?�
�Of course, I�m sure.�
�Then make sure you pick out something nice. She wore a red, silk blouse to our last interview.�
�She? Who?�
�Risa. Start with that. The red silk. No bra. Let�s see how you measure up.�
This couldn�t be happening. Eddie wasn�t like this. He loved Nikki. He did. Nikki might have started writing him to show her sister, but he�d fallen in love with her and she with him. This had nothing to do with Risa. Not anymore.
�I don�t like that blouse, Eddie. It looks so stuck up. Like Risa. That�s not me.�
�Make it you.�
�Why?�
�Because I like it.�
�But it�s not��
His slap wrenched her head to the side. She stumbled and fell to the floor, her cheek stinging.
Eddie stood over her. �Are you going to dress the way I like?�
Nikki stared at him, her mind stuttering, refusing to catch hold of what was happening.
�Are you, Nikki? Because if not, I can leave you here.�
�No, no��
�Maybe you really do want the cops to find you here, legs wide and tits hanging out. Is that it, Nikki? You one of those badge bunnies?�
�No. Eddie, please. I want to be with you.�
�You know how many women wrote to me? Sent me pictures? Made me promises?�
She knew. He�d told her all about them. How beautiful they were. How they all wanted to meet him. How she was better than all of them combined.
She�d believed it. She wanted to believe it still.
Eddie let out a heavy sigh. �Look at you.�
Reflexively, Nikki tried to cover herself.
�No, no, no.� Eddie brushed at her arms. �Don�t cover perfection.�
Nikki slowly moved her hands away. She relaxed the clamp of her legs.
�That�s better. I can never stay mad at you, Nikki. You know that. One look at that body, and I�m powerless. It�s all I can do to keep myself from making love to you again.� He looked at the bed.
Nikki could hear her pulse thumping in her ears. She wished he would make love to her. Not like he�d done earlier in Risa�s bed. He�d hurt her then. Made her bleed. But even like that, it was better than not knowing what he was thinking. When he was inside her, she always knew that he loved her.
She reached for his fly.
His lips thinned in a smile. �No time. We have to leave. Now get some clothes on. Unless you�d rather stay...�

�Please, Eddie.�
�You want to go with me?�
�More than anything.�
�That�s a good girl. I don�t know what I�d do without you.�
�I love you, Eddie.�
He helped her up and moved close to her, as if about to kiss her.
Nikki tilted her head back and let her eyelids close. She wanted him to kiss her. She wanted to know how much he cared.
A sharp pressure cut her neck. A small pop sounded in the air. When she opened her eyes, Eddie was standing in front of her, her locket in his fist. �Risa doesn�t wear one of these.�
�But she gave it to me. It has��
�I don�t care. It�s juvenile. Now wear something nice. Sophisticated. Something to make me proud.� Shoving her necklace into his pocket, he returned to Risa�s bathroom and started flossing his teeth.
Rubbing the back of her neck, Nikki stepped into Risa�s walk-in closet. The red blouse caught her eye immediately, but she didn�t take it off the hanger. Instead, she pulled on some pink panties, a pair of hundred-dollar dark wash jeans, socks and lace-up shoes.
Then choking back a sob, she slid the silk blouse off its hanger and pulled it on.
Lund
David Lund would rather go on his daily jog right at the break of dawn, when the morning was still invigoratingly cool. But today he had a good excuse for being late.
He�d had a date. Sorta.
Lund settled into a rhythm, his breath echoing the pounding of his feet on the dead-end country road. His old buddy Stan trotted beside him, tail in the air, happy as can be to be taking part in their daily five mile loop. The retriever�s golden head might be turning mostly white, but the old guy didn�t give that a thought. He lived for the morning jog. The way Lund had when he was younger. Before his last birthday, when he realized he wanted more from life.
He wanted a career.
He wanted a wife.
He wanted kids.
And this morning, postponing the exercise routine in favor of a cup of coffee at the Blue Ox Caf� in the Dells, he�d found one of the pieces to his puzzle.
Kelly Ann Meinholz.
He remembered her from Lake Loyal High, eons ago. She�d been younger than him, a freshman when he was a senior, and he�d been too busy playing ball and too awkward around girls to think about dating much back then. But he remembered. And when she started waiting tables at the Blue Ox, he�d decided it might be about time he talked to her.
Hence this morning�s coffee. Coffee that turned into a full breakfast, a lot of smiles, and maybe even a future date. A real date.
Lund reached the end of the road, wishing he hadn�t eaten quite so many Paul Bunyan flapjacks. A car parked on the other side of the street, its windows fogged on the inside. He had just completed the turn and started back the other way when Stan stopped full. The leash pulled out of Lund�s hand.
�Stan.�
The dog ignored him, trotting over to the car.
�Stan, come.�
Nothing.
Lund followed the dog. Close up, he could see through the condensation on the windows. No movement, just a parked car.
Stan jumped up, his front paws on the passenger door.
Lund stepped closer and grabbed the dog�s collar, then the trailing leash. �Come on, Stan.�
The dog didn�t move.
Giving a sigh, Lund moved closer still, trying to see what Stan found so fascinating. A smell wafted from the car, sweet, kind of metallic. And sprawled awkwardly across both front bucket seats lay a motionless man.
Risa
Risa couldn�t stop shaking. Not even after Trent had driven her back to his hotel room in Lake Loyal and affixed the door�s security lock behind them. Noise from the construction outside roared through the open window and vibrated in her chest. The hotel was adding another wing, along with a pool and breakfast room, the sign in front had said.
Progress.
She ran her gaze over the room. Two chairs hovered around a tiny round table. Outdated gray and mauve draperies framed the second story window, the same pattern spreading across the broad expanse of the king-size bed. Generic flower prints hung on the wall. The d�cor relying on its very commonness to make guests feel secure.
In this case, the strategy didn�t work.
Everywhere she looked, she saw tufts of white stuffing blowing in the breeze. And all she felt was the ice of Dryden�s controlling rage. The chill slashed over skin and stabbed into muscle. Stabbed into bone. She wrapped her arms around her middle and shivered.
Risa had always been able to take care of herself. And not just herself. Others, too. Even as a child, she�d watched out for her sister and mother. She�d been the strong one. The one who�d helped her mother to bed after a night of vodka. The one who�d made sure Nikki finished her homework when no one else cared. The responsible one. The one in charge.
What a laugh. Right now she felt about as in charge as a newborn baby.
Trent pulled out one of the chairs. �You should sit down.�
�Before I fall down?� She tried to inject humor into her voice. Instead it sounded small. Tremulous. Afraid.
�Before you fall down.� He stepped to the window, slid it closed, and locked it, dulling the machinery�s roar. �Cassidy said he�d send a deputy over to stay with you while I�m briefing the task force. He should be here soon.�
She nodded but didn�t move. She couldn�t. Not only was she unsure her legs could carry her the four or five steps to the bed, but she didn�t want to move away from him. From his warmth. From his strength. �I can�t. I��
�It�s okay.�
�It�s not.�
�No. It�s not. But it will be. You�re safe. Right now, you�re safe.�
Before she could let herself think, she leaned back against him, trying to get as close to his warmth as she could.
His arms slipped around her, wrapping tight around her waist. He pulled her against the hard plane of his body. Against muscle and strength. His breath grazed the side of her face, sending several strands of her hair dancing across her cheek.
Warmth spread over Risa�s skin. She closed her eyes. She remembered this. Being in Trent�s arms. The sense that, for this moment, she wasn�t alone. But her memories paled in comparison to having him here now. Surrounding her. The scent of him. The feel of him. The solid reality of him.
She could fight memories. She couldn�t fight this. She didn�t even want to.
Without breaking contact, she turned in his arms, pressing against him, molding her body to his. Every muscle. Every ridge. She reached up, locked her arms around his neck and pulled him to her.
His hand moved to the back of her neck, as it had so many times in the past. He cradled her head, entwining his fingers in her hair, and lowered his mouth to hers.
His lips fit hers like they always had. Like she�d known they still would. His tongue. His taste.
But it wasn�t enough. Not nearly enough. She wanted to feel him, the hard wall of his chest, the taut muscle of his stomach, the tight ridge of his desire. She wanted to mold to him, skin to skin, no barriers between them.
She fumbled at the buttons of his shirt, pulling them free until the fabric parted under her fingers and she could slip her hands inside.
He shrugged out of the shirt and clutched her against his chest. His skin rippled warm and smooth over hard muscle. She traced the even lines of his ribs, the flat plane of his belly, the ribbon of coarse hair leading to his waistband. The feel of him was so familiar, yet new.
And she needed more. Needed more like she�d never needed before.
As if reading her thoughts, he smoothed his hands down her back and grasped the hem of her sweater. He slid the cotton up, baring her skin to the cool of the air, the heat of his touch. He broke contact with her lips only to lift the sweater over her head and discard it.
Not willing to wait one more second, she reached around her back and unhooked her bra. She slid the flimsy lace garment off and let it fall to the floor.
She reached for him. She needed his heat. Needed to feel his skin against hers. Her breasts flattened against his chest, the coarse sprinkling of hair abrading their sensitive tips.
A groan rumbled in his chest. Lowering his head, he devoured her mouth, his lips nipping and caressing, his tongue demanding and giving. His fingers found the waistband of her slacks. Unbuttoning. Unzipping. He eased them over her hips and let them fall. Her panties were next. He pushed the lace down her thighs, past her knees. His actions coiled with a need of his own.
She held him tighter. Wanting to be part of him, to meld with him, to become stronger together than they ever could be apart.
Grasping the waistband of his slacks, her fingers found the button, the metal tab of the zipper. She pulled the zipper down.
His trousers slid down his legs, and he kicked them free. He slipped his hands down her sides, over the swell of her hips and cupped her buttocks. Lifting her, he pulled her against his body, against the straining bulge in his briefs. She spread her thighs, wrapping her legs around him, fitting her body to him. Cupping him, holding him, rocking against him. This was what she needed, what she wanted. To feel alive. To feel safe. To feel strong.
He took the few steps to the bed, laid her on the mattress, and lowered himself down on top of her. His heat seeped into her, firing her blood past fever, past reason.
Risa�s breath rasped in her ears, harsh, uneven. Her heart pumped, strong against her ribs. She worked her hands between their bodies, slipped her fingers under the elastic waistband of his briefs. �I need you so much, Trent. I never stopped needing you.�
His body went rigid. He drew a sharp breath and let it out in a shudder. �We�� His hand closed over hers and stilled. �We can�t do this.�
Pulling back from his kiss, she opened her eyes, searching his face, trying to make sense of what he was saying, why he had stopped.
His skin was flushed. His eyes echoed the want, the need she knew glistened in her own. He swallowed hard and shook his head. �I�m sorry.�
His words fully registered this time, slicing deep. His weight still bore down on her. His skin was still melded to hers, his erection pressing into her thigh. Yet he was pulling away. Distancing himself. Denying her needs. Denying his own.
Like he had done before.
�What is wrong with you?�
His mouth flattened into a hard line.
It was a cruel thing to say, and she knew it. What they were doing� they�d gotten carried away. Sleeping together would just make everything more difficult. But she couldn�t help it. She wanted to hurt him. Like he�d hurt her two years ago.
Like he was hurting her now.
He rolled onto his back, cool air rushing to fill the space where his body had been. Sitting up, he turned to the window. Soft light filtered through the sheers and glowed off the planes of his face, making the stress lines framing his eyes and mouth appear etched deep as the abyss that had opened between them. �I�m sorry.�
�Then don�t pull away.�
�It�s not that simple, and you know it.�
�It is that simple, Trent. It�s just that simple. I was stronger in your arms just now than I am alone. We were stronger. And we need that. If it�s just for now, fine. We need it.�
His brows turned down in anger and frustration. �Making love with me isn�t what you need. It�s just going to bring you more pain.�
She opened her mouth to protest, then closed it without uttering a word. He was right. Making love with Trent wasn�t going to help her escape the threat of Dryden, the fear of losing Nikki. Needing him, melding with him, losing herself in him would only bring her pain once he returned to Washington alone. But no matter what logic told her, she couldn�t shake the feeling that she was stronger in his arms.
And where did that leave her?
Her stomach knotted and her eyes stung. Worst of all was that he had been able to stop. Even as she�d been touching him. Even as she�d been so caught up, she�d only been able to feel. Trent had been able to pull away�just like he had before.
Risa rolled away from him and climbed off the bed. Forcing her knees to support her weight, she walked across the room and into the bathroom. Closing the door, she leaned against it, the solid barricade pressing along the length of her spine. She looked down at herself. At her naked breasts, nipples red from rubbing against the rough hair of his chest. At the juncture of her thighs, still moist with longing.
She grabbed a bath towel from the rack and covered herself, wrapping the terrycloth tight. She couldn�t dwell on what would never be. She couldn�t let herself need him, want him. She had to be strong all on her own.
The only thing that mattered now�the only thing that could matter�was getting Nikki away from Dryden before it was too late. And Risa was done with sitting around waiting.
She needed to take action, to do something.
No matter what the risk.
Trent
Trent hoisted himself up from the bed to sit with his back against the headboard. He punched the pillow behind him with his elbow. Damn, damn, damn.
When had he lost control of his senses? When had his sexual urges gotten so strong they eclipsed common sense?
Rees needed him to protect her. She didn�t need him to tear off her clothes. And even though he�d managed to bring himself under control before he�d really crossed the line, he�d hurt her in doing that, too.
Hurt her. Again.
He closed his eyes, pressing the pads of thumb and forefinger hard against his lids until color mushroomed behind his eyes.
He knew what he was up against. He�d seen the atrocities Dryden was capable of committing. He�d felt Dryden�s darkness stain his own soul, a stain that festered and grew until it choked out every last vestige of light.
Trent had to protect Rees from all of it. If only he could manage to stop wounding her himself in the meantime.
The bathroom door swung open and she stepped back into the room. Wisps of dark hair brushed over naked shoulders and cascaded down her back. She�d wrapped a towel tightly around herself, the pressure of the terry cloth mounding her breasts above it. The bottom edge of the towel barely covered the tops of her thighs.
The image of her naked body, the sweet scent of her, the feel of her, was seared into his mind. Everything she�d just offered him. Everything he�d just pushed away. He stifled a groan and shifted on the bed, trying to relieve some of the pressure in his groin. Trying to calm nerves that were strung tighter than piano wire.
She set her chin in that stubborn way of hers and looked him straight in the eye. �I know how we can catch Dryden.�
Whatever she had in mind, he wasn�t going to like it. He could tell by the hell-bent-for-leather tone in her voice. He shot her a skeptical look and waited.
�This teddy bear thing pretty much establishes that Dryden is after me, right?�
�Right,� he said, his voice deliberately emotionless and flat.
�And he will likely follow the pattern he did with his wife, right?�
�He�ll likely start killing women who look like you, same hair color, same build.� Like Nikki. And though he didn�t say it out loud, he knew Risa was thinking the same thing.
�And he won�t quit.�
�Not until we catch him��
�Or until he kills me.�
He forced a nod. Rees had it right except for one detail. Dryden would never stop. If he killed Risa, he�d find another woman who had wronged him. Another woman to avenge himself against. And the whole pattern would begin again. Each time the fantasies would become more violent, his hunger for his victims� fear and pain more voracious. It would take more to satisfy him. But he would never stop.
Rees took a step further into the room. �Since Dryden wants me, then why not use that to draw him out?�
�Have you lost your mind?�
�You�re always talking about being proactive.�
His legs tensed with the need to climb off this damn bed and close the short distance between them. His hands opened and closed with the need to grab hold of her and shake some sense into her. �Too dangerous.�
�And doing nothing isn�t dangerous? Trent, he�s going to kill Nikki and then come after me anyway.�
He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and lurched to his feet. He wanted to say he didn�t give a damn about Nikki. That he cared only about Rees. He wanted to rip off that flimsy towel, throw her back on the bed, and finish what they�d started. He wanted to wrap her in the safety of his arms and never let her go.
Of course, he couldn�t do any of those things. But that didn�t make Risa�s idea a valid option. �I�m not going along with this.�
�You�d still be protecting me, Trent. But we might save Nikki, too. Be reasonable.�
�Reasonable? You�re suggesting dangling yourself in front of Dryden like a worm on a hook, and I should be reasonable?�
�Nikki�s running out of time.�
�I said forget it.� He grabbed his trousers from the floor and yanked them on. Even if it was Nikki�s only chance, he damn well wouldn�t let Rees sacrifice herself to draw Dryden out. �We�ll get him another way.�
�What other��
The electronic tones of Trent�s cell phone interrupted.
Risa pointed an accusing finger at him. �If this was one of your other cases, if I was just some woman you didn�t know, you�d okay it. Wouldn�t you?�
�It�s not one of my other cases. And I won�t use you that way.�
On the second ring, Trent fished the phone from his pocket and checked the number. �Cassidy.�
He flipped it open and took the call. �Tell me your man is on his way.�
�No need,� Cassidy said. �Get yourself and the professor to the Lake Loyal PD. She�ll have plenty of protection there.�
�Task force?�
�Postponed.�
�Did you find something at Risa�s house?�
�Yeah, but that�s not why I�m calling. Man out jogging with his dog found Nikki Dryden�s car. And Burnell? There�s a body inside. Male. Lives in the area. I�ll fill you in on all of it when you get here.�
Trent ended the call and turned to Risa. �We need to go. Cassidy has something for me to take a look at.�
�Nikki?�
�No.�
She frowned, as if deciding whether or not to believe him.
�Listen, if it was Nikki, I�d tell you. Okay? Promise.�
�So where are we going?�
�You�re going to the Lake Loyal police department.�
�And you?�
�Not sure yet.�
�What happened, Trent?�
�They found Nikki�s car.�
�I�m going��
�To the police station. If I think you can help, I�ll let you know.�
�Help? I sure as hell can help.�
�Not that again.�
Risa snatched her rumpled clothes from the floor. �Lucky for me you�re merely assisting in this manhunt. Dan Cassidy will jump at the chance to use me to draw Dryden out. And there�s nothing you can do about it.�
Risa
Risa stared at the closed door to the tiny Grantsville police station�s conference room and chewed her bottom lip. Trent had dropped her off at the station and left for who-knew-where. Hours had passed before he, Cassidy, and the police chief had returned. Since then, they�d been sequestered in the conference room, joined by nearly a dozen county deputies, neighboring counties� deputies, and officers from the tiny Lake Loyal P.D. Even a handful of men in suits who looked suspiciously like federal agents had filed into the too-small room.
She had no choice but to wait until the briefing was over to make her offer to Cassidy.
�Would you like a little warmer upper?�
Risa glanced up into the smiling face of the dispatcher. The odor of burned coffee wafted from the pot she gripped in one hand.
�Sure,� Risa said, despite warnings from her jittery nerves.
Oneida poured. �You're single, aren�t you?�
�Um, yes.�
�Good.�
Risa hesitated. She took a sip of coffee. Definitely burned.
Oneida didn�t move. Didn�t look away. Didn�t even blink. �Don�t you want to know why I asked?�
�Truthfully? I�m not sure.�
�He�s a great man. One of the best I�ve known.�
Risa couldn�t help stealing a glance at Trent through the glass sidelight next to the conference room door. All she could see were men�s backs.
�He likes you. Most I've seen him smile since his wife passed.�
�His wife� Ah, who are we talking about?�
�So you are interested.�
�I didn�t say��
�She died in a car wreck, poor thing. He took it hard. Of course it would have been worse if she hadn�t run off the year before.�
�Ah, wait a second here. Who are you talking about?�
�The chief, of course.�
�Chief Schneider?�
�Haven�t seen him smile as much as today with you around. And since you and Special Agent Burnell aren�t involved��
Risa was confused, but she had the distinct impression that if she didn�t bring a stop to this conversation, this woman would have her married off before the end of the day. �How do you know we�re not involved?�
�He told me. Not true?�
�No, no, it�s true.� Risa just wished the idea of Trent confiding about the end of their relationship to Oneida didn�t bother her so much.
�I hate to see unhappy people. And you and the chief would make a nice couple.�
Risa took another sip of horrid coffee, unsure what to say.
�I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I�ve been told I can be bossy.�
�No, it's okay.�
�I just sensed you needed a sympathetic ear and maybe a little nudge.�
�Excuse me?�
�You look at Burnell the same way the chief looks at you.�
�I�� Risa shook her head. Why was she responding to this woman? �I don�t want to talk about this. Any of this.�
�Often people don�t want to talk about exactly what they need to talk about.�
�Oneida, please. Can I pay you to leave me alone?�
�What do you do for a living, if you don't mind me asking?�
�I'm a teacher. A professor, actually.�
�Of?�
�Psychology.�
Oneida rocked back on her heels. �So that's it.�
�That�s what?�
�You know what they say about psychologists, right?�
�I�m not following.�
�That you get into the business in an attempt to figure yourself out.�
Voices and the scuff of shifting chairs and moving feet erupted from behind the closed door. The meeting was breaking up.
�If you�ll excuse me��
�Not a problem. God knows I have plenty of work to do. But just you remember, Burnell�s not the only fish out there. If you need me to have a whisper to the chief, just let me know.� Oneida strode away, her long skirt swishing around her legs.
The door opened and detectives spilled out of the room. Rubbing sweaty palms against her jeans, Risa tried to pick out Cassidy�s sandy blond hair from the small crowd.
�Professor Madsen.� The police chief headed straight for her. Although he had to be in his fifties, the man�s stride was forceful and his eyes burned with the intensity of one of her star students.
�Jeff Schneider. Remember?�
�Oh yes, chief. I remember.�
�Great. I didn�t think we were ever officially introduced.� He stuck out a hand. �I have a few questions about your sister.�
She shook his hand and glanced past him, searching the crowd. She had to admit, she was a little uncomfortable after Oneida�s attempt at matchmaking. But mostly she didn�t want to let Cassidy sneak out the door while she was focused on the police chief. �I�d be happy to answer your questions, Chief Schneider. But right now, I�m looking for Detective Cassidy. I have something urgent to discuss with him. Have you seen him?�
�Please, just plain Schneider will do. Or better, Jeff.� He waved a hand in the direction of the conference room. �Cassidy�s still in there talking to Special Agent Burnell.�
Great. Trent was undoubtedly giving Cassidy reasons he couldn�t involve her in the manhunt. Well, good luck. If she�d read Cassidy�s attitude toward her correctly, Trent could talk into next week, and Cassidy would still jump at the chance to use her as a lure for Dryden.
�Could we set a time to chat later? Where are you staying?� Schneider looked at her expectantly.
Where was she staying? She couldn�t go back to her house. It was a crime scene now. And besides, she couldn�t set foot inside her foyer again without seeing mutilated teddy bears. Without feeling Dryden�s presence.
She thought of Trent�s hotel room. The king-size bed. The warmth of his arms. She imagined Trent would arrange for a separate room for her as soon as possible. She�d prefer a separate hotel, maybe even a separate town. But as much as she wanted to block out this morning�s humiliation, the thought of being off on her own didn�t thrill her. �I�I�m not sure yet.�
�Of course, you aren�t. Everything is happening too fast. I�m very sorry for what you went through at your home.�
�Thank you.�
�Will you let me know when you get settled?� Schneider pulled a card from his jacket pocket and stuffed it into her hand. �Give me a call anytime. And I�ll be right over.�
She shoved his card into her jeans pocket and smiled into his overeager eyes. She�d prefer to think Schneider was impatient to prove his little department could solve cases right along with the larger county sheriff�s forces. But after her talk with Oneida, Risa wasn�t sure.
As long as he was motivated to help find Nikki, Risa supposed it didn�t matter. �I�ll call as soon as I have a moment.�
Stepping away from Schneider, Risa reached the open doorway of the conference room just as Cassidy ambled out, deep in conversation with a balding detective.
�Detective Cassidy?�
His head snapped around, and he gave her a disdainful look. �Burnell�s still inside.�
�I need to talk to you.�
�If you want information about the body, I�m not your boy. You go snuggle up to Burnell.�
�Body? What body?�
The balding cop smiled. �Smooth, Cassidy. Remind me to never tell you anything.�
�What body?� Risa repeated.
�Dryden and your sister killed a man, stole his car.�
�My sister? Nikki wouldn�t��
�Save it. She was there willingly. Packed a suitcase. Clothes, makeup. She might not have actually sprung him from prison, but that doesn�t mean she isn�t involved in this up to her neck. Aiding and abetting. We know she gave comfort to a serial killer. Plenty of comfort.� Cassidy thrust his hips on the last line.
The balding detective gave her a pained look. Pity, pure and simple.
Risa felt sick.
She didn�t have a clue why Cassidy disliked her so much, but it didn�t matter. In fact, his dislike was just what she needed. He wouldn�t be concerned with protecting her. He would take her suggestion and run with it. She focused on Cassidy. �I need to talk to you about something.�
�Your sister�s sex life?�
�Something else. An idea I think you�re going to want to hear.�
He shot the detective next to him a quick glance. �Talk to you later, Mylinski.�
Looking somewhere between relieved and concerned, the balding detective popped a piece of candy into his mouth and sauntered away.
�I hope you�re not going to waste my time,� Cassidy said.
�I want you to use me to lure Dryden into a trap.�
Cassidy�s mouth drew into a hard line. �Does Burnell know about this?�
�He doesn�t like the idea.�
�I bet not.�
�So how about it?�
A smile crept over Cassidy�s mouth, stretched into a full-fledged grin. �This could be just the break we need.�
�That�s what I want to hear.� Risa stifled a shiver. It was done. For better or for worse, Trent couldn�t stop her now.
As if the thought of him conjured him from the mist, Trent appeared in the doorway. One of the well-dressed men with the look of federal law enforcement stood beside him. The two of them were a matched set except for the other man�s shorter height, more pointed features, and jet black hair, so dark it brought out the touch of gray that had crept into Trent�s.
An uneasy feeling slithered up Risa�s spine.
Trent�s gaze shot from Risa to Cassidy and back again. His brows pinched in a frown. �Rees, this is Subera. He�s from the Bureau. Milwaukee office.�
The Bureau. The FBI. Her unease spread into all out foreboding. �And what brings you to the center of the state, Special Agent Subera?�
�I�m here to get your sister back, Professor Madsen.� The man gave her a smile undoubtedly designed to be reassuring.
The grin didn�t reassure her at all. And the fact that he was familiar enough with the case to know her name and title without the benefit of introduction worried her even more. She nodded in Cassidy�s direction. �The sheriff�s department is doing a fine job. Why would the Bureau send someone in addition to Trent?�
�The sheriff�s department is doing a fine job.� Subera nodded his kudos to Cassidy. �But we received reports that Dryden and your sister were seen on the Iowa banks of the Mississippi, just across the river from Prairie du Chien. And once he transported her across state lines, it became an FBI case.�
�Someone saw�� She caught her breath. �Dryden couldn�t have taken Nikki to Iowa. He was at my house this morning, leaving me a message. He couldn�t have gone to Iowa and come back again that fast. It�s impossible.�
�It�s not impossible,� Trent said in a low voice. �It�s not even a two-hour drive from your house to the Iowa border.�
She turned blazing eyes on Trent. Were Dryden and Nikki really spotted across the border? Or had Trent trumped up a publicity-seeker�s sighting as an excuse to bring his FBI colleagues into the case? To take control of the manhunt from the sheriff�s department? To take control from Cassidy?
Beside her, Cassidy shifted his weight from foot to foot like a dancing prizefighter. �The professor here was just telling me how she would be willing to help us set a trap for Dryden.�
Subera raised his eyebrows. �You�re suggesting using a civilian as bait?�
�I�m suggesting nothing. She offered.� Cassidy�s voice rang with defensiveness and thinly disguised hostility. Apparently he appreciated the FBI taking over his manhunt about as much as Risa did.
Subera shook his head. �We won�t consider that option until we�ve exhausted all other avenues.�
Risa�s head throbbed in time with her pulse. She turned her glare on Trent, clenching her hands at her sides to keep them from shaking with the frustration building inside her. �I want to talk to you, Trent. Now.�
�Fine.� Judging from the look on his face, he knew what was coming. And judging from the speed with which he excused himself, he knew exactly how close she was to losing control right here in front of Subera and Cassidy.
Trent led her out the front door to the tiny gravel parking lot, nearly emptied of cars now that she�d heard the task force moved to a larger location Starting for his rental car, Trent unlocked the doors with a press of his keyless remote. �Get in the car. We�ll talk on the way.�
Risa came to a dead halt. The last thing she was going to do was crawl back in that car and let him whisk her to someplace safe, far away from any chance she might have of helping track Dryden and Nikki. �Damn you.�
He stopped and turned to look at her, like a human punching bag waiting for the latest torrent of abuse.
�You�� She glanced around at a straggler walking to his car and struggled to control the volume of her voice. �You made up this Iowa sighting, didn�t you?�
�There was a sighting. I just took advantage of it.�
Took advantage? A nice way of saying he took a sighting no one would ever believe was real and blew it out of proportion. �And when Subera took over the case, you talked him into excluding me. You told him the risk was too great.�
�Of course I did. The risk is too great.�
�But I�m the one taking that risk. It should be up to me.�
His mouth flattened into a hard line. �Getting yourself killed isn�t going to help Nikki.�
She shook her head and started back in the direction of the police station. �How about forgetting to tell me her car was found? Is that going to help? Not mentioning a man was murdered and that my sister is now considered an accomplice?�
�Come on, Rees. I�ll explain. Get in the car.� He reached for her. His fingers brushed her arm, but didn�t close around her bicep. Instead he yanked his hand back as if it had been splattered with hot grease and let it fall limp at his side.
She stopped in her tracks, staring at his hand. �Now you�re withdrawing from a simple touch?�
Anger blossomed within her like a mushroom cloud. Anger over his withdrawal two years ago. Anger over his withdrawal this morning. Anger over old pain and new, mixing and swirling inside her. Searing like fire. �Are you afraid merely grasping my arm will contaminate me with the evil of your job?�
�Open your eyes, Rees. Look what�s happened to Nikki. Look what�s happened to you so far. If I hadn�t brought Dryden into your life, you and Nikki would be busy living your lives, not in fear of losing them. I�ve already contaminated you.�
She opened her mouth to speak, but her voice caught in her throat. He wouldn�t listen. He would never accept that her selection of Dryden to be part of her study didn�t have anything to do with him.
And realistically, she didn�t accept it, either.
Dryden�s case had changed Trent. He�d gone to Wisconsin and returned to her a different man. A tortured man. A man who couldn�t marry her.
And he�d never told her why.
After he�d canceled their wedding, she�d thought it an ironic coincidence when the University of Wisconsin had offered her a professorship. But when she�d started her criminal psychology project and compiled her list of prisoners to study, it was no coincidence that she�d included Dryden�s name. She�d wanted to know what had changed Trent. She�d wanted to find some answers. She�d wanted to look the devil in the eye.
And she had.
But it wasn�t answers she�d found. Just anger and hatred and evil.
�All right, Trent. Have it your way. All of this is your fault. And you should stay as far away from me as you possibly can.�
The words were bitter on her tongue. She spun around and resumed her march to the police station, her legs heavy as lead. If she was lucky, Police Chief Schneider would still be inside and eager for their chat about Nikki. Trent might lock her out of his heart and out of his life, but he couldn�t keep her from assisting in the search for Dryden.
Behind her, Trent�s car door slammed and the engine roared to life. Gravel popped and spit under tires as he gunned the vehicle in a tight circle and hit the brakes in front of her, cutting off her path.
He leaned across the passenger seat and threw the door open. �Get in.�
�Why?�
�I�m not letting you out of my sight.�
�You�re not going to let me out of your sight, but you�re afraid being near me will contaminate me? What, you want me to stay twenty paces behind you?�
He gave her a withering frown.
�Ahead of you?�
�Get in the car.�
Risa folded her arms across her chest. �Not until you tell me where we�re going.�
�Back to the prison.�
Trent
Trent watched Rees settle into the corner of the little interview room provided for depositions of prisoners and force herself to bite into the vending machine sandwich. Even though she hadn�t eaten in almost twenty-four hours, she looked as if she was enjoying the cardboard ham and cheese on rye about as much as he had. Tough. She needed something to keep her going.
Her skin had already taken on the pallor that comes from stress, and her eyes held a sheen he�d seen too many times in the families of victims. She�d been through a hell of a shock. First the trauma of Dryden kidnapping her sister, and then learning she herself was the serial killer�s true target. And now�
On the drive to the prison, he�d told her about the murdered man found in Nikki�s car. And when he added that Nikki�s suitcase was in the back and what appeared to be her blood-soaked clothing had been on the passenger side floor, Risa had started to cry.
She needed food. She needed sleep. She needed comfort.
He�d taken care of the first order. But sleep would be hard to come by.
And comfort?
He wasn�t the one to supply that.
Images of the moments in the hotel room bombarded his brain. The sight of her naked body. The feel of her breasts pressed against his chest. The smell of her scent clinging to his skin. Lavender and woman. Passion and�
Knuckles rapped on wood, and the door swung wide. The guard who had escorted them to Dryden�s cell the day before lumbered into the room. Gordon Young. The harsh overhead light glared down on him, draining his face of color and adding shadows around his deep-set eyes. Eyes that flicked to Rees.
�Hi, Gordy,� she said.
Young offered her a shy smile before narrowing his eyes on Trent. �You asked to see me?�
Trent had chosen to start with Young because the burly guard had seemed cooperative the first time they�d met. But judging from Young�s narrowed eyes, his demeanor seemed to have changed considerably in the past hours. Trent motioned to the chair next to him at the bolted-down table. �Have a seat.�
The guard lowered his big body into the chair, his movement rigid. The man was probably pissing his pants at the thought of being questioned by the FBI after a prison break on his shift.
Trent could use that anxiety to his advantage. �It looks like Dryden didn�t pull off his escape all by himself, Young. It looks like he had help. Inside help.�
The tinny smell of sweat and fear tinged the air. The big man shifted in his chair. �What does this have to do with me?�
�That�s what I�m asking.�
A stain of red crept up the guard�s neck and blossomed over his cheeks. Righteous anger flattened his mouth and turned down the inside corners of his bushy brows. �It doesn�t have a damn thing to do with me, that�s what.�
Trent kept his expression carefully blank. �Oh?�
�That�s right. I would never help a murdering bastard like Dryden.�
�So you would never let him into the garbage bay right before the truck arrived to pick up the waste-paper and cardboard?�
�No.�
�You would never disable the cameras in that section of the prison?�
�I wouldn�t.�
Trent let the guard�s denial hang in the air. Most people with guilt on their consciences rushed to fill silence, as if saying nothing was an undeniable admission of guilt.
Young didn�t bite.
Time to work another angle. �What were some of the things you and Dryden talked about in his time here?�
A fresh surge of angry color rushed to the guard�s cheeks. �I didn�t talk to him.�
�Oh, come on. Dryden was a charming guy. If you didn�t know his background, you could almost say he could be nice. Surely he chatted with the guards.�
�Not with me he didn�t.�
�Never?�
�No.�
�Are you saying I could ask some of the other guards working your shift, and they would say that not once did they see you talking to Dryden?�
He seemed to flinch slightly. �I never talked to him unless I had to.�
�And what did the two of you talk about? When you had to talk, that is?�
Young�s eyes had the look of a man being led someplace he didn�t want to go. �He�d complain about the food or about being locked in his cell too long. Stuff like that.�
�And what did you say to him in those exchanges?�
�I told him to go to hell. Son of a bitch got far more consideration than he deserved. More than he gave those girls.�
�So you didn�t like Dryden much?�
�You could say that.�
Trent snapped open his briefcase and pulled out a thick file that had nothing to do with the prison or Young. A small fact the guard would never know. Laying it on the table, Trent tapped the closed manila cover as if the file contained all the damning proof he could ever need. �It seems Dryden has been receiving special favors, more time out of his cell, phone privileges, that sort of thing. And he received virtually all of those favors during your shift. Can you explain that?�
Young lurched forward in his chair and slammed his open hand down hard on the table. �I don�t care what that file says. The only thing I wanted to give Dryden was a bullet in the head.�
�If not you, where were these favors coming from?�
�I don�t know.�
�One of the other guards?�
�I don�t know. I can�t help you. Now I need to get back to work.�
Trent leaned toward the guard. �I need answers. If you don�t give them to me, I�ll have to get them from someone else.�
�Then get them. I�m fresh out.� Young shot to his feet.
�Wait, Gordy,� Rees implored from her corner.
Young stopped in his tracks and turned to her.
�I know you hate Dryden,� Rees said, her voice steeped in understanding. �You never would have tried to help me stop Nikki�s wedding if you were helping him.�
The guard nodded, tilting his chin at a self-righteous angle. �Damn right.�
�But someone helped him escape. And that someone could know where he is.� She rose from her chair and walked across the small room to Young�s side. She reached out and laid a hand on the big guard�s arm. �We need your help.�
Trent wanted to tell her to sit down, to stay out of this. But her voice had stopped Young in his tracks. And her plea was softening the wariness in the big guard�s eyes. Trent bit his tongue and waited to see what would happen next.
Rees continued in her soft voice. �Who do you think would have helped Dryden?�
Young shook his head. �I truly don�t know, Professor.�
�What about the warden?� Trent asked.
�The warden? Why the warden?� His eyes darted to Trent and narrowed.
Risa answered. �When we met the warden outside Dryden�s cell this morning, he complained about funding shortages at the prison, remember? About not having enough money to pay guards overtime wages, or to update security measures. Are his complaints legitimate?�
Young bobbed his head in a nod. �We�re always short staffed.�
�What about updating security?� Rees continued.
�I don�t think one thing has been updated since I started working here. And that was ten years ago.�
Rees glanced at Trent, as if she�d run out of questions.
Trent thought back to the warden�s specific complaints. �He mentioned that the prison�s funding was being diverted to out-of-state prisons and to the new Supermax penitentiary.�
Young let out a guffaw. �Yeah, I thought that was a good one.�
A slight smile turned up the corners of Rees�s lips as if she was dying to be let in on the joke. �What�s so funny, Gordy?�
�It�s not the funding that the warden has his shorts in a bundle over.�
�Oh?�
�The Supermax is a real thorn in his side.�
�How so?� Trent prodded.
Young shot him a condescending look, as if the answer was more obvious than dirt. �Look at this place. It�s falling down around our ears. It�s the biggest dump in the state system. It�s no secret Warden Hanson took the job as a stepping stone. He wanted to head the Supermax.�
�But he was passed over?�
�Not only that. Some of his most notorious prisoners are being transferred to the Supermax next week.� A bitter smile tweaked the guard�s mouth. �All the warden will have left is crumbling walls housing a bunch of no-names. Not much to brag about at cocktail parties.�
Young�s words shifted and fell into place in Trent�s mind. The funding issue. The lost promotion. The prisoner transfer. A picture was forming. There was only one piece missing. A piece that would tie the entire package together. �Dryden is on that list of prisoners scheduled for transfer, isn�t he?�
�Yes.�
Nikki
Nikki didn�t realize the plan had changed until Eddie made the turn north, heading back in the direction they�d come. �Where are we going?�
Eddie waited for her to repeat the question before he answered. �I have a stop to make.�
�But this is the way back to Lake Loyal. We can�t go back. You said it��
�I said I have a stop to make.� His voice sounded sharp. Angry.
Nikki clamped her hands between her knees. She shouldn�t be questioning him. She didn�t want to make him angry. �I just worry. They�re going to be looking for you.�
�And you think I need you to explain that?�
�No. Of course not.�
�I have things to take care of.�
�Things?�
He stared at her, his face hard at first, then softening. The stubble on his cheeks sparkled in the sunlight, and for a moment, Nikki could almost imagine they were a regular married couple just out for a drive.
�Believe me, baby. There�s something I need to do, and it�s important. Would I lie to you?�
Nikki felt stupid. What was she thinking? Eddie wouldn�t put them at risk. He knew what it was like in prison. He didn�t want to go back. �No. No. I�m sorry.�
�And you trust me?�
�Yes.�
�I have a place for us to lay low.� He chuckled. �The guy who owns it would bust a gut if he knew.�
�Why?�
�He was weak, and I took advantage of it.� He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. �It�s what winners do. And I am a winner, right?�
�Yes.�
�Winners get all the beautiful things. That�s why I have you.�
Right then, with the sun shining on his boyishly handsome face and his voice soft and a little teasing, Nikki wanted to throw her arms around him and never let him go. �I love you, Eddie.�
�And you trust me?�
�Yes.�
�And you want to make me happy?�
�You know I do.�
�Good.� Eddie turned his attention back to the road, a hard smile breaking over his face. �Because there�s one more place we have to stop first. Someone we have to pick up.�
�Someone? Who?�
�You�ll see. And I�m sure you�ll like her as much as I do.�
Trent
Trent pulled the car into Warden Hanson�s driveway. Throwing the car into Park, he studied the house cowering beyond the spiked security fence. Long shadows of approaching twilight fell over the light beige colonial, but lights glowed from inside. Someone was home. Good.
Hanson had already left work by the time they�d finished questioning Young, but Trent couldn�t afford to wait until the next morning to talk to him. There was no telling exactly when Dryden would strike next, but Trent was willing to bet it would be soon.
Very soon.
He glanced at Rees, sitting by his side in the dim car.
�You�re welcome for the help with Gordy,� she said.
�Thank you.�
�Eager to assist. You know that.�
Trent had finally faced the fact that keeping Risa out of the investigation was impossible. At first he�d decided to enlist her help merely to prevent her from convincing Subera to use her as bait. As it turned out, she�d made the difference with Young. �Let�s hope our luck with Hanson is as good.�
Trent threw the door open and climbed out of the car. A security phone was nestled on one side of the gate. Pretty fancy security for rural Wisconsin. But perhaps running a prison made one paranoid.
Trent picked up the phone and pushed the Call button. A light shone down on his face, illuminating his features for a security camera�s eye.
�Who�s there?� a woman�s voice squeaked from the phone.
�FBI, ma�am,� Trent announced. �I need a word with Mr. Hanson.�
Silence answered him, heavy as the humid night air. Finally the voice erupted again. �How do I know you�re really FBI?�
Trent held his badge up to the camera lens. �I�m Special Agent Trent Burnell, ma�am.�
�Someone else is there, too. Who�s with you?�
Trent glanced over his shoulder. Rees moved up close behind him, into the camera�s view. �Professor Risa Madsen. She�s assisting me.�
Though he didn�t look in her direction, he felt Rees smile.
�I�m sorry.� The thin voice rose again from the phone. �Paul isn�t home.�
�Do you know when he�ll be back?�
�I�m afraid not.�
Trent frowned into the receiver. �Am I speaking to Mrs. Hanson?�
Silence stretched on much too long.
�Ma�am?�
�Yes?� The voice fluttered.
�May we have a word with you?�
�No, I�� She drew a shaky breath. �I�d rather not let anyone in. Not while Paul is gone.�
�This is an urgent matter, Mrs. Hanson. I won�t take much of your time.�
�I�m not comfortable having visitors while Paul is out. He�ll be at the prison tomorrow. You can talk to him there. Please?�
Unease pricked the back of Trent�s neck. He studied the tall security fence, the drawn draperies of the house beyond. If he�d needed another reason to stay away from Rees�to call off their wedding�this was it. He could never have borne the idea of Rees being sentenced to a life of fear and paranoia. The kind of existence that apparently, Mrs. Hanson was living.
Or� maybe it wasn�t all paranoia. �Are you all right, Mrs. Hanson?�
�All right? Oh, yes, I�m fine. I�m just not comfortable inviting you in. There are so many bad people out there. So many people who do horrible things. I�m just not comfortable.�
Rees stepped closer to him, concern and questions creasing her brow.
Trent could just imagine what she was thinking, only hearing his side of the conversation. He gave her a reassuring press of the lips and concentrated on the phone. �Would you like me to check the house for you, Mrs. Hanson? Make sure everything is secure?�
�No. That�s not necessary. I�m fine. I just don�t take visitors when Paul isn�t home. Please.�
Trent narrowed his eyes, scanning the house and surrounding landscape. �Is someone in the house with you, Mrs. Hanson?�
�What? No. I don�t know you. You could be anybody.�
He drew in a deep breath of patience, still searching for anything suspicious, anything out of place. �I�m an agent with the FBI, ma�am. I showed you my badge.�
�How do I know what an FBI badge looks like? It could be fake. You could be one of those inmates coming after my husband. You could be anyone.�
This was getting stranger by the minute. Trent rubbed the back of his neck. �Have inmates come after your husband before, ma�am?�
�Well, no. But it could happen. Anything could happen. I have to go now.�
�I�m sorry, ma�am. If you don�t come out to the gate so I can make sure you�re okay, I�ll have to come in.�
Silence stretched across the phone line.
�Ma�am?�
�Very well. But only for a moment.�
A click sounded on the other end of the line and the phone went dead.
Trent replaced the receiver.
�What�s going on?� Rees whispered.
�Probably nothing.�
�You sure?�
�Get back in the car.�
Risa jutted her chin in a stubborn angle. �I�ll be fine right here.�
�It was worth a try.�
After a long minute, the front door finally swung open and a skeleton-thin woman with long brown hair stepped onto the porch. With small shuffling steps, she approached the gate. �Here I am. Happy now?�
�I�m relieved that you�re all right.�
�I told you I was all right.� As she drew closer, the streetlight illuminated her features. Her face looked pinched. �Is this about the bribes?�
Trent tried his best not to let his surprise show. He didn�t know anything about bribes, but he wasn�t about to tell Mrs. Hanson that. �What can you tell me about the bribes, ma�am?�
�Probably nothing you don�t already know.�
Since he didn�t know a damn thing, he seriously doubted that. �Please, start from the beginning.�
She eyed him warily. �About a month ago, Paul noticed that serial killer who escaped was getting extra TV time and time out of his cell. He thinks some of his guards may have been accepting bribes. Surely he told you this already.�
�Did Warden Hanson tell you who he thought was paying the bribes?�
She sighed. �I overheard him talking on the phone. The name was unusual. I can�t quite recall. Farrah, or something. A woman.�
�Farrentina?�
�That�s it.�
Farrentina Hamilton was bribing guards. And the warden knew about it. Interesting. A vision of Warden Hanson�s Armani suit and French cuffs filled Trent�s mind�s eye. As the wife of millionaire Wingate Hamilton, Mrs. Hamilton had more than enough money to pay the warden for his silence.
�Well, thank you for your help, Mrs. Hanson. I�ll speak with your husband another time.�
�Fine. Good.� She twisted a shank of her long brown hair in her fingers.
�I�ll have the Lake Loyal Police Department check on you.�
�That�s not necessary.�
�There are many bad people out here.�
�Fine. They won�t have to come in, will they?�
�I�ll ask them to simply drive by.�
�Oh. I suppose that will be okay. Good night.� She abruptly turned away and scampered for the house.
As the woman closed the door behind her, Risa turned to look at him. �It�s so sad.�
He pulled himself from tangled thoughts of Warden Hanson and Farrentina Hamilton. He wasn�t following. �What�s sad?�
She gestured to the house, locked tight and shuttered behind the security fence. �Mrs. Hanson. The poor woman. It�s as if she�s using gates and locks to shut out everything from her life. And all she has left is shadows and fear.�
�Maybe it�s the only way she can do what she needs to do. The only way she can survive.�
�Then surviving is all she�s doing. Because she isn�t living. Not that way.�
Trent�s chest ached with each beat of his heart. A life infested with evil wasn�t truly living. It was only survival. The meanest, basest kind. Rees didn�t know how right she was.
And if he had anything to say about it, she never would.
Risa
�Ready?�
Risa nodded to Trent. Keeping her eyes locked on the brick mansion jutting out of the thick bank of trees ahead, she stifled a shiver. The house was beautiful, to be sure. The oldest and grandest home in the area by far. But there was something about it. Something that felt dark, foreboding. Like one of those gothic mansions in horror movies.
Or maybe that was more about Farrentina Hamilton�s ties to Ed Dryden.
What kind of a woman was she? One who married a multimillionaire and yet sent erotic photos of herself to a serial killer. One who might be able to give Risa insight into Ed Dryden she hadn�t yet contemplated.
Deputies watching the Hamilton mansion hadn�t seen any sign of Dryden or Nikki, but that didn�t mean the woman inside hadn�t made contact. Or helped him escape. Or knew where he was now.
They continued up the cobblestone driveway to the entrance. Reaching the stoop, Trent pressed the doorbell. A cascade of chimes echoed through the house.
�Creepy,� he said.
�Creepy? Is that a professional assessment?�
�As a matter of fact��
�Let me take the lead, Trent.�
�Don�t trust me? I promise not to use the word creepy. Much.�
Risa couldn�t suppress a little smile. �I trust you.�
�Professional curiosity?�
�That or professional challenge. I�ll let you know.�
�Damn.� He grinned. �And I forgot to make popcorn.�
After a minute, the light over their heads blinked on, and Farrentina herself pulled open the massive door.
She looked older than she did in the pictures. Lines fanned the corners of her eyes and creased the edges of her mouth. But the woman was still beautiful in a well-kept way. Probably had weekly facials and pedicures.
Risa couldn�t remember the last time she�d had a pedicure.
Trent identified himself. He was about to introduce Risa when Farrentina interrupted.
�I know. The sister-in-law. How fucking lucky am I?� Her voice was soft, breathy, making her comments sound like swear words on the tongue of a child.
�You�ve been talking to Ed Dryden?� Risa asked. Trent had said police were keeping an eye on Farrentina, but Risa could imagine Dryden�s eyes watching them all the same.
�Not for a while.�
�You seem to be expecting us.�
�Just getting used to attracting attention lately.�
�From Dryden?�
�From cops. Although talking to a fibbie and a shrink will be more fun than the local flatfoots. And cheaper than seeing my therapist. That bitch overcharges.�
�So are you inviting us in?� Trent asked.
Farrentina waved her hand in the air, the bell sleeve of the red silk robe she wore flapping like a matador�s cape. �Why the hell not? Entertain me.�
She whirled away from them and walked through the gaping foyer, hips swaying, leaving Risa and Trent to show themselves in to the mansion.
And quite a mansion it was.
Cream marble stretched across the floor where it met intricate woodwork. Two stories up, a crystal chandelier dripped clear, sparkling light. Spotless white carpet swept up the grand staircase. The scent of lemon cleaner tinged the air.
Risa followed Trent and the retreating red silk flourish of Farrentina Hamilton through the archway and into an adjoining room. This room was cozier than the foyer. Beautiful Persian rugs covered the floors. Classic artwork hung on the walls. But the straight-backed chairs looked stiff and formal and not like bare-legged, silk-robed Farrentina at all.
�Is Mr. Hamilton home?� Risa asked.
�He travels.�
�A lot?�
She shrugged a shoulder.
�You must miss him.�
Farrentina looked at Risa as if she�d lost her mind. �Absence can be good for a marriage.�
�You must get lonely sometimes, though.�
Farrentina crossed the room to a wet bar and brandished a bottle of Stolichnaya Vodka. �Drink?�
Trent shook his head. �No, thank you.�
Her eyes narrowed on Risa. �You?�
Risa had guided her mother to bed too many times after a bout with the bottle to risk developing a taste for alcohol. Not that she�d drink in this situation anyway. Better to stay sharp. �No, thanks.�
Farrentina screwed up her mouth in a disdainful expression, reached for a tumbler, and glugged vodka into it. �Well, if I�m going to wade through tedious questions all over again, I�m going to have a drink in my hand.�
After filling the glass nearly to the brim with straight booze, Farrentina crossed to a chair and sank into it. �You two going to sit or just stand there?�
Trent selected a chair facing the entrance of the room. Risa took a chair closer to Farrentina.
Eyeing them both, Farrentina raised her glass to her lips and took several unflinching gulps. Her hand trembled slightly as she drank.
Nervousness? Or coming off a bender? Hard to say.
�Do you enjoy living alone?�
�You want to know about my relationship with Ed, right? If I�m not as alone as I seem?� Farrentina smiled. �If I�ve seen him? If I know where he might be? If I know whether or not he has his little wife with him? Am I on the right track?�
Neither Risa nor Trent answered.
�Well, I don�t know where he is. And I assume the whiny little bitch is with him, from what the police have told me.�
�You don�t like Nikki?� Risa asked.
�Why should I?�
�Have you ever met my sister?�
�What is this? Big sister coming to that little twit�s defense? What a joke.�
�Why is that a joke?�
�Because you don�t care about her.�
�Is that the way it was in your family?�
�Yes.�
�Your siblings didn�t care about you?�
�I didn�t care about them. Besides, Ed said you only started giving a shit about your sister when she married him.�
Risa tried her best to keep her expression neutral. She hoped Nikki didn�t feel that way, but she suspected her little sister did. �When did Ed tell you this?�
�What does it matter?�
�Have you seen him since he escaped?�
�I said I haven�t, didn�t I?�
�I don�t think you answered the question.�
�Then no, I haven�t.�
�Then when did he tell you about Nikki and me?�
�Sometime when I visited. I don�t remember.�
�You visited him a lot, according to the visitor�s log.�
�I suppose. He wanted me there all the time. Couldn�t get enough of me. But I�m kind of used to that with men.�
Farrentina shifted forward in her chair. Her robe gaped open just enough to give Trent a clear view of one naked breast.
�Did you smuggle pornography to Ed in prison?� Risa asked.
Farrentina glanced from Trent to Risa and back again. �Is that a crime?�
�Not something the FBI would be concerned about,� Trent said.
�Then what of it?�
�Did you buy him favors with the guards? More time outside his cell? Extra television privileges?�
�What do you care?�
Risa watched Farrentina�s blood red nails clutching the glass. While she was shameless about using sex to try to manipulate men, she seemed to not have a clue how to deal with Risa.
�Who did you pay off?� Risa asked.
�Why should I tell you that?�
�Because someone helped Dryden escape, and if you can�t give us names of people who were helping him, Trent might have to investigate you.�
�Every time you assume�� Farrentina forced a laugh. �You can�t prove I did anything.�
�We�ll see what I can prove after you�re thoroughly investigated,� Trent said.
Farrentina let out a put-upon sigh. She adjusted her robe, covering herself. �God, you�re a stick in the damn mud.�
�Names, Mrs. Hamilton,� Trent said.
�I don�t remember their names.�
Trent held out a slip of paper. From where Risa was sitting, she could make out a list of names. �Which ones?�
Farrentina skimmed the list. �Caldwell, Franklin and Bollinger.�
�Only those three?�
�They were expensive enough. Wingate has me on an allowance, for God�s sake.�
Risa never believed Gordy would help Dryden. He hated the killer through and through. But she was still relieved to know she was right.
�You and that Detective Cassidy should have shared information. He seemed to know every move I made in the last year and who I made them with.�
Risa glanced at Trent.
Trent wiped the flash of surprise from his face and narrowed his eyes on Farrentina. �Cassidy knew all about this?�
�That�s what I said.�
�Where did he get his information?�
�I didn�t tell him. And I doubt the guards I paid were broadcasting it either.� Farrentina tried to pull off a casual shrug, but the gesture was tight and self-conscious. �The only other person who knew was Ed.�
Trent angled his head to the side. �Did Dryden ever mention Detective Cassidy to you?�
�Why would Ed know the local cops? It�s not like he�s from around here.� Farrentina�s gaze landed on Risa. �Of course, Ed could have told your sister.�
�Nikki isn�t involved in this.� But even as the words left Risa�s lips, she realized how ridiculous they were.
�Maybe your sister helped him escape. The good little wife and all that.�
Risa wanted to say Nikki would never do that. She wanted to say Nikki wasn�t anything like Farrentina. But of course, she couldn�t.
And that gave her an idea. �You care about Ed,� Risa said.
�Give the shrink a prize.�
�You love him.�
�Love is a strong word.�
�But it�s true, isn�t it?�
�Listen, I didn�t help him escape. But he didn�t belong in that place. It was all his first wife�s fault, you know. She drove him to do the things he did. It�s not fair. Ed shouldn�t have to pay his entire life for the grief she caused him.�
Risa gave her an understanding nod. Farrentina had bought all of Dryden�s rationalizations. Just as Nikki had.
�How did you feel when Dryden married Nikki instead of you?� Risa asked.
Farrentina took a long sip of vodka.
Then another.
�Ed and I have a special bond. Something much stronger than a white dress and a piece of paper from the state.�
Risa raised her eyebrows. �And what might that special bond be?�
�Chemistry.�
A smile twisted Farrentina�s mouth, but under the bravado, Risa could sense vulnerability. It was almost enough to make her feel sorry for the woman. Almost.
�Judging from all the letters we saw in his cell, he shares chemistry with a lot of women.�
�I�m special to him,� Farrentina half whispered. �I am.�
Risa averted her gaze. She didn�t want to know the woman had a heart under that facade. A heart that could be wounded. She wanted her to be belligerent, powerful, and every bit as evil as Dryden. Not a poor injured bird like Nikki.
�What�s wrong with you, honey?� Farrentina said, her voice louder this time. �Jealous?�
�Why would I be jealous?�
�Ed said you had a thing for him.�
If wanting to study him and now stop him qualified as a thing, Risa supposed that was accurate.
�Dryden has a thing for Risa, too,� Trent said. �Isn�t that why he asked you to dye your hair?�
Farrentina�s eyes darted to Risa and then back to Trent.
�He wanted you to look like her. Whenever you visited him, whenever he looked at a photo of you in your red lingerie, he pretended you were her.�
�Ed loves me.�
Trent leaned toward her. �No, you are a stand-in. A stand-in for Risa.�
�It�s true, Farrentina. Stay away from him. He�s dangerous.�
Farrentina threw back the rest of her vodka. �You�re full of shit. He despises you and your pathetic sister. He laughs at you. And if the damn police weren�t crawling all over my property, he wouldn�t waste his time. All he would need is me. All he would ever need is me.�
Risa closed her eyes. She didn�t know what twisted road had led Farrentina to Dryden, but she could bet it was a sad one, littered with abuse and neglect.
The same road Risa had left Nikki to travel alone so many years ago.
�Get out. The two of you. I have nothing more to say.�
Trent nodded to Risa, and they both stood and made their way back to the grand foyer and out into the summer night.
Trent broke the silence. �What are you thinking?�
Risa was thinking many things, so many things. But one was more pressing than the rest. One might lead them to Dryden and Nikki. �I�m wondering if Farrentina is right. If the police weren�t crawling all over��
Trent nodded. �Maybe Dryden would pay Farrentina a visit.�
Nikki
Nikki never thought she would get emotional when she heard her sister�s voice, but even through the pocket door joining the living room with the walk-through pantry, Risa�s calm tones made her throat feel thick, and an empty ache seated itself in her chest.
Nikki hadn�t wanted to come here, to this museum of a house. She�d thought they were going to die when Eddie sneaked her in through a tunnel running from a carriage house filled with fancy cars to the creepy basement wine cellar, right under the nose of police. But the worst part had been meeting the woman Eddie had assured her she would like.
Nikki hated Farrentina Hamilton, and she was pretty sure the witch hated her back. Farrentina treated her like a little girl, and she acted like Eddie belonged to her. Insulting. Demeaning. Constantly pointing out that he loved her best.
And then Risa had arrived and had done the same thing. She and Trent. Saying Eddie really loved Risa. That both Farrentina in her red silk robe and Nikki in her sister�s red silk blouse were stand-ins for Risa. That Risa was the real thing.
And Eddie had listened.
And Eddie had smiled.
Nikki wanted to ask him if it was true. Maybe she would once she got up the nerve. But right now she was scared he�d agree with Risa or Farrentina or both.
So Nikki didn�t ask.
�Okay, they�re gone,� Farrentina said, walking back into the room and throwing open the pocket door.
�That was fun,� Eddie said.
Farrentina�s penciled eyebrows shot up. �Fun?�
�It�s not every day I get to be in the same room with three women fighting over me.�
�She�s a lying bitch,� Farrentina said.
Nikki wanted to agree, but she didn�t have the nerve to push it.
�And Burnell. Thinks he�s so smart. He doesn�t know shit.�
Eddie chuckled. �About some things, he might.�
Farrentina jerked her head back, as if she just smelled something bad. �What does he know? Not that you have a thing for the shrink.�
�Now don�t be selfish.�
�Selfish? Me? I�m not selfish at all.� Farrentina untied her robe and started rubbing up against Nikki�s husband. �I�ll prove it to you.�
�Stop,� Nikki said.
Eddie pushed the slut away. �Not here.�
Nikki shot Farrentina a fake smile. Eddie hadn�t told the bitch no exactly, but at least it was something.
�Then where?�
�I have a place.�
�The one you told me about?� Nikki asked, liking that she knew what Eddie was talking about, and Farrentina didn�t seem to have a clue.
�Yes. It�ll give us the privacy we need to sort this all out.�
Trent
Trent paced the length of his hotel room and tried to ignore the hiss of the shower behind the closed bathroom door. He�d reported his progress to Subera as soon as he and Rees had returned. They�d decided asking Farrentina�s police guard to fall back to give Dryden a chance to reach her was worth pursuing. But when they checked in with the deputies, they found Farrentina was gone, and none of them had a clue how she�d gotten out unseen until they found the tunnel running under the tennis court, connecting the house to the old carriage house.
If she caught up with Dryden, they might be looking at two victims on their hands, and who knew how many more to come.
Trent shoved the thought of Nikki as victim out of his mind and forced himself to sit at the scarred desk and thumb through copies of the reports on Nikki�s car and Risa�s house that had been delivered to the hotel room. Tomorrow he would confront Cassidy, follow up on the three guards Farrentina had paid off, and finally catch up with Warden Hanson.
And even with a killer on the loose, an unknown person who had helped that killer, and a mind-boggling amount of work to do, he still couldn�t manage to keep his thoughts off the sounds coming from behind that bathroom door.
He should have known better than to insist Rees stay in his hotel room tonight. But every time he�d convinced himself to call the front desk and get her another room, thoughts of Dryden�s past �artwork� invaded his mind, and he couldn�t bear the idea of her even one door away.
The hiss of the shower stopped. A rustle filtered through the paper-thin door, undoubtedly the curtain sliding open. The soft flap of a bath towel followed.
Picturing terry cloth moving over bare skin, Trent almost groaned out loud. Having her in his room all night�close enough to hear her breathing, smell her scent, see her hair fanned out over the pillow as she slept�was going to be sheer torture. But if he wanted to protect her, if he wanted any semblance of peace of mind, he had no other choice.
He grabbed a pillow and an extra blanket from the closet shelf and threw them into one of the armchairs. Not the choicest sleeping arrangement, but it would have to do. Sleeping in the same bed with Rees was not an option.
He had just placed his Glock 9mm and his cell phone on the table within easy reach of the armchair when another sound rose from behind the door. A soft mew followed by silence.
The sound of crying.
Before he could stop himself, he was standing at the bathroom door, hand raised to knock.
Another soft mew drifted through the barrier.
Trent stilled his fist in midair. What did he think he was going to do? Ride into the bathroom like a white knight? Gather her in his arms? Kiss her tears away?
He�d already established he was no hero. He couldn�t take her hurt away. He wasn�t the man to comfort her. He had only to remember what happened this morning in this very hotel room to know that. The flavor of her lips. The heat of her naked skin pressed to his. The wounded look in her eyes when he finally regained his senses and brought himself under control.
He let his fist fall to his side. The only way he knew to comfort her was to take her in his arms. And once her body molded to his, he didn�t know if he could stop himself again.
Even if he could, he would only end up hurting her more.
Trent leaned his forehead against the door frame and listened, soaking up her pain, her frustration. Letting it swirl around inside him and mix with his own.
Slowly the silence lengthened and her sobs grew farther apart. He forced himself to push away from the door and move to the other side of the room. A few long minutes later, the bathroom door opened and Risa padded into the room.
She peered at him with red-rimmed eyes. Her flannel nightshirt fell halfway down her slim thighs, its boxy cut making her look all the more fragile. Strands of dark hair stuck to her cheeks.
His fingers itched to smooth her hair back, but he forced his hands to remain riveted to his sides. �Are you all right?�
She opened her eyes wide, as if to keep drops from spilling down her cheeks.
He bit his tongue. What a damn fool thing to say. Of course she wasn�t all right. And she wouldn�t be all right. Not until he found Dryden. Not until he brought Nikki back to her, safe and sound. Not until he cleared out of her life and let her heal. �I�m sorry, Rees.�
She swallowed hard and wrapped her arms around herself as if she was cold. �Me, too. About everything. Us. Dryden. Nikki. Farrentina.�
�Farrentina?�
Risa�s chin trembled, but she didn�t allow a single tear to fall. �She�s so much like Nikki. So needy. So damaged. I can�t help but wonder if Farrentina had a big sister who abandoned her. A sister who could have made a difference but didn�t.�
He ached to take Rees in his arms, to soothe her guilt. Guilt Rees dredged up every time Nikki made a bad decision, every time she engaged in risky behavior. �You were only a kid, Rees.�
�I was twelve years old.�
�Exactly. And you were living in an intolerable situation. Moving in with your father was self-preservation. You can�t beat yourself up for that.�
�I knew what it was like in that trailer, what her life would be like if I left. But I got out anyway. I left her behind.� She shook her head, a shiver claiming her body. �Nikki had no one.�
�You can�t blame yourself.�
�She blames me.�
�I know.�
�She was so hungry for love. She was an easy mark.�
�There�s no way a twelve-year-old child should be expected to fill the roles of mother and father. You know that as well as I do.�
�I could have taken her in once I was settled, sent her to a good high school. She wouldn�t have had to rely on her dad.�
Trent had never met Nikki�s father, but he�d seen the damage the man had done to Nikki. At eighteen and just out of high school, Nikki seemed to be convinced the only value she had to men was sex. All Dryden had had to do was show a little interest in her as a person, whisper a few romantic words, and Nikki would soak it up like a drought-plagued farm field.
She didn�t stand a chance.
�Don�t be so hard on yourself, Risa.�
�How can I not be?�
�If this had happened to someone besides yourself, what advice would you give?�
She looked down at her folded arms. �Nice trick, but it didn�t just happen to me. I caused it. I just wish I could make it right.�
�You�ve always wanted to make everything right.�
�Something wrong with that?�
�Sometimes you can�t fix things. Sometimes things can never be right again.�
Risa peered at him, eyes moist. But she didn�t cry. And somewhere, beneath the tears, beneath the pain, he saw the glimmer of light in her eyes. A light that had gone out in his own eyes long ago. �I can�t believe that, Trent. I can never let myself believe that.�
He closed his eyes and pressed his lids with his fingertips. Of course she couldn�t. Not Rees. That was what made her who she was.
Opening his eyes, he studied her. So vulnerable, so frail, yet underneath, strong as steel. Another shiver racked her body.
Trent couldn�t stand to see her like this. He couldn�t be with her, couldn�t love her, but that didn�t mean he couldn�t offer comfort.
He crossed to the bed and pulled back the blanket and sheet. Guiding her down to the mattress, he tucked her feet under the covers and rested her head back on the pillow. Taking a fortifying breath, he crawled into bed beside her, pulling the blankets up over them both.
�Better?�
�Thanks, Trent. I just��
�You don�t have to explain.�
She needed him. And if that meant holding her until she slipped into blessed unconsciousness, until she forgot her pain and worry and fear for a few short hours, he would do it.
Rolling to her side, she snuggled back against him, fitting into the curl of his body like the missing piece of a puzzle.
Pain sharp and hot pierced his chest and ripped its way downward to his groin. Pain he couldn�t stem. Pain he deserved.
He closed his eyes and listened to the ragged rhythm of her breathing slowly even out. In and out. In and out. He imagined the peace of sleep softening the worry in her face, soothing the regrets torturing her mind.
If only she�d let past feelings between them lie. Let them stay in the ground and decompose until the passing of time took all the pain, all the agony from them. Until nothing was left but dust.
But she hadn�t.
And moreover, he hadn�t.
And now once again the brilliant light of who she was and how she made him feel pierced the darkness of reality. Beckoned him. Tempted him. Tortured him.
He wanted to feel that light. To capture it. But if he reached out to take what she offered, his obsession with his job and the darkness that followed him home would eventually defile and destroy that very thing that made her who she was.
And he could never allow that to happen.
Nikki
Eddie hadn�t been kidding when he�d said this place was private. They�d driven for a long time, following winding country roads, before they�d reached an old farm gate. Eddie broke the lock, and they�d driven through forest, this time on a dirt road. Finally the trees gave way to a river, and the tiniest cabin Nikki had ever seen.
�This is your place?� Farrentina asked, climbing out of the car. �What a dump.�
�I said it was private. Not fancy.�
�It has a fucking outhouse.�
�I think it�s cute,� Nikki said, even though she actually agreed with Farrentina�s assessment. She waited for Eddie to give her a smile, a look�something�but it never came.
�Is it not good enough for you, Farrentina?� Eddie asked.
�Of course, it�s not good enough.� She draped herself on him again. �But I don�t care where I am, as long as I�m with you.�
�Really?�
�I�ve never meant anything more in my life.�
�I�m the best thing that ever happened to you, you know.�
�I know,� Farrentina said in that breathless voice.
Nikki felt sick.
The cabin was raised from the ground on blocks, and they had to walk up steps to reach the door. The inside was shabbier than the outside and smelled like mildew and dirty socks. A kitchen occupied one corner, about as big as the one in the trailer where Nikki grew up. A small table, two chairs and an old couch took up most of the rest of the space. A rack of fishing poles lined one wall, stuffed fish and shadow box displays of colorful lures covered the other three.
Farrentina studied the place, an unattractive frown on her face. �So what are we going to do?�
�Go fishing.�
�You�re kidding.�
Eddie plucked one of the fishing poles off the rack. �Hunting, fishing, it�s all the same, isn�t it? All a contest between man and beast.�
Nikki studied the floor. She wasn�t sure what was going on, but she didn�t like it. Not the idea of sharing her husband with Farrentina. Not the tone of Eddie�s voice now.
He let the line swing free. A colorful lure weighted the end. Yellow and orange with three hooks protruding from the bottom. �So Farrentina, you think I should choose you.�
�No question,� Farrentina said.
�And Nikki?�
�You�re my husband. I love you.� Her voice came out too quiet, too thin, and she wished she could take it back and yell out her love for him. Why was he doing this? After all they had, why was he interested in Farrentina at all?
�Like fish fighting over a lure.� He swung the pole in front of them, the lure�s sharp hooks barely missing Nikki�s face.
�Eddie, I don�t like this.�
As soon as he turned his angry stare on her, Nikki knew she had made a mistake. �I�m sorry.�
�You don�t want to play, Nikki?�
�I didn�t mean it.�
�Maybe I should just choose Farrentina right now.�
�Please, Eddie. I�m sorry. I was just��
He swung the fishing line close again, the lure hitting her arm. For a second, one of the barbs stuck in her skin, then he pulled back on the line, and it fell away.
�I�ll bite, Ed.� Farrentina caught the line. She snagged one of the hooks on her robe.
Eddie gave Nikki one more pointed look, then smiled at Farrentina and started reeling. As the line grew taught, Farrentina untied the robe�s belt and let Eddie pull it off her. She stood in front of him completely nude.
Nikki looked at the floor. Tears filled her eyes. She blinked them back. When she looked up, Farrentina was snuggling up to Eddie, and his hands were on her, and she was unzipping his fly.
Nikki�s husband.
Nikki�s.
�Wait,� Nikki said, surprising even herself.
Eddie smiled. �You want to get caught, Nikki?�
�Yes.�
To Nikki�s relief, Eddie pushed Farrentina away, his attention all on Nikki now. He swung the fishing pole toward her, the robe still on the hook.
Nikki caught the line, ripped the silk free, and let if fall to the floor. She could feel Eddie watching her, waiting for her to do something bigger, better than Farrentina. Something that proved how much she loved him, how much she wanted to win.
Nikki�s fingers trembled, fumbled, and the fish hook dropped to the linoleum.
Farrentina laughed. �Good job, dumb ass.�
Eddie said nothing.
He didn�t have to. Nikki could feel his disappointment. Tears broke free and trickled down her cheeks.
�So can we just leave her here, Ed? Why are we wasting any more of our time?�
�Is that what you want, Nikki? For me to leave you here?�
His voice was so quiet, so sad, that Nikki almost went to him. But holding him wouldn�t be enough. She knew that now. Saying the words wouldn�t make him believe. She had to prove herself.
Nikki bent down and picked up the lure. She brought the hook to her mouth. Then, taking a deep breath, she drove the sharp point through the inside of her lip until the barb pieced through and caught on the outside.
Blood flooded her mouth and dribbled down her chin. Her lip felt cold at first, then the sting came, the throbbing pain. But she hardly noticed any of it, not when she looked into Eddie�s eyes, and he smiled at her.
�We have a winner. And now I collect my prize.�
Trent
Trent hadn�t even realized he�d slipped into sleep when the bleat of the cell phone pierced the air like a rending scream. He lurched from the bed and groped the dark with splayed fingers until his hand closed over cold plastic.
In the middle of the big bed, Rees sat straight up, the whites of her eyes visible in the dark room.
Phone calls in the middle of the night were never good. And he had a horrible feeling this one would be worse than most. Taking a bracing breath, he flipped the phone open and lifted it to his ear. �Burnell.�
�Trent? Subera. We have a body. A woman. I need you to meet me at the scene.�
His gaze found Rees�s and latched on.
�Who?� he said into the phone.
�No ID on her yet. The body was just discovered. I got the call myself less than a minute ago.�
�Where is she?�
�That�s the interesting part. Here the local cops have been driving by every half hour all night, and he laid her out right there in plain sight. I don�t know how the hell he got in and out of there without being spotted.�
Alarm blared in Trent�s ears. �Where the hell is she?�
�On the front porch of Risa Madsen�s house.�
Risa
Night pressed in on the shadowed interior of Trent�s rental car like a suffocating pall. Risa gasped for breath. Her pulse throbbed in her ears.
Nikki.
Trent hadn�t wanted to bring her with him. It had just about killed him to allow her to climb into the passenger seat, she knew. But she had to go. She had to see for herself. She had to know. And in the end, Trent wasn�t willing to leave her alone. So here she was, speeding past the darkened windows of familiar houses on her way to a crime scene. A murder scene. Her own house.
Nikki.
Trent swung onto her street and slowed to a crawl. A haze of humidity hung in the air, pulsing with the red and blue light of a half-dozen police cars. A cruiser blocked off either end of the street. Trent brought the car to a halt and flashed his identification before the uniforms waved them through.
Yellow tape draped from pickets ringing the perimeter of Risa�s property. The house�s empty windows reflected the throbbing red and blue light, and bright spotlights illuminated the driveway, the sidewalk, the porch.
Nikki.
Risa couldn�t see the body from the interior of the car, but she knew it was there. Detectives and crime-scene technicians hovered around the front steps and small porch. A camera flash exploded as a police photographer snapped crime-scene photos.
Trent brought the car to a halt and reached for the door handle. �Stay in the car. I�ll be right back.�
She heard the tone of his voice, but his words seemed to bounce off her, an unintelligible jumble of sounds.
�Did you hear me, Rees? Stay here. I�ll come back and get you.�
She managed a nod.
He stared at her a long time, as if trying to look into her mind, to understand what she was thinking, feel what she was feeling. Finally he reached toward her and brushed a strand of hair from her cheek with tender fingertips. �Hang in there, Rees. It might not be her.�
�And if it is?� her voice croaked, foreign to her own ears.
�We�ll make it through. We�ll survive. You�ll survive.�
�And Nikki won�t. Just like when we were kids.�
�Risa��
�Go.�

�You�ll stay here?�
She nodded.
�I�ll come back. As soon as I know.� Trent swung the car door open and climbed out. Cool spring air rushed into the interior, the scents of spruce and lilac strong and sweet. The door slammed behind him.
For a moment Risa merely sat still, breath coming in gasps. Her mind swirled with images of tangled hair and pale, dead eyes. Images of Dryden�s evil she�d seen while studying him. The thought that Nikki had been victimized by that evil sent waves of panic crashing through her.
No matter what she told Trent, she couldn�t stay in the car. Horrific or not, she had to see. She had to know if the dead woman was Nikki. Risa couldn�t think, couldn�t breathe until she knew.
She grasped the handle of her door, the metal cold and solid under her fingers. Gathering her strength, she shoved the door open. Her head pounded. A hum rose in her ears. Hefting herself from the car, she forced her legs to support her weight.
One step. Two steps.
Risa teetered across her lawn toward the police lights, toward the front porch of her house. She was already within the police barrier. Just a straight shot across the yard. The grass dragged at her shoes. The scents of spring swamped her, sticky as sweet syrup in the humid air.
Three steps. Four.
The hum grew louder in her head, drowning out the murmur of voices, drowning out the pounding of her heart. She walked on. Over the grass. Through the plantings. Up the cement walk. Closer and closer to the gathering of people. Closer and closer to the front porch.
Closer and closer to death.
Nikki.
The cloying odor of raw flesh reached her, covered her, clogged her throat. Still she forged ahead. She had to see for herself. She had to know.
The hum choked out all other sound, like mind-numbing static. Her heart felt as if it was about to burst, her lungs about to collapse. She took the final steps to the porch, nudging between the circle of cops and technicians. Shoving her way through.
�Rees.� From out of nowhere, Trent lunged for her, grasping her arm, trying to pull her away.
Too late.
Red glistened from the open chest of the sprawled woman. The open belly. Her brown hair was tangled around her pale face. Her hollow eyes stared.
Not Nikki.
Not Nikki.
Farrentina Hamilton.
Horror and relief swept through Risa in a powerful wave. Her knees buckled. Her stomach retched. Strong arms grabbed her, pulled her close, and swept her away.
Risa clung to Trent, burying her face in his shoulder. Her body trembled in fits and spurts, like shock waves after an earthquake. Horror numbed her mind.
Trent
Trent held Rees tight against him even after her shaking had waned. He shouldn�t have left her in the car alone. He hadn�t been thinking. If he had, he would have realized Risa would have to see the body for herself. She would have to know if it was her sister. He never should have allowed her to reach the porch.
To witness Dryden�s work.
He pressed his cheek to her hair and breathed in her scent. Over the top of her head, he could see Subera directing evidence technicians. Now that they had a second body on their hands, Subera would use anything at his disposal to bring Dryden down. And Cassidy would make sure that Rees was at the top of the list.
Unless Trent could provide an alternative.
�You have to go,� he said.
She peered up at him. �I�m fine. I�ll be fine.�
Her voice was firm, but her dilated pupils and the deathly white pallor of her skin told a different story. But as much as he hated to let her out of the circle of his arms, he had to. His embrace might have been comforting at the moment she saw Farrentina�s body. But in the long-term, he would only bring her more pain.
If he wanted to comfort Risa, the one thing he could do was his job.
�I�ll get a deputy to take you back to the hotel and stand guard outside your door. It�s hard to say when I�ll get back. I want to study the evidence here and attend the autopsy. And then there�s the warden and Cassidy and the guards Farrentina bribed.�
�So it will be a while.�
�Yes.�
�Chief Schneider wanted to ask me some questions about Nikki. Will you tell him to come to the hotel?�
�You need to rest, Rees.�
�While Dryden does to Nikki what he did to Farrentina?� She shook her head. �I have to do whatever I can to stop him. And so do you.�
�All right,� he said. There was no use arguing. Rees would drive herself into the ground if it meant even a sliver of a chance Nikki would return home alive. And he couldn�t blame her. He�d done the same for people he�d never met. �I�ll give Schneider the message.�
�I�ll be fine, Trent.� She managed a shaky smile, a smile that didn�t fool him for a minute. �Just find Nikki. Before...�
�I will.� He looked into her dark eyes then forced himself to let her go.
Nikki
Nikki shook another cigarette free from its pack and pinched it between her aching lips. Her hands were still shaking so badly, it took her three tries before she could get the lighter to work. She held flame to tobacco and drew.
The smoke burned a little, no cool menthol like the kind she and her friends had smoked in the gully behind their high school. She waited for the chill feeling she�d always gotten back then, but it was out of reach.
She suspected she�d never feel chill again.
The screams had stopped hours ago, but Eddie hadn�t come back. Not yet. At first Nikki hadn�t known what to do. She�d paced. She�d cut the barbs off the end of the fish hooks with a wire cutter and pulled them out of her lip. She�d cleaned the cabin floor, sweeping, then washing it with a rag and pine cleaner she�d found under the sink. Another cabinet yielded a carton of smokes, so she�d been focused on them since.
Trying to calm down.
Trying to make sense.
An engine hummed from outside the cabin. Tires popped over gravel. The slam of a single car door.
Nikki took another drag, her trembling not lessening one bit. She could only hope the car outside belonged to the cops. That they�d arrest her, take her away, lock her up where she could never see Eddie again. But when the door opened, Eddie walked in.
�You�re still here. Good girl.�
�I� I have nowhere else to go.�
�That�s right.�
Eddie rummaged through a cupboard, finally pulling out a bottle of whiskey covered in dust. He opened the bottle and took a swig, not bothering to offer it to Nikki. He sat next to her, the old hide-a-bed couch creaking under his weight.
Nikki finished smoking then lit up another. She was starting her second pack by the time she got up the nerve to ask. �Who was she to you?�
�Who?�
�Farrentina. The woman you killed.�
�What does that matter?�
�She visited you. At Banesbridge. Before we got married.�
�And after.�
Nikki couldn�t even manage to feel hurt. All she could think about was Farrentina. Nikki had seen her waiting at the prison after Nikki emerged from the visiting room. The woman was beautiful, glamorous, someone who stuck in your head. Nikki�d never guessed they were there to see the same man.
Not until tonight.
�Did you love her?�
�What was not to love?�
�But� but you��
�Hunted her? Killed her?� Excitement animated his face and laced his voice. �Gutted her?�
Nikki looked away.
�Does that scare you, Nikki?�
Of course, it scared her. Her throat was so dry she could barely speak. But for some reason, she didn�t want to admit it. She�d do just about anything to avoid admitting it. �I� I just want to understand.�
�Didn�t you read your sister�s theories?�
Nikki shook her head.
�Look at me.�
Nikki forced herself to focus on his eyes.
�You didn�t read Risa�s article? The one you told me about?�
�No. I swear.�
�Good. Your sister is full of shit.�
Risa had warned Nikki. Over and over. But Nikki hadn�t wanted to believe her. She still didn�t feel totally sure, even though she knew she should be. All Nikki had ever wanted was to be loved, to be special. Eddie had given her that. He�d given her so much. �None of this makes sense.�
�It makes perfect sense.�
�You said it was your wife��
�It was. That was about survival. Self-defense. After all she did to me, I had to fight back, didn�t I?�
Nikki tried to swallow. Her tongue felt swollen and dry. Her lip throbbed.
�Didn�t I?�
�Yes� of course� but��
�But what?�
�I� You said you changed. That I changed you.�
�Women like that, don�t they? They say they�re in love, that they want to marry a man for who he is, and then all they ever want is for him to change. That is what doesn�t make sense.�
�I don�t want you to change.�
�You just said you did.�
�No, I didn�t mean that, I��
�You don�t even lie well.�
�No, Eddie, please. I love you. I just want to understand.�
�You want to know why I killed her.�
Nikki did� and she didn�t. Unable to look into his eyes one second longer, she lowered her gaze, focused on his shirt. Fine drops of blood sprayed the navy cotton, like a universe of dark stars.
It took her three tries to get the words out. �Why did you?�
He took a gulp from the bottle then broke into a smile. �So I didn�t have to kill you.�
Trent
Most people wouldn�t think of human mortality as having an odor, but Trent knew better. It hung in the autopsy room, raw as peeled flesh and thick as blood. It colored the air like a red cloud and soaked so deeply into clothing fibers, hair, and skin that even scrubbing with harsh detergents wouldn�t remove all the residue.
The coroner looked up from his ice cream sandwich, a trickle of melted cream snaking into his scruffy, salt-and-pepper beard. �Hiya.�
�Trent Burnell. I�m with the FBI.�
�Coulda guessed that from the suit.� The man held out the open box of ice cream novelties. �Sandwich?�
�Uh, no thanks.�
He popped the last bite into his mouth and licked his fingers. �Suit yourself. So you from Milwaukee?�
�Quantico.�
�Ahh, you must be the Silence of the Lambs man.�
�Silence of the Lambs?�
�The movie. Anthony Hopkins as Hannibal Lector.�
�I know the one. It was also a book.�
�I only saw the movie. But you wouldn�t be Hopkins, would you? You�d be who, Scott Glenn?�
Trent had the feeling this county coroner would be more than happy chatting about movies all day, and Trent didn�t have the time. �And you must be Harlan Runk.�
�I must be. Welcome to my morgue, Scott.�
�Scott?� Subera bulled his way through the door. �Who�s Scott?�
�Another one, huh?� Harlan wiped his mouth on his sleeve. �Guess that makes him Jodie Foster.�
Subera shot Harlan a pained look. �This isn�t another Silence of the Lambs thing, is it?�
Trent gave him a sympathetic tilt of the lips. Since the movie had come out in 1991, five years ago now, FBI agents had been subjected to endless streams of comments related to the film and jokes about fava beans.
It was getting a little old. �Why don�t we get to the autopsy?�
�Right-o. Time�s a wastin�.� The coroner bounced off his stool and directed them to the boxes of protective clothing to pull over their suits, hair, and shoes. �You want to start with Mr. Bevin or Ms. Hamilton?�
�Hamilton,� Trent said. As tragic as the death of Bevin was, the body found in Nikki�s car by a jogger, Trent was fairly certain Dryden�s core motive for killing him was simple. He and Nikki needed a car that law enforcement everywhere wasn�t searching for. Farrentina Hamilton, on the other hand, might provide them with some answers. And the sooner they got answers, the better.
When the coroner left, Subera turned to Trent. �We have to talk.�
Trent braced himself for what was coming.
�I want to set that trap for Dryden,� Subera said slipping off his suit jacket. �Do you think Professor Madden is still game?�
Thunder rose in Trent�s ears. He wanted to say she�d changed her mind, but one word with Risa and Subera would know it was a lie. �You�ll have to talk to her.�
�I think it could work. And frankly, I don�t see us having a lot of alternatives. Hash it out after the autopsy?�
�Yeah. Sure.� A conversation Trent was not looking forward to.
Once they were fully covered in seafoam green garb, Trent and Subera ventured back into the autopsy theater.
The cooler door stood open, a waft of colder and even fouler air drifting into the room. Harlan Runk emerged with a gurney and positioned it, and the body it bore, in front of the long, stainless steel sink. Bright lights reflected off his round, cherry-red cheeks and nose, making him look like a middle-aged Santa Claus during his off months. �Isn�t Dan Cassidy supposed to be here? Or is it just going to be you Federal folks today?�
Trent hadn�t had a chance to confront the detective, a conversation he was looking forward to much more than the one with Subera.
Trent checked his watch. �We really can�t afford to wait.�
Next to him, Subera nodded. �We�ll start without Cassidy.�
�Will do.� With the flourish of a well-rehearsed tradition, Doc punched the Play button on the boom box in the corner and unveiled Farrentina Hamilton�s body. Soft strains of Duke Ellington spiraled through the room, the energetic jazz a strange backdrop to the gruesome scene spread before them.
Like Dryden�s other victims, a deep knife slit ran from her breastbone to her pubic bone. But instead of focusing on the horror of the wound or the memories of Dryden�s other victims, Trent pulled out his notebook and started jotting down dry facts. Details. Evidence.
Later the sight of Farrentina�s body would haunt him, torment him, just like all the others. The cruelty she�d endured. The degradation and pain and terror she�d felt in her last moments. The evil that had stolen her life. But now, the only way to stop Dryden was to pay attention.
As unkempt and eccentric as Harlan appeared at first, the man seemed to be conscientious when it came to his job. He prodded and measured and weighed and photographed, dictating into his voice recorder as he worked. He started with the external exam, documenting each scrape, bruise, and cut. Ligature marks circled her wrists and neck. Fish hooks punctured various parts of her body, the more sensitive, the better, it seemed. Her hands, knees and the bottoms of her feet were scuffed and gashed, debris clinging to the wounds. Her nails were chipped and something that appeared to be soil was lodged underneath.
Harlan would describe it all in his report. But a picture of what had happened was already forming in Trent�s mind.
Like with the others, Dryden had kidnapped her, tied her hands, stripped her naked, and maybe started the torture. Fish hooks were a new twist, but eventually, as with the others, he�d let her loose in a remote forest. Her bare feet would have grown sore as she ran over the forest floor. Branches and brambles would have ripped at her hair and torn at her unprotected skin. Dryden would have given her a head start, only a minute or two, and then he would have set out after her, hunting her, terrorizing her, until he finally either caught up with her or shot her to slow her down.
Harlan found no bullet wounds, so either he had outpaced her, outsmarted her, or she returned to him, unwilling to believe he would do something so horrible. However it had played out, Dryden enjoyed the hunt because it allowed him to feel his victim�s fear and pain. And catching her, however he managed it, proved his superiority.
It wasn�t a unique signature. Most killers of his type found some way to cause their victims fear and pain. There had even been an infamous killer in Alaska who had kidnapped prostitutes and flown them into the wilderness to hunt them. Trent had suspected that was where Dryden had gotten the idea.
The bastard was cruel, but he didn�t have a lot of imagination.
After the quarry was under control, Dryden�s signature got more personal. This was the portion Trent believed that gave the psychopath the most satisfaction.
Ed Dryden had grown up in a deer hunting family, common in this part of Wisconsin. What was less common was the severe abuse and humiliation he�d suffered at the hands of his drunken wreck of a father. But from the time Ed Dryden was small, he�d been charged with removing the deer�s organs and preparing the venison. It was something he was good at, the only time he truly felt capable and confident.
So that�s what he did to the women. He would hunt them down, sink the knife, and slice from sternum to pubic bone. As the last of life drained from his victims, he would clean out their organs, every one, and hang them from a tree.
In Farrentina�s case, he�d transported her body to Rees�s porch and displayed her for the police to find. An attempt to humiliate, dominate, and control. Not just Farrentina, but Risa, too.
But the question wasn�t only about what the monster had done and why. The most urgent question in this case was where.
Dryden needed a secluded place to stage his hunt. Farrentina owned a vast estate, but if he had hunted her down on her own property, the deputies outside her house surely would have heard her screams. And since he and Rees had seen Farrentina mere hours before she died, Dryden�s secluded spot couldn�t be too far from either Farrentina�s house or Risa�s.
And Trent had a feeling that if they found that secluded location, they�d find Dryden.
Trent moved to the bottom of the gurney and examined the debris sticking to the blood on her feet, hands, and knees. To the naked eye it looked like it could have come from any forest in southern Wisconsin. But detailed analysis just might narrow down the area. That, along with what they knew about the time frame in which the murder occurred, could give them a location.
�Can we get a rush on the analysis of this debris?� Trent asked Subera.
�I�ll push for it.�
Doc�s assistant began collecting the debris while Doc continued his prodding. Once he�d put every last bit in an evidence bag, he left for the lab.
Dan Cassidy strode into the room in the assistant�s wake, still pulling his protective clothing on over a wrinkled white shirt. �Sorry to leave you here alone with the famous-but-incompetent, Doc.�
Trent focused on the detective, taking in the lines of tension ringing his mouth, the shadows creasing the skin under his eyes. �We need to talk, Cassidy.�
Cassidy�s gaze shot to meet Trent�s. An unmistakable shift of wariness crossed his sharp features. �What�s up?�
�You tell me.� Trent skewered Cassidy with a glare. �Why didn�t you tell Special Agent Subera or me that Farrentina Hamilton was bribing prison guards on Dryden�s behalf?�
�What�s wrong? You feebs couldn�t figure it out on your own?�
�You could have saved us time. We�re supposed to work together.�
�Work together, my ass.� He scoffed. �You exaggerated a sighting you knew was bogus so you could take over.�
Trent eyed Cassidy. He�d known from the beginning the detective wasn�t happy to lose control of the manhunt. Could the detective�s secretiveness merely be resentment of the FBI? He had to admit it was possible. He�d seen it before. �Care to explain how you stumbled upon the bribery in the first place, Detective?�
�Ever hear of police work? You should try it sometime.�
�Cut the crap, Cassidy,� Subera said. �We have a serial killer out there.�
�One of the other guards tipped me off a few weeks ago. Complained that Dryden was getting preferential treatment. Apparently he reported it to the warden, but he didn�t get results. He thought Hanson might be sharing in some of the green flying around. I was investigating before Dryden escaped.�
Trent nodded. Cassidy�s explanation sounded plausible. And it would be easy to check.
�I know what you�re trying to do, Burnell. You�re trying to keep your little professor from putting herself on a hook. Well, don�t bother looking at me. I�ve done my job. I�ve turned the lives of those three guards upside down and haven�t found a damn thing beyond them trading TV time for a little cash.�
�You�d damn well better get me copies of those reports, Detective,� Subera said.
�Turned �em over to one of your men on my way here.�
The guards weren�t the only ones in position to help Dryden escape. There was still Warden Hanson.
As if reading his thoughts, Cassidy grinned. �If you�re betting on the warden giving you some answers, don�t. I�ve been through his financial records. His wife�s aunt died recently and gave him an infusion of cash. Other than that, the man lives within his means. Besides, we�ve had officers watching him and his wife since you alerted us last night. So far he�s gone to work, and she shopped for handbags. Not exactly suspicious activities.�
�A few hours of working and shopping doesn�t mean anything.� Trent filled Cassidy in on Warden Hanson�s thwarted Supermax ambition.
�Who hasn�t been informing who?�
Trent narrowed his eyes on the detective. �You obviously dislike Risa Madsen. And her sister. Why?�
�What does it matter? I�ve done my job.�
�That doesn�t answer my question.�
�What the hell don�t I have against them, that�s what you should be asking.� He shook his head, his mouth twisting into a sneer. �Do you want to know what I think about women like them? Do you really want to know?�
Trent said nothing, just waited for him to continue.
�Women who find toying with that kind of danger fun? Whether they are marrying him or studying him, it�s all the same. Either way, if he got the chance, he�d string �em up and kill them in a minute.�
�It�s not the same.�
�How? None of them want to see what a monster he really is. They think he�s fascinating, exciting, even a victim of big bad law enforcement. They blame us and glorify him. It makes me sick.�
Though what Cassidy was saying rubbed Trent the wrong way, he could understand the detective�s frustration. He�d felt it himself more than once. Trent could probably cross Cassidy off the Dryden-helper list.
�Fellas, before you do much more talking, I think you�ll want to take a look at this.�
Trent, Cassidy, and Subera leaned over the autopsy table. Deep in the chest cavity, something glinted dully in the bright lights.
After snapping a series of photos, Doc reached into the cavity with a forceps and grasped the object. A silver chain, muted by blood, unfurled as he pulled. A silver locket emerged on the end of the chain. Doc held up the find.
Subera leaned forward, trying to get a better look. �What the hell is that doing inside her?�
Trent�s stomach hardened like a cold, tight fist. He thought of the photo of Rees and Nikki with the teddy bears. In that photo, Nikki had worn a locket. Risa had said she�d given it to her little sister as a gift. �Open it.�
Doc grasped the locket gingerly with latex-gloved fingers and pressed the release. The tiny door flipped open.
Folded inside was a photo of Rees as a girl posing in front of a beaten-up trailer. Trent had seen the picture before, and Risa had explained that it was taken the day she�d moved into her dad�s house. She�d given the locket to Nikki, and told her little sister she would always be with her.
A promise that didn�t come true.
But as sad as that memory was, the condition of the photo was more upsetting. It was slit down the middle, just as the photo of Nikki they�d found in Dryden�s cell had been.
Trent stepped away from the body, pulse hammering in his ears, drowning out the beat of Harlan�s jazz. He�d finish with Cassidy later. He�d go over the autopsy protocols later. Now he had to get to Rees.
This locket was a threat� and a promise. And Dryden wasn�t one to patiently wait to deliver on either.
Trent only prayed he wasn�t too late.
Nikki
�I told you he would keep her close.�
Nikki peered out the dirty windshield at the county sheriff�s car parked in front of the Sauk Trail Inn. Eddie had insisted she call almost every hotel and motel in Lake Loyal and the surrounding area to find out where Trent Burnell was staying. She hadn�t even known her sister�s ex was in Wisconsin, but Eddie was sure. He was also sure Risa would be staying with Trent, even though Nikki told him they weren�t together anymore. And to top it off, Eddie had predicted a police car would be waiting at the hotel.
Eddie seemed to know everything. But more and more, Nikki wondered if she really knew him.
Nikki looked down at her hands, ashamed she would feel that way about her husband. The man she loved. The man who loved her.
She was so mixed up.
The sound of Eddie opening his door made her jump.
�The cop, Eddie. He�ll see you.�
�The cop�s inside. With Risa.�
�You shouldn�t go in there. He�ll��
�I�m not worried about the cop.�
�But why risk it?�
�I have to see your sister.�
Nikki couldn�t help but remember what she�d overheard at Farrentina�s house. She�d been thinking of Trent�s comment ever since. That Eddie really loved Risa. That Nikki was a stand-in. That Risa was the special one. Again. �Why do you need to see her? Why can�t you just stay here with me?�
�I have to tell her she was wrong.�
�About the article?�
A muscle twitched along Eddie�s jaw. �About you.�
�Did Risa say something about me? In your meetings?�
�She couldn�t stop talking about you.�
�What did she say?�
�I think you know.�
Tears pressed to break free. Nikki knew too well. Risa would say Nikki wasn�t trying hard enough. That she wasn�t living up to her potential. That she needed to be different� quit her job, go back to school, be more like Risa herself. Never mind that Nikki was never smart enough to do any of those things. �What are you going to say?�
�That I love you, for starters.�
Nikki felt a flush warm her body. Now she really was going to cry. �Oh, Eddie��
�It�s true, babe. I chose you. I can have any woman I want, and I chose you.�
�You�re going to tell her that?�
�Yes. And I�m going to tell her exactly why.�
�But the cop, the guy at the desk��
�They won�t be a problem. Because you�re going to help me.�
Nikki wrapped her arms around herself and shook her head. �I can�t. I��
�I thought I could count on you, Nikki.�
�You can.�
�It doesn�t seem like it.�
�You can, Eddie. I promise. It�s just�� The thought of what Eddie might do flitted through her mind. No. She couldn�t think that way. Eddie said he just wanted to talk to Risa. And he was being sweet now. Normal. The Eddie she knew.
�This is starting to make me angry, Nikki. I�m doing this for you, and you can�t even be there for me?�
�I�ll do anything you want. I just� I don�t want to see Risa.�
�You don�t have to. I want to take care of Risa alone. So you�ll help.�
It wasn�t a question. And even though Nikki didn�t understand what help he would need, she was too afraid to ask. �Okay.�
�Just do what I tell you. Even you won�t be able to fuck things up.� Eddie drove the car around the motel and stopped in front of a construction fence. He got out and started walking back to the entrance.
Nikki scampered to keep up. Just before they entered the lobby, he stopped.
�Wait.� He unbuttoned her blouse, leaving it gaping almost to her waist.
Nikki wanted to gather the fabric together, cover herself. But she didn�t want to make Eddie mad.
�Now go in and talk to the guy at the desk. Distract him. Get him to turn his back to the door so he doesn�t see me sneak past.�
Nikki focused on the paunchy older man behind the counter. �What do I say?�
�Flirt. Sell it. And if he wants to fuck you, let him.�
�What?� Nikki turned back to Eddie, but he was already walking away.
She wanted to think he didn�t mean that, that he couldn�t mean that, but she knew better. The thought seemed to excite him, just as it had on that dead-end road. And when he stopped just out of sight of the door and gave her a pointed stare, she knew she would go through with it. She didn�t have the strength to refuse.
Nikki opened the glass door and walked to the counter.
The man glanced up from his computer. His gaze rested for a second on her swollen lip, then slipped down to the open blouse. �Uh, hello.�
Nikki scrambled for something to say. �I need a room.�
�We don�t rent �em by the hour here, honey.�
For a second, Nikki was taken aback. �You think I�m a hooker?�
�You�re not?� The man�s eyes didn�t lift from her cleavage.
Nikki paused. She had to think.
Think.
�Listen, I really need a room. I�m tired. But I�m also lonely.�
The man looked her up and down. �Thought you said you weren�t a hooker.�
�I�m not.�
�You ain�t some kind of cop, are you?�
�Cop?� Nikki shook her head. She didn�t know when Eddie was going to make his appearance, but this was not going well. Not at all. �I�m not a cop.�
�Prove it.�
Nikki wanted to turn and run, get out of here, get lost. Instead, she spread her blouse open, exposing herself to him. As he stared, she could feel a flush of shame heat her skin.
�Is there a back office or something where we could go?� Nikki asked. �I saw a cop car out there, and��
�You are a hooker, aren�t you?�
�I�m not. I just don�t want the whole town seeing, okay?� She forced what she hoped was a sexy smile. With the throbbing lip, it was hard to tell. �Just you.�
�What do you take me for, lady?�
Nikki had no idea how to answer.
�I�m a good, God-fearing man, I�ll have you know. I ain�t interested in some kind of piece of shit whore.�
Nikki could feel panic rising in her throat, choking her. Eddie would be here any second. If she didn�t hold up her end, he would be so mad.
So very mad.
�Come on back.�
Nikki circled the counter and marched into a small back room the size of a large walk-in closet. Shelves lined the walls, filled with towels, sheets, pillows, toilet paper, and everything else a motel might need.
�Hey, there!� The man�s bulk filled the doorway. �What do you think you�re doing? Get out of here.�
Nikki pressed back against a rack of towels.
�Get out of here. There�s a cop upstairs. I�m gonna to call him on you. Have him lock you��
Nikki didn�t even realize Eddie was in the room until she saw the blood. The man stumbled forward, coughing, grabbing at his own throat. He slammed into her and they both hit the floor hard.
The man gurgled, gasped. Blood sprayed Nikki�s face and colored the towels red. She scrambled up, pushing him off her, desperate to escape. It was all she could do to hold back a scream.
�Nikki.�
She whimpered. So much blood. And the man kept groaning. He wasn�t dead. How could he bleed so much and not die?
�Nikki!�
She looked up, focusing on Eddie�s face.
�Button your damn blouse,� Eddie said. �You�re at the front desk. Don�t let anyone in.�
�What do I tell��
�Think of something.�
Nikki couldn�t think of anything but the man writhing on the floor, the blood pool under him, and the choked gurgle coming from his throat. �Eddie, I don�t��
�You did a great job with that guy, babe. I�ve always said you�re so beautiful, no one can resist you. Now you gotta be smart, too. Can you do that?�
�No, no� I��
�You can. You�re plenty smart, Nikki. I�ve always said that. Now, there has to be a maid�s key around here somewhere��
He left the back room.
Nikki followed. She couldn�t do this. �But Eddie��
�You�ll think of something. No one comes in. No one calls out. I�m counting on you.�
Risa
Risa paced across the hotel room and looked at her watch for the tenth time in the past ten minutes. Shortly after daybreak, Schneider had called to tell her he�d be right over. That was over a half hour ago. So where was he? A myriad of explanations for his tardiness pingponged through her mind. Had the police found a lead? Had they found Dryden? Or had they found another body? A body they wouldn�t dare tell her about over the phone?
Risa eyed the telephone. She couldn�t even call Trent and ask. It had been difficult for him to leave her alone. She certainly didn�t want her worry to send him racing back to her side when he needed to spend his time and energy guiding the search for Dryden.
She thought of the sheriff�s deputy standing outside the door. Deputy Perry had a radio. He might know something. She pulled the door open and peeked into the hall.
Perry�s friendly blue eyes snapped to her. His doughy face flattened in a grin. �What can I do you for, Professor?�
Faced with his confident but relaxed manner, Risa flushed. She was probably just being paranoid. But paranoid or not, she had to know. �Chief Schneider should be here by now. Have you heard if anything urgent is going on? Anything that would detain him?�
The officer shook his head and rested a hand on his radio. �Not a thing. I�ll let you know if any news comes through.�
�Thanks. I appreciate it.�
�Don�t worry. In a small town, little things crop up all the time, and there�s no one to handle it other than the local cop. I�m sure it�s nothing serious. Probably some damn cat stuck in a tree.�
�I thought the fire department took care of that.�
�What? Oh, yeah. Probably.� He chuckled, a friendly sound. �But if it was something serious, I would have heard about it. Okay?�
�You�re probably right. I�m just a little frazzled.�
�Understandable. Is there anything I can get you, or...? A pop from the vending machine? Candy bar?�
�No, thanks.�
�Sure? You�ve been through a lot lately from what I understand. Anything that�� The deputy stumbled forward into the door jamb. Grasping hold of the knob, he pulled the door shut.
What the�
A thump landed against the door.
�Deputy?� Risa couldn�t breathe, couldn�t think. She didn�t dare open the door, and yet the deputy�
Risa flipped the security lock home and peered through the peephole.
Cold, dead eyes set in a boyish face stared back at her. Ed Dryden smiled and held up a knife. A loud scrape echoed through Risa�s paralyzed mind, the blade biting into wood.
Risa jolted back.
Oh, God. Oh, god. She had to get help.
The door knob rattled.
Risa grabbed the chair nearest to the door and jammed the back under the knob. The only other furniture in the room was a bureau. She yanked at one side, but it was large and heavy and wouldn�t move.
The phone.
She grabbed the receiver. A dial tone hummed in her ear.
Please, God. Please, God.
She punched in 911.
A tone sounded, then ringing.
One ring.
Two.
The door opened, stopped only by the safety lock and chair.
The line picked up. �Sauk Trail Inn.�
A thin voice, shaky as Risa felt, and so familiar... The front desk?
�I need help. Please. I need to call 911.�
�Risa? Is that you?�
�Nikki? Where are you? Where are you? Dryden, he�s here.�
�I� I know.�
Of course, she did. She was with him. Nikki was with that monster.
The door to the hall jimmied against the chair back.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
�He�s here. Trying to get into my room. He�s going to kill us, Nikki. Call 911.�
�I can�t.�
The chair legs slid, little by little.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
�Nikki, you can do it. Call for help. Please.�
�I helped him, Risa. I called all the hotels to find you. He just wants to talk.�
�Talk? He�s going to kill me, Nikki. He�s going to kill you. Call the police.�
The door clacked to a stop, the security lock holding. The chair tilting, but staying in place.
�No, no, you don�t understand. I can�t.�
�Then run. Just get out of here and run to the brew pub. Go.�
�No, Risa. He�ll be angry. I don�t want this, but Eddie will be so angry, and I promised, and he loves me, and��
�Nikki? Please.�
�I can�t.�
The door closed again, but this time, something protruded between jamb and door. The plastic Do Not Disturb door hanger. Sliding between. Pushing the security lever. Opening the lock�
Risa turned and ran for the window. She tore open the drapes, fumbled with the lock, released it, slid the window open. The construction site was quiet, at least an hour yet until it came alive with workers. Two stories to the ground below. A small slanted edge of roof ran the length of the building just below the window.
Then ended, nothing but the construction site below.
Oh, God.
The lever moved clear. The door opened.
Risa found the tabs holding the screen in place. She twisted one, trying to free it. It didn�t move, painted in.
�Risa�� The door clacked against the chair.
Risa grasped the window molding and lifted herself onto the sill. Aiming a toe at the screen�s frame, she kicked as hard as she could.
One side swung free.
She kicked again, and the screen torqued, twisted, and fell. It clattered down the roof and disappeared over the edge. Risa looked down at the edge of roof four feet below. If she missed, she�d fall into the construction site. But if she stayed�
�Risa, I missed you.�
Risa jumped.
Her feet hit the roof hard, the force shuddering up her legs. Her shoes slid on dew-slick steel. She plopped down hard on her tailbone, still sliding, closer and closer to the edge.
Nothing below.
Nothing.
Risa twisted to her stomach, spreading out, clawing and grabbing at anything that might slow her momentum. The slick roof. The thin ribs that channeled rain water.
Her legs went over.
The speed of her slide slackened.
Stopped.
Risa clung to the roof, legs dangling, eavestrough digging into her stomach. Her cheek pressed against cold steel.
She had to hold on� she had to�
Risa�s pulse pounded in her ears. Her arms shook with strain. There was no way she could pull herself back onto the roof. Not without something more to hold onto. Not without help.
But the man at the window wasn�t there to help.
Risa couldn�t lift her head to see him. But she could hear him breathing. She could feel his stare.
�If only your sister could see you. Running away. Just like old times.�
�Let Nikki go.�
�Not a problem. Getting her to let me go is another story. She can�t get enough of it. Little slut. She pick that up from your example? Or did daddy teach her?�
Risa closed her eyes. �You don�t want Nikki.�
�I don�t?�
�You used her to get to me.�
�Listen to that ego.�
�So let her go.�
�Hmm. If you climb back up here, I might think about it.�
Climb up there. Sure. Not only would she have to be suicidal, Risa couldn�t pull her weight back up the roof. She was barely keeping herself from sliding off the edge.
She�d looked out at the construction site once, when she�d first visited the room. But while she remembered they were pouring concrete, adding a pool and more space to the hotel, she�d had no idea what was immediately beneath her.
Concrete?
The forms they used to pour it?
Machinery?
Whatever it was, it was going to hurt. But not nearly as much as letting Dryden reach her.
�What are you waiting for, Risa? Not willing to go that far to save your sister?�
Risa flinched.
She�d told Trent she wanted to act as bait, to lure Dryden, to trap him. But that plan was only an idea. A notion she knew Trent would fight against. This was real.
Was Dryden right? Was she only willing to save Nikki in theory? When it didn�t require real sacrifice?
�Ma�am? Hello there! Ma�am?�
A male voice. Not Dryden. Someone else. Someone on the other side of the construction site, near the street.
Risa tried to turn her head, to see who was speaking, to warn him�
She slid, closer to the edge, closer to falling�
�Police, ma�am. Hold tight. I�ll be right up.�
�You must be the luckiest thing in the world.� Dryden muttered.
Risa stretched out her fingers, clawed at the slick steel. She could feel nothingness under her legs, under her waist, she couldn�t stop, she couldn�t�
Down the roof. Inch by inch. And when her fingers were the only thing left, grasping at the eaves, slipping, she clung only long enough to see that Dryden was gone from the window.
Then she fell.
Trent
Pulse thrumming in his head, Trent drove as fast as safety would allow. He�d called the sheriff�s department and local police as soon as he�d stepped from the autopsy room. They should reach the hotel before he did. He could only pray they got there before Dryden.
Taking the last corner without slowing, he whipped the car into the hotel�s parking lot and drove straight for the entrance. Sun sparked off the cop cars barring the entrance and flanking the building. Blue and red lights flashed like flickering sparks of fire. Even before he stomped the brake pedal, he spotted the uniforms at the wide glass doors, stopping hotel residents from entering. Or leaving.
Securing a crime scene.
Trent threw the car into park, opened the door and scrambled out. Identification in hand, he raced up the shallow steps. He flashed his ID and surged inside.
Voices jangled through the lobby. Deputies corralled guests and cut off possible escape routes.
Trent glanced toward the elevators. The doors gaped open, incapacitated. He rushed for the stairs, flashing his ID again before he plunged into the stairwell. He took the steps two at a time. Panic pounded in his ears, living and raw. He had to find Risa. She had to be all right.
Reaching the third floor, he pushed the door open with shaking hands. The smell of death smeared the air. Stepping into the hall, his heart lurched.
Blood pooled around a blue-uniformed body. A flat, friendly face stared up at him, frozen in horror, blue eyes fixed in death.
Deputy Perry.
The sight hit Trent like a kick to the gut.
�Sir?�
Trent looked up at a young cop. Tall, strapping, and with shorn blond hair, he looked like a cross between a Nordic god and G.I. Joe.
�You�re Special Agent Burnell, right?�
�Yes.�
�Officer Olson. You�re looking for Risa Madsen.�
�Where is she?�
�Upstairs on the third floor. Follow me.�
Trent followed him up the stairwell and to an identical room a floor above.
Rees huddled in the corner chair, her arms wrapped around herself. Her cheeks were void of color, and she was trembling so hard he could see it from across the room.
Lake Loyal�s police chief and a tall, blond officer hovered over her.
Trent crossed the room in four strides. Bulldozing Schneider out of the way, he fell to his knees and engulfed her in his arms. He buried his face in her hair, its scent chasing away the odor of death. Dryden hadn�t gotten to her. At least not physically.
�You�re okay. You�re okay.�
�Deputy Perry� He�s��
�Gone.�
�She was here, Trent. Nikki was here with him. She helped him find me.�
�She told you that?�
Risa nodded. �I asked her to help. I begged her to run.�
�She�s afraid of him.�
�It�s more than that.�
Trent ran his hand over Risa�s hair. They had both seen it before. Her with patients. Him with victims. Those who rationalized away the toxic behavior of people they loved, refusing to see the truth, refusing to give up, even when it would ultimately cost them their own lives.
Risa covered her mouth with her hand. Tears broke free and slipped silently down her cheeks. She closed her eyes. A strand of chocolate hair drifted against pale skin.
Trent raised his hand to her face and brushed her hair back. In the autopsy room, Subera had brought up setting the trap for Dryden. Trent had known it was inevitable, but he hadn�t really faced it. He�d pushed the prospect from his mind in favor of other more pressing things. Other less painful options. But now�
Now Dryden was already coming after Risa. At least if she was the focus of a police operation, Trent had a better shot at protecting her.
Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her against him. He soaked in the feel of her, the scent of her. He nestled his lips in the shell of her ear. �The trap for Dryden. It�s a go.�
She pulled back from his arms and searched his eyes. Her pupils were dilated, her eyes moist. �It�s all going to work out. Right?�
�I sure hope so,� he said. Because the stakes were far too high to be wrong now.
Risa
Risa slipped into the chair between Trent and the balding county detective she�d met earlier�Mylinski�and surveyed the basement community room of St. Luke�s Church. Risa had never stepped foot in the small town church until now, but she was sure it didn�t usually look like this. In one short day, the place had been transformed into a war room with maps and pictures and diagrams lining the walls. A dozen FBI agents and sheriff�s deputies jammed around long tables pushed together, the low hum of voices constant as the drone of bees. The odors of stale coffee and stress soured the air.
At the head of the room, Special Agent Subera stood in front of a large map of southcentral Wisconsin. Colored pins and circles stabbed and stretched over several counties. He pointed to a vast area stretching from north of Wisconsin Dells nearly to Madison. �According to the last time Farrentina Hamilton was seen alive at her house, the approximate time of her death, and the time her body was discovered at Professor Madsen�s house, the victim had to have been murdered somewhere in this vicinity.�
Risa studied the circle plotted on the map. Much of the area was in the Baraboo Bluffs, a land of steep hills, deep gorges, rivers, and lakes. Tiny towns and family farms dotted the area here and there, but much of the land had been preserved as wilderness in the form of state forests and state, county, and local parks. Acres and acres where Dryden could stage his hunt and no one would hear his victim�s screams.
�The debris found on the victim�s body is consistent with this area as well,� Subera continued.
The victim�s body.
He was referring to Farrentina, but Risa couldn�t help also thinking of Deputy Perry�s soft, flat face. There was the man in Nikki�s car, too. And the driver of the garbage truck. It was impossible to know if there were others who hadn�t yet been found.
Risa rubbed her palms against her thighs.
Dryden wouldn�t claim another victim. Not if she could help it.
Special Agent Subera glanced down at one of the reports littering the table in front of him. �We have no way of knowing if he is still driving the �95 Volvo sedan he stole from a victim�s home this morning. There have been no sightings as of yet. It is possible he has changed cars. We�ll continue monitoring reports of stolen vehicles.�
Risa felt Trent shift in the chair next to her, but she didn�t glance his way. She didn�t want to see the worry in his eyes, the tension in his every muscle. Going along with setting the trap for Dryden had been tough for Trent. Including her went against every protective instinct he had nurtured over the years. He wanted to shuttle her off somewhere. Distant but safe.
Sitting here, listening to this, she couldn�t help but wish she could let him.
Subera tapped the map with a finger. �We have roadblocks set on these highways, checking all vehicles leaving the vicinity. Sheriffs� departments from here and surrounding counties are combing the area with helicopters and dogs.�
�It�ll take days to cover that much ground,� Mylinski said under his breath, a wave of sour apple candy scent following his words. �And with the tree cover around here? Helicopters aren�t gonna be worth much.�
Risa wasn�t sure if he expected an answer from her or Cassidy, sitting on the other side of him. But whatever he expected, she didn�t have any answers to give.
Subera continued. �In light of Dryden�s history and the pressures he�s under, we likely don�t have much time before he will kill again. And that�s where Professor Madsen comes in.�
Risa straightened in her chair. She knew the general idea of the trap they would set. Trent had given her some hints of what he was thinking, so she could prepare herself. But she had yet to hear the details.
Subera�s eyes rested on Trent. �Burnell?�
Trent looked up at the sound of his name as if he�d just snapped awake after a nightmare-plagued nap. Lines dug into his forehead and flanked his mouth. His eyes seemed more intense against the pale of his skin. �Dryden will come after Professor Madsen again. But this time we can use his aggressiveness to our advantage.�
Risa gripped her thighs under the table to keep her hands from shaking.
Trent turned to Risa. His voice lowered, as if the details of the trap were a secret just between the two of them. �We are going to set you up in a bed-and-breakfast just north of Lake Loyal. We�ve evacuated the couple who owns the place. We�ll set up a patrol so Dryden will believe we�re watching over you.�
He glanced up, his gaze scanning the agents in the room as if trying to pick out the very best ones for the job. �The more challenging the setup, the better. Dryden�s bold, and he likes thumbing his nose at authority.�
She thought of Dryden�s cold eyes peering through the peephole in the hotel room door. The sound of his voice calling her name from the window. Under the table, she dug her fingernails into her palms.
�His appearance at the hotel last night suggests he is keeping track of Professor Madsen�s location. So we need to assume we�re being watched, and be careful not to tip our hand. Once Dryden shows up�and he will�we�ll have plenty of agents and local police within striking distance.�
Cassidy let out a snort. �Sounds easy.�
�Easy and simple aren�t the same thing,� Detective Mylinski said.
Trent nodded. �We need to keep this simple. The more moving parts, the more chance something could go wrong.
Risa listened to the men.
The walls inched a little closer.
There wasn�t enough air in the room.
She had never suffered an anxiety attack before, but she knew the signs. But fear wasn�t going to keep her from doing whatever she could for Nikki. Not this time. Risa couldn�t let it.
Trent rested his hand on her arm. �You won�t be alone, Rees. An agent will be staying with you at all times.�
�I�d like to volunteer for the job.�
Risa focused on Chief Schneider, remembering the image of Deputy Perry�s flat face flecked with blood. His once twinkling eyes staring�
Her throat tightened. Her chest squeezed. �I need to talk to you, Trent.�
Trent raised a questioning brow.
She pushed her chair back and stood. �Please.�
Trent pushed his own chair back from the table and followed her up the stairs to the sanctuary.
The church itself was quiet and smelled of dusty floors and old wood. Risa turned down a hall leading to the restrooms before stopping and turning to face Trent. She felt dizzy and her legs trembled, but at least out here she could breathe.
�Are you okay?�
�I keep thinking of Deputy Perry. He was such a nice man. So concerned about me. And now he�s dead.�
�What are you getting at, Risa?�
�Let me stay in the house alone.�
�Absolutely not.�
�You can�t assign someone to watch over me again. I can�t��
�Be responsible for another death? You won�t be. We�ll stop Dryden.�
�I know. I know.�
�But you don�t believe me.�
�It�s not that. I know you�ll stop him.�
�I won�t take Schneider up on his offer.�
�Thank you.�
�But I won�t leave you unprotected, either.�
�You can�t risk��
�I�ll protect you myself.�
�You can�t��
�Do my job?�
Risa felt sick.
Trent narrowed his eyes on her. �You like to say we�re stronger together than we are apart. You don�t really believe that, do you?�
When she�d said those words, she�d meant them. �I� I don�t know.�
�Because this time, it means a risk to my life?�
�That�s not fair.�
�It�s exactly fair. Now you know how I feel. Why I never wanted to pull you into this world. Why I couldn�t marry you.�
�You�re doing this to make some kind of point?�
�I�m doing this to catch Dryden and make sure you stay alive. Do you believe we�re stronger together or not?�
Risa looked into the eyes of the man she once thought she would marry, the man she still loved. If she was capable, she would lie. But that wouldn�t change anything. Trent would never let her face this alone. And in the end, she�d regret not telling him the truth when she got the chance. �I believe it, Trent. With my whole heart.�
�Then prove it.�
Trent
Oak limbs thick and dense with leaves arched over the car, shadowing the drive from the moon�s light. Trent piloted around the curves in silence, his eyes glued to the road in front of him, his mind on the woman in the passenger seat.
Using Rees�s words against her had been a dirty trick, but he�d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant convincing her to go along with his plan. There wasn�t a chance in hell he would let her face Dryden alone.
He allowed his gaze to skate over her for a moment. Her ramrod-straight back. The way she folded her arms over her chest as if shielding herself. She hadn�t said more than two words since they�d left the church. Neither had he. There was nothing to say. Nothing to do but wait.
He breathed in the scent of her shampoo. Lavender. A calming scent. But it did nothing to loosen the tension that wound around his nerves, only added another layer to it.
If only he could turn the car around, whisk Rees far away from Dryden and FBI traps and risk. They could get lost. Someplace where neither Dryden nor the FBI could ever find them. Buy a house, raise a family�like they�d planned. Like they�d dreamed.
Impossible.
He could never turn his back on the people who needed him. He could never forget what he�d seen, what he�d felt. He�d been right to give up those dreams two years ago. And no matter how much he wished his life was different, he could never go back. He should know that by now. He should accept it.
But somehow, in the warmth of her presence, he wanted to forget everything. Wipe the last years away as if they had never happened.
The thick canopy of leaves and limbs opened into a clearing, and moonlight spilled from the sky. Set like a jewel in the center of a wide lawn stood an elegant Victorian bed-and-breakfast. Its round turret reached heavenward. Gingerbread flanked the eaves. And on the front porch, a bench swing swayed back and forth in the light breeze.
The Lilac Inn.
�It reminds me of that place on Chesapeake Bay.� Her voice descended into a whisper. �The place we were going to spend our honeymoon.�
He remembered. Too well. He�d made the reservations before he�d left for northern Wisconsin. Before he�d joined the investigation into the deaths of five young women. Before he�d ever heard the name of Ed Dryden.
Trent focused on the scene in front of him. A wide, well-groomed lawn stretched out from the house on all sides before blending into acre after acre of state forest preserve. Forest that offered seclusion so no innocent bystanders would be hurt.
The setup was perfect.
He parked the car near the front door, but didn�t move to get out. Not yet.
Next to him, Rees stared at the black outline of trees looming on the edge of the lawn and folded her arms tighter over her chest. �Do you think Dryden is out there right now?�
�I doubt it.�
�But he will be.�
�He�ll wait until he thinks we�ve relaxed our guard.�
She nodded, but she didn�t take her eyes from the blackness outside the window. �This is going to work.�
�Yes.�
�It has to.�
�It will, Risa. It will.� Trent nodded to underscore the words, and hoped he hadn�t just told them both a tragic lie.
Nikki
Nikki ground out her cigarette in a glass bowl, the butt burned all the way to the filter. It was evening again, the darkness closing in. She�d been by herself in the cabin, smoking for several hours now. She wasn�t sure how long. She couldn�t hear any sound from outside except the song of frogs along the river. Not the engine of Eddie�s car, not the thunk of his feet on the wooden steps. She supposed she should be relieved, but she couldn�t manage it.
Nikki pushed herself up from the old hide-a-bed and walked the four paces across the floor. Why couldn�t Eddie have stuck to their plan? Just hop on the interstate, drive until they couldn�t drive anymore, get lost� They would have been happy. They could have been. Nikki believed that. But now?
Now Nikki didn�t know what to do.
Risa would tell her to get out, to run, like she had at the hotel. Part of Nikki wanted to. Part of her had never been so frightened in her life. Not even the nights when her father had been drunk. Not even the nights when he�d come into her bedroom.
It had been weird hearing Risa�s voice on the hotel phone this morning. Like something from the past, back when Nikki was a different person. Ever since, she�d turned the idea of running away from her husband over and over in her mind.
She looked at the door, only a few feet away. She could open it, go down the steps, walk out into the woods, maybe follow the river until she reached a town.
Or just keep walking until she couldn�t walk anymore.
Nikki stepped to the door. She reached out, touched the knob. Over the pounding of her pulse, she heard something outside.
A car engine approaching?
The slam of a door?
Eddie?
He�d know what she�d been thinking. He�d know she doubted him. He�d be angry. What kind of wife doesn�t believe in her husband?
Did she believe?
Eddie had killed people. He�d done horrible things. Even if he had reasons for doing them, could that ever be enough?
Risa said get out. Risa said run.
But why was she listening to Risa? Why would she put any stock in what Risa wanted?
Her sister was obsessed with Eddie. She visited him, wrote about him, thought about him night and day. Nikki had seen it herself. And when Nikki had written him that first letter, Risa had gone crazy. She�d said things. Eddie was taking advantage of Nikki. Eddie could never love Nikki. Eddie was using Nikki.
As if Risa just wanted to keep Eddie all to herself.
After all, Risa always looked after herself.
There it was, the crackle of tires over gravel, the hum of an engine, the slam of a car door.
Nikki let go of the knob, and backed away. Returning to the lumpy hide-a-bed couch, she curled up on one end, tucked her feet under her, and wrapped her arms around herself.
The cabin door flew open, and Eddie bulled inside. �Get in the car. We�re going.�
�Where?�
�A place I found. It�s nicer. Closer.�
�Closer to what?�
�The FBI has invited me to a little party. And I hate to disappoint.�
�The FBI? Eddie, they want to��
�I don�t care what they want. They�ll get what they deserve. Now, come on.�
Nikki pulled on her shoes and hurried for the door. She was still afraid. Still confused. But she knew better than to make Eddie angry.
Horrible things happened when he was angry.
Risa
Risa stood in the doorway and glanced around one of the Lilac Inn�s intimate guest rooms. White tulle draped and frothed over the canopy bed like a wedding veil. The fragrance of eucalyptus and fresh-cut lilacs laced the air. And through the open bathroom door, she could see candles surrounding a claw-footed bathtub, deep and big enough for two.
The FBI might as well have put her up in a stone dungeon complete with torture chamber. She�d have preferred that to being shut in this romantic fantasy with Trent, waiting for Dryden.
She forced her feet to cross to the window. Pulling the lace curtains aside with trembling hands, she peered through rippled glass at the row of lanterns sparkling along the driveway.
A shadowed figure strode toward the house, an obviously heavy box in hand. She�d recognize Trent�s silhouette anywhere, the sharp turn of his head as he surveyed the forest, the broad frame of his shoulders. But tonight, his normally fluid stride was tight, abrupt. His broad shoulders were slumped as if protecting a wound. Trent was in pain. She could see it as clearly as if he were cut and bleeding.
An answering ache throbbed deep inside her.
The past days had been one horror piled on top of another. Nikki�s kidnapping. Dryden�s threats. So many murders. And now the worry of Trent risking his life alongside her. But even with all that had happened, even with fear and evil hovering over her like a shroud, she could still hold on to the hope that Dryden would be caught and Nikki returned safely. And sooner or later the nightmare would end, and the sun would come up in the morning and chase away the darkness.
Trent had none of those assurances.
When this case was over, he would go on to the next gruesome serial murder. And the next. He would immerse himself in other killers� evils, in other victims� fears. The darkness would never let up for him. The nightmare would never end.
And the worst of it was, he would travel his dark path alone.
Risa rubbed her upper arms in a futile attempt to chase away the chill. Letting the lace curtain fall, she turned her back on the window. The sheriff�s department and FBI had the forest covered. She had to trust them. She had to trust Trent.
She had to trust herself.
The slam of the front door and thunk of his footsteps on the hardwood floor cut into her thoughts. She turned from the lace and descended to the parlor on the first floor.
Trent set the heavy file box he�d been carrying on the coffee table in front of a damask love seat. Straightening, he turned to face her and clawed a hand through his hair. �How are you holding up?�
�I�m fine.� She forced a casualness into her voice she didn�t feel. �The rooms are beautiful.�
�Yes, they are.� The glow of a hurricane lamp highlighted the hard planes of his face, sinking his eyes in shadow. Tension stiffened his shoulders and back, obvious even under his rumpled white shirt. �I have some sandwiches if you�re hungry.�
Her throat was too dry to swallow and her stomach too tense to even think about digesting. �Thanks, but I�m not.�
�Thirsty? There�s lemonade.�
�No, thanks.�
�There�s no sign of Dryden, if that�s what you�re worried about.�
Risa managed a nod.
�Everyone�s in place.�
She looked down at the box on the coffee table behind him. �Dryden�s files?�
He glanced at the box. �We�re ready for him. There�s no way he�ll reach us, Risa.�
�I want to help. Going through the files.�
�These are crime files, Rees.�
She knew very well what they were. And she knew the real reason he didn�t want her to help had only partially to do with keeping the files confidential and everything to do with protecting her from the horrible images and details captured inside.
She also knew arguing about it would get her nowhere. Besides, she didn�t want to argue. �What has your life been like the past two years, Trent?�
A furrow dug between his brows. �What do you mean?�
�What do you do? In a normal day? In a normal week?�
The furrow deepened. �I work a lot.�
That much was obvious. And if Trent used the words �a lot,� she�d be willing to bet he worked nearly every waking hour. And that he didn�t sleep much. �Is that all you do?�
�I go to the gym.�
The gym, of course. Exercising had always been Trent�s way of trying to cope with stress. And from the well-sculpted biceps evident under his wrinkled sleeves, he had been trying to cope quite a bit.
�Anything else? You know, besides working and going to the gym?�
�No time for anything else.�
�Why don�t you make time?�
�For what, Rees? Needlepoint?�
�For something besides death.�
Trent blew a frustrated breath through tight lips. �What�s bothering you?�
�Me?�
�You�re picking the same fight we�ve had so many times I�ve lost track. We really are ready for Dryden. He�s not getting into this house.�
�You think I�m asking about you because I�m afraid?�
�Aren�t you?�
�Sure. Of course. But that�s not why I�m asking.�
�Okay, I�ll bite. Why are you asking?�
Risa offered an apologetic press of the lips. �Something Oneida said to me when I first met her.�
�Who?�
�The dispatcher. You know, for the Lake Loyal PD.�
�Ahh. The one who can do just about everything except make coffee. What did she say?�
�Just that people tend to get into psychological professions in order to figure out who they are.�
�I�m betting she used more colorful phrasing than that.�
�She�s right, you know.�
Trent raised his brows. �So you�re asking if I have hobbies? Doesn�t seem that would provide much insight.�
Risa shrugged. �I just wondered if you�ve given any thought to it. Or if you keep yourself busy so you don�t have to.�
�The latter. So do you know who you are?�
�Not yet. I mean, not really. But I think I�ve always been trying to figure out why my family was so toxic when I was growing up. And why I couldn�t change it.�
�Risa��
�I don�t mean I should have been able to change my mother or my stepfather. But if I had been more generous toward Nikki when she needed me� I guess I�m trying to figure out why I wasn�t.�
�You�re trying to help her now.�
�In theory.�
�What does that mean?�
Pressure descended on Risa�s chest, making it hard to breathe.
Trent laid his hand on her shoulder. �You okay?�
She shook her head.
�What is it?�
�You�re going to think it�s stupid, putting so much credence in the words of a psychopath.�
�Listening to him would be stupid. You know, he wants to hurt you.�
�Yeah.� The room grew blurry, and Risa did her best to blink back the surge of tears. �It only hurt because what he said was true.�
�What was it?�
�That I don�t sacrifice. Not for Nikki. Not for anyone. I never have.�
�That�s not you.�
Risa took a step away, letting Trent�s hand skim down her shoulder and fall from her arm. She couldn�t have him touching her now. Feeling sorry for her. If anyone didn�t warrant sorry, it was her.
�Risa��
�When have I sacrificed, Trent? I could have stayed with Nikki when I was a kid. I could have protected her. Hell, I could have taken her to live with me after I moved out on my own. Our mother wouldn�t have cared. She probably wouldn�t have even noticed.�
�Risa, that�s not fair.�
�And you. You walked away to protect me from all this. What did I sacrifice? I wasn�t even able to let you go. I had to see Dryden for myself. I had to understand. God, I��
�The blame for that isn�t yours.�
Risa didn�t know what to say. She�d spent the last two years angry with Trent for pushing her away, and now just as she was recognizing her role in their breakup, he was agreeing with her past argument? �Trent, I was wrong to focus that on you.�
�No, you weren�t.� Releasing a breath, he shook his head. �This job changes a person, Rees. It makes you look at the world in an entirely different way. It becomes who you are.�
�I understand what you�re saying Trent, but��
�No, you don�t. And I�m doing a damn poor job of explaining.� He pinched the bridge of his nose, then dropping his hand, he looked at her. �I�ll bet your stomach is tied in a big damn knot. That�s why you aren�t interested in those sandwiches downstairs, even though you�ve eaten only once in the past forty-eight hours.�
Judging from the look on Trent�s face, the question was rhetorical. Risa held her tongue and let him go on.
�And sleep? You�ve gotten about three hours since I first knocked on your door.�
Another statement she couldn�t refute.
�You can�t eat. You can�t sleep. Dryden has destroyed your piece of mind, Rees. And it can�t be fixed. You�ll never feel safe again. Even if this trap works like a charm. Even if we get Nikki back. Even if we catch Dryden. You�ll never walk up the front steps of your house without seeing Farrentina Hamilton�s body. You�ll never look through a peephole without seeing Dryden�s eyes staring back at you.�
Risa flinched at his words. He was right. Those events would haunt her the rest of her life. Even now she couldn�t imagine returning to her home. She couldn�t imagine feeling safe inside those walls again.
�And the longer you are exposed to Dryden�s brand of evil, the worse it gets. Believe me. It eats at you until every man you see looks like a killer. Until every stranger�s smile seems like a threat. You can�t enjoy anything, not a sunny day. Not a warm breeze. Not the scent of lilacs.� He closed his eyes and scrubbed his face with his fingers, as if trying to erase images only he could see.
An involuntary shiver claimed her.
�I never wanted that for you. This job, it has taken away all of that from me, but two years ago, you could have been spared. You could have really lived.�
�And that�s why you left.�
Trent nodded. �I couldn�t let my work destroy your life like that. And I couldn�t give up the work.�
Reaching up, Risa touched his jaw. His beard stubble rasped rough as sandpaper under her fingertips. Rough and harsh and dark.
�Then�� Risa�s voice cracked , but she refused to let herself cry. She needed to ask. It had been two years, and she still didn�t know. �What happened? The first time you came to Wisconsin? You said there was a moment. What was it?�
Trent
Trent had never told anyone.� He didn�t want to talk about it now. In retrospect, the whole thing seemed trivial. Ridiculous that something so small could cause him to overhaul his life. But at the time�
At the time, it had changed everything. And Risa deserved to know. He should have told her a long time ago. �We tracked Dryden and his wife to the hunting cabin, but we were too late.�
Risa nodded.
She knew all this, of course. How they�d found him displaying her body. How he�d escaped into the forest. How they�d pursued him with dogs, and he�d given himself up. It had dominated the news, not just in the Northwoods of Wisconsin, but nationwide. However, the next part hadn�t been in the media reports, not because the FBI had held it back, but because it was so insignificant.
At least to everyone but Trent. �There were a pair of teddy bears� in the cabin.�
�Belonging to his twins?�
�Yeah. And when I saw them�� He couldn�t go on. There was no way to describe what he�d felt. How his upcoming wedding, his plans with Risa� how all of it had suddenly gone so dark.
�When you saw them, you thought of me. You thought of my collection.�
�It�s stupid. Fucking teddy bears.�
Trent expected Risa to be confused. Or maybe angry. Instead, she watched him, her expression thoughtful. �Whatever happened to those little girls?�
�I don�t know. They were adopted. Records sealed.�
�To protect them.�
�Yeah.�
�You can�t protect someone from themselves, Trent.�
She wasn�t talking about Dryden�s twins anymore, Trent knew.
�I should have told you. Should have made you understand.�
�I do now.� Risa raised her hand, placed it on his chest, over his heart.
He could feel the heat of her palm. When she smoothed her hand up and down over his shirt, he leaned into her touch.
As soon as he met her eyes, he knew he was lost, or maybe found, he wasn�t sure anymore. But Trent didn�t wait for her to tilt her face to his, to tiptoe up for a kiss. He circled her with his arms, gathered her tight, and brought his lips to hers.
He�d intended the kiss to be gentle, tender. But as his lips brushed hers, he realized he couldn�t hold back. All the years, all the regrets, none of it mattered. He ran his hand down her arm, over her shoulder, and to her sweet face, trailing his fingertips along her cheek and into the softness of her hair until he cradled the back of her head in his hand.
Trent�s life had become a lonely hell. A study in perseverance. In deprivation. And he couldn�t change it. He could never change it. But tonight� tonight he could soak in her energy, store it in his heart and use it to beat back the loneliness. Use it to fortify himself, so he could go on.
And he could only hope he could offer the same to Risa.
Her mouth opened to him, soft and pliant and real. She tasted like honey and felt as soft and comforting as a peaceful night. A night of clear skies and the twinkle of stars overhead. A night uninterrupted by nightmares.
It had been so long since he�d allowed himself to feel anything but anger and regret, the sensation was almost painful in its intensity.
And he wanted more.
Tearing his lips from hers, he grasped her hand and led her up the stairs to the guest room. She followed willingly, eagerly. Her gaze latched on to his as if she too was unable to look away.
He led her across the threshold into a room as soft and feminine as Rees herself. Lace dripped from the bed. Candles lined the nightstand. His shoes sank into the thick rug.
The scent of fresh lilacs washed over him in a wave. His stomach constricted. Memories pressed at the back of his eyes, struggling to come to the surface, but he pushed them back.
Tonight wasn�t for remembering. Not the bad, and not even the good. Tonight, he needed to be in the present. To feel everything. To fill himself.
Trent pulled her to him, and her softness molded to his body. Her warmth washed over his skin. And instead of memories of blood and obscenity gliding in the lilac scent�s wake, its sweetness merely enhanced the fragrance of her hair, her skin.
And still he wanted more.
Pulling away from her for just a moment, he pulled his 9mm from his shoulder holster and set it on the bedside table, close enough to reach. Then he unhooked his shoulder holster and shrugged out of his shirt.
Rees moved close. She ran her fingers along his collarbone, over his chest.
Trent pulled her closer and placed her arm around his neck. Running his hands down her sides and around her back, he encircled her, engulfed her, molded her body to his. Her cotton sweater rubbed his bare chest. Her heat penetrated the fabric and seeped into him like the sun�s rays after a long winter chill.
He gathered the knitted cotton in his fingers, grasped the ribbing and lifted the sweater over her head. Moving his fingers along the silk of her skin, he slid the straps of her bra off her shoulders. He released the clasp and pulled the lace and satin free.
Moonlight reached through the lace curtains and accented the perfect roundness of her bare breasts. He covered them with his hands, kneading her softness, teasing her nipples with his fingertips until they tightened into hard nubs.
A moan sounded deep in her chest. A moan of pleasure. A moan of need. Her fingers found the waistband of his slacks. Tentatively she began unbuttoning, as if she expected him to push her away. Again.
�I�m so sorry, Rees.�
She looked up at him. �Sorry?�
�For pulling away yesterday. I never should have done that to you. Not after��
�It�s okay.�
�It�s not okay.�
�And now?� A tremor rippled through her voice.
�I�m doing it again, aren�t I? Hesitating.�
�Kinda.�
�I don�t mean to.� He almost apologized again, but before the words left his lips, he realized how worthless another apology would be. This wasn�t the time for words. It was the moment for action.
Trent folded her hands in his, stilling her fingers. And instead of speaking, he kissed her, long and deep, then swept her up in his arms. He set her down on the bed, and when she tried to reach for his fly again, he cupped her head gently in his hands.
�My turn first.� Kissing her again, he inched her back onto the sheets.
He knelt on the bed, straddling her, a knee on either side. He kissed her slowly, savoring every nip of her lips and caress of her tongue. Then he worked his way over her jaw, down her neck, and focused on her breasts. Circling one nipple with his tongue, then the other. Suckling one, then the other. Nipping. Flicking.
�Oh,� Risa said, but he could feel the sound vibrating in her chest more than hear it.
Trent pinched one nipple with his fingers, then sucked it hard into his mouth. He could play with her breasts forever. Watching them. Sucking them. Making her arch her back for more.
But he wanted to give her more than that.
He moved lower, littering kisses over her belly, letting his breath caress her. He wanted her softness around him. Her wetness. Her heat. But he wasn�t going to rush. He wanted to move slowly. To savor. To make the moment last.
A moment they might never have again.
He was hard now. Impossibly hard and heavy. And he could feel the contours of her body brushing underneath him as he moved. Her abdomen, the hinge of her thighs, her long, long legs. Each sensation giving him a little jolt. Making him know what it meant to be alive.
Trent cradled her hips with his hands and swirled his tongue in her navel.
Risa sucked in a breath, her back arching, her breasts rising and falling.
He moved lower, over her abdomen, over her mound. He found the cleft in her thighs and flicked her with the tip of his tongue.
�Oh,� she said on a breath.
Trent moved lower. He looped his arms under her legs, spread her thighs wide, then he settled his body between them. He could smell her excitement. Her need for him. And he smiled. �I�ve missed this.�
�So have I.�
�I�ve missed you.�
�I love you, Trent. I always have.�
He knew that. He knew it, but he hadn�t let himself think of it. Not for a long time. Even now, he couldn�t think. He could only feel. He could only do.
He drew in a deep breath of her and then flicked his tongue.
A low coo rose from her chest.
She tasted just how he remembered. Warm and fresh and so erotic he thought he would lose control.
With a fat tongue, he caressed her, long and slow, one side then the other. He moved lightly at first, a mere feathering of pressure, then as his excitement built, he intensified his stroke.
Longer.
Harder.
Deeper.
Risa groaned, tilting her hips. One side, then the other, trying to capture him. Claim the pleasure. But whatever way she moved, he teased the other side. Flicking then licking. Flicking then licking. He wanted to make her want him more. He wanted to drive her out of her mind.
He wanted to hear her beg.
Trent pulled back from her, just a centimeter, maybe two. Risa was breathtaking from this angle. Her open legs, her erect nipples. He wanted to take his pleasure now. Plunge into her and thrust until he reached his peace. But that wasn�t enough for him. Not nearly enough.
Opening his mouth, he breathed heavily, directing the exhale on the center of her desire.
At first she tilted her hips toward him, straining for his mouth. Then she sat up on her elbows. �Trent?�
�Yeah.�
�Are you okay?�
�Just enjoying the view.�
She laughed, a little self-consciously, then tilted her hips toward him again.
�Well, aren�t you eager.�
�You make me that way.�
�Do you want me to lick you, Risa?�
�Yes.�
�Do you want me to make you come.�
�Um, yes.�
Trent knew he could make her do better than that. He knew he could torment her. Giving and withdrawing. Giving and withdrawing. Making her desperate for him. Making her writhe and beg.
But he�d done enough of that already. Enough pushing her away. Enough denying them both. They could get a call any moment. The sheriff�s department. The FBI. The sound of a window breaking downstairs.
He wasn�t going to miss this chance.
Trent licked, teased, then he ground his mouth into her, not just licking her but devouring. Hard. Deep. Putting his whole body into it. Everything he was.
A shudder worked through her body, rippling up her torso, curling through her legs. She spread her legs even wider, meeting his tongue.
Another shudder shook her. Then another.
Risa gripped the back of his head, her fingers digging into his scalp. She held him to her and moved against his mouth, his whole face, riding him. She shuddered again and called out. And when her body finally released, finally relaxed, she grasped his shoulders and pulled him up to her. �I want you, Trent. Please. I want you inside me.�
He moved up her body, his chest pressing against her breasts, his lips claiming her mouth. And when he sank deep into her, he felt as if he was coming home.
Nikki
Nikki hadn�t liked the musty, isolated cabin one bit, but it was better than this place.
It was an old two-story house, set back a little from a quiet, country road. The walls were painted lemon yellow, cheerier than the morning sun outside. The floors all hardwood and soft, patterned rugs. Artwork hung on the walls, homemade, but a step up from paint-by-number. And photographs lined the mantle. Children. Vacations. Weddings where every guest wore a happy face.
Horrible.
�You didn�t have to kill them, Eddie.�
Eddie didn�t even look at her or the dead couple he�d made her help him drag to the steps leading down to the basement. �And what was I supposed to do? Keep them around so grandma could make you cookies and grandpa could teach you to play euchre?�
�What�s euchre?�
He shot her an annoyed look, and she figured he wasn�t going to answer.
�You said something about the FBI. They aren�t coming here, are they?�
�The FBI is far too worried about your sister.�
�Risa? Is she okay?�
�Why do you care?�
�I don�t. Of course, I don�t.�
�She doesn�t care about you.�
Nikki knew that. She�d suspected it since her sister had left to live with her father. And the way Risa had reacted to Nikki�s happiness at marrying Eddie had made her certain.
But hearing Eddie say it still hurt.
�I�m the only one who cares about you, Nikki. I�m the best thing that ever happened to you.�
She managed a nod. Maybe he did care. She�d like to think so. But watching him kill these nice people� She was no longer sure he was the best thing.
Oh God, what was happening to him? To her? To everything she thought she knew?
�What is your problem?�
Nikki stepped back from the venom in his tone. �Nothing.�
�I just told you I cared. Is this any kind of way for a wife to act?�
�No, no, I�m sorry. All this� it�s just been so upsetting.�
�You�re having doubts. I can tell. You�re having doubts about us.�
�No, no Eddie.� But she was having doubts. More than doubts. Nikki felt as if she was losing her mind.
�I�ve taken care of you Nikki. I�ve loved you. All this�� He gestured at the house, the furniture, the dead bodies, as if they were the same thing. �I�ve done it for you. To provide for you.�
�I� I didn�t want you to��
�Didn�t want me to what?�
�Kill.�
�That�s on you.�
�What?�
�I could get along just fine. But a wife needs a place to live, to call home. You expect me to stop by the local bank, Nikki? Do you want to send me back behind bars?�
Nikki shook her head.
�You need to apologize.�
�I�m sorry.�
�That�s not good enough, after what you�ve done to me.�
�I�m really sorry. I didn�t mean��
�Take off your clothes.�
�Eddie, we can talk, I�m really sorr��
�Take your clothes off now, or I�ll cut them off.�
Tears clouded Nikki�s vision. She tried to unbutton the red silk blouse, her fingers shaking so badly she couldn�t grasp the buttons.
�You don�t do justice to that blouse, anyway. Too flat chested. Definitely not like your sister.�
A few hours ago, that would have cut her. Now she barely felt it. Eddie wasn�t who she thought he was. Not at all. He wanted her naked now to what? Humiliate her? Make love to her?
Kill her?
And there wasn�t anything Nikki could do to stop it.
�I said now.� Eddie grabbed the blouse and yanked. Buttons popped, fabric ripped, and she stood exposed from the waist up. He pulled his knife from his pocket and opened the blade. �Take off the jeans.�
She did as he said. When she was finally naked, Eddie turned away. �Go upstairs and get ready for me.�
Nikki clung to the railing, taking one step at a time, her knees barely holding her up. She�d escaped him, for a moment. But she�d made Eddie mad. Things would get worse. They always did. Her only chance was to do what he said. Try to make him happy. Hope the storm would blow over.
Nikki might not know how a loving relationship worked, but she was good at this. At least she was getting good at it. She knew what to do.
She had just taken her place on the queen size bed when Eddie burst into the room. He held long pieces of clear wire in his hands, and somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized they were probably speaker wires from the living room downstairs.
He didn�t say a word, just started winding the wire around her wrists and tying her to the headboard. He fastened her ankles to the footboard, her legs wide, then stood back, as if to survey his work.
�I�m sorry, Eddie. Let me make it up to you.�

�You want to make it up?�
�Yes. I love you. I don�t want to fight.�
�You sure can be a bitch.�
�I�ll try not to do it again.�
�It�s miracle I put up with you.� He dipped a hand in his pocket, pulled out his knife and cell phone, and set them on the bedside table. Then he climbed onto the bed, the mattress dipping under his weight. Hands planted on either side of her head, he straddled her, staring into her eyes.
�You�re still dressed,� Nikki said. This was the way to calm him. Give her body to him. Give her pride. Give whatever he wanted.
She knew how to play this game.
�Trying to make me happy, Nikki?� he asked, lowering his weight on top of her, his mint-scented breath fanning her face.
�Of course. You�re my husband.� She braced herself, waiting for him to kiss her. But instead of claiming her lips, he rasped his cheek against hers and whispered in her ear.
�I never wanted you, Nikki.�
She couldn�t stop the whimper, deep in her throat.
�You never impressed me. I�ve seen prettier, and you�re not very smart. This has all been about your sister. She said things about me. Things that weren�t nice. And now I�m going to make her pay.�
Nikki recoiled. Too late.
His teeth closed on her ear lobe. They cut into her flesh, pop, pop, pop, severing each layer of skin. A wave crashed over her. Cold, then pain, then the warmth of her own blood.
Eddie spat on the sheet beside her, and when he drew back and grinned at her, his lips were so red it looked like he was wearing lipstick. �I have a party to crash, so I�ll have to hunt you later. But don�t worry, I�ll give your love to your sister.�
He gave her the kind of grinning wink she�d once found charming, then climbed off the bed and left the room.
Risa
By the time the morning sun reached through the window and awakened Risa from her dreamless sleep, Trent was already gone. She breathed deeply, savoring the scent of his body lingering on the sheets, the memories of his loving lingering in her heart.
He�d needed her last night. Needed her as much as she�d needed him. To soothe his pain. To remind him of what life could be�sweet, loving, gentle. To give him a respite, however short, from the evil and death he lived every day.
The life he would go back to once Dryden was captured.
Why couldn�t Trent see how much better their lives would be if they were together? How much stronger they would both be? If only he had felt the strength surging through them, joining them last night. The strength she had felt.
Maybe he had.
She was almost afraid to hope. Drawing a breath of courage, she folded back the covers and crawled from the bed. She didn�t have time to hole up in bed and wallow in a litany of questions and �if only.� Trent had likely been up for hours, if he�d slept at all. Either something had happened or he was sorting through FBI files, searching for evidence that could lead to Dryden�s whereabouts. Either way, she intended to help. Whether he liked the idea or not.
Risa dressed quickly. The aroma of coffee drifted to her the moment she opened the guest room door, beckoning her to the kitchen below. She padded down the stairs, the hardwood cool on her bare feet.
She found him in the inn�s dining room. A carafe of coffee perched on a mahogany table wide enough to feed a houseful of guests. An empty cup sat on the table as well. Waiting for her.
Trent looked up from a file. He wore a starched white dress shirt and pressed tie under his shoulder holster. �Good morning,� he said. And though his brow was once again knit with worry and his face tense with concentration, his voice held a note of something she swore hadn�t been there yesterday.
�Good morning.� She crossed the room and stopped by his side. She wanted to bend down and kiss him like a lover, but she didn�t dare. What they had shared last night was too fragile to stand up to the reality of morning.
Contenting herself with laying her hand on his shoulder, she peered at the file spread open on the table in front of him. Police reports stared back at her. Witness interviews.
He closed the flap of the folder, blocking her view.
She bit her bottom lip. But before she could say something, Trent reached down, pulled a fat file from the box at his feet and set it on the table.
�Newspaper clippings to read with your coffee.�
She didn�t try to hide her smile. �Thank you.�
�Don�t thank me. I need help, and you work cheap.�
He poured her a cup of coffee and set the cup on the table next to the file.
She slipped into the chair and took a sip of the coffee. Rich and hot, the brew washed over her taste buds in a welcome wave of flavor. But what she really needed was the dose of caffeine to sharpen her mind. And her eyes. She looked down at the file folder bulging with clippings. Drawing a fortifying breath, she opened the cover and focused on the first article.
The article documented the disappearance of Ashley Dalton, a twenty-year-old biochemistry student at UW-Superior who had last been seen by her roommate when she�d left for the bus station. Ashley had been planning a trip to Madison to attend Freakfest with her boyfriend the weekend before Halloween. When the bus arrived and she wasn�t on it, the Daltons had filed a missing person report with the police. The article was very dry and factual, but what hit Risa like a kick to the chest was the photo of the young woman.
Though not exactly beautiful, Ashley Dalton had a zest for life that came across in the sparkle of her eyes, clearly visible even in the grainy newspaper photo. A zest and sparkle Dryden had stolen.
Risa paged through three more entreaties for information on the missing girl before reaching the article proclaiming her body had been found by a deer hunter. Risa�s throat felt thick, but she pushed on.
The next article sported several photos covering Ashley�s funeral and details of the ongoing investigation. Risa read the article before turning her eyes to the photos.
The first was another photo of Ashley as vibrant as the first. Next to that was a photo of a detective standing in the wooded area where Ashley�s body had been found. Risa was about to ask Trent if he recognized the detective when the third photo caught her eye.
It was a shot of the funeral. Ashley�s bereaved parents standing at the door of the church, their arms encircling their two younger daughters as if they were afraid the girls would be snatched away from them like their older sister had been.
However, it wasn�t the bereaved family that caught Risa�s attention, but the sliver of a face hovering in the background. A familiar square-shaped jaw. Kindly eyes turned down in sorrow.
Gordy Young.
A gasp tore from her lips. Shock stuttered through her mind.
�What? What do you see?� Trent craned his neck to look at the photo.
She angled the clipping toward him and pointed. �It�s Gordy Young, the guard at the prison.�
Trent stared at the picture. �It sure is.�
Questions spun through her mind. What was Gordy doing at the funeral of Dryden�s first victim? Was he Ashley�s friend? A relative?
Risa squinted, searching Gordy�s face. Even though the old photo didn�t carry a lot of detail, the guard looked drawn, tired, his apparent mood matching that of Ashley�s parents and sisters.
Images flooded Risa�s mind in a jumble.
Gordy calling her to the prison to stop her sister from marrying Dryden.
Gordy�s eyes hardening in hatred at the sound of Dryden�s name.
Gordy�s lethal words as he stood with her at the prison entrance. Scum like that doesn�t deserve to live. Not one more day. Not even if it�s in a hellhole like this.
Gordy couldn�t have helped Dryden. He hated Dryden. He would never help free a serial killer.
Would he?
I didn�t give Dryden anything. The only thing I wanted to give him was a bullet in the head.
A cold finger traveled up Risa�s spine.
Trent raised his gaze to hers, the look in his eyes telling her his mind was traveling a similar path. Without saying a word, he bent and shuffled through the files in the box at his feet. He withdrew a file and spread it open on the table.
He scanned through the pages with narrowed eyes. �Ashley Dalton had a boyfriend. Lived in Madison. Going to school at the technical college.�
�She was supposed to meet him that weekend.�
�Right. The police thought he might be a suspect for a while. But they cleared him.� Trent plucked a report from the stack and placed it in front of Risa.
She looked down at the paper. The name of the subject interviewed stared back at her in black and white.
Gordon Young.
She raised her eyes to Trent�s. It was clear to her now. Gordy�s attempt to keep Nikki from marrying Dryden. His hatred for the killer. His comments about Dryden deserving to die. It all made sense. �Gordy didn�t let Dryden out to help him.�
Trent nodded. �He planned to kill him.�
Nikki
Nikki didn�t know how long she�d been yanking at the speaker wire tying her to the headboard, but her wrist felt cut to the bone. Her eyes burned from crying. The right side of her head throbbed.
She�d been stupid, so stupid she wanted to die. But that meant giving up, and she couldn�t give up. Not yet.
Nikki looked past the blood Eddie had spat on the sheets� past the little lump of skin she knew was a piece of her ear� and beyond to the bedside table. Eddie had picked up his knife before he left, but he�d missed her cell phone. Probably figured there was no way for her to reach it.
Nikki needed to prove him wrong.
She stretched for the phone again, the wire giving just a little bit more.
Trent
Trent gripped the steering wheel hard and swung the car through the twists and curves in the road. With each foot of road whirring under the tires, the bed-and-breakfast faded farther and farther into the past, only the tangle of forest visible now in the rearview mirror.
Subera had wanted to continue with the trap, to send Trent to speak with Young while Risa waited in the B&B. He�d argued that Trent�s stepping out would be Dryden�s cue to make a move. It was a logical plan. One that made sense.
Only Trent couldn�t agree to it.
In the passenger seat next to him, Rees held on, one hand on the door handle, one hand on the dash, the seat belt holding her securely. She hadn�t said two words since she�d discovered the newspaper clipping, but Trent knew she was upset. How could she not be? She�d trusted Young and here his actions had caused many deaths and put Nikki in danger.
Put Risa in danger, too.
In the end, Risa had agreed with Trent. She�d insisted on talking to Young, on finding out what he knew about Dryden. And without his bait, Subera had no choice but to suspend the trap.
Trent glanced toward the passenger seat again. Even with the morning�s turmoil, Trent couldn�t keep his thoughts from straying to what had happened between him and Risa. He could still smell her, still taste her, still feel her. He�d been like a starving man at a banquet table, filling himself with her essence, her energy.
He couldn�t get enough last night. Hell, who was he fooling? He still couldn�t. And that was what worried him. Because now that he�d basked in her light again, how would he go back to living without it?
Drops of rain spattered the windshield, turning the winding road ahead into a glistening black snake, the trees whizzing past into a blurred mosaic of green and brown. Trent switched on the windshield wipers. The rhythmic swish over glass marked each minute and each mile ticking by. Reaching the end of the road, he performed a rolling stop and checked traffic before gunning the car out onto the highway.
Once on the straighter road, Rees loosened her grip and turned to him. �Will the FBI beat us to Gordy�s house?�
�Probably.� He�d prefer confronting Young at the prison, a much more controlled and predictable environment. But the guard had the day off, so Trent didn�t have a choice. �The local sheriff�s department will also be there. Young should be safely detained by the time we arrive.�
Her lips straightened in a determined line. A little crease furrowed her forehead between arched brows. �He�ll talk to me, Trent. I know he will. For Nikki.�
Trent didn�t like the idea of dragging Rees into this mess, but she was right. Young liked her. He�d made that clear when he�d opened up to her the last time they�d questioned him. Besides, if Young was any kind of a man, he would feel guilty for the grief his actions had caused Risa. And the danger he�d caused her sister. If anyone could get him to confess what he�d done, what he knew about Dryden, and where Dryden might be hiding, Rees could. �I can think of no one better for the job.�
She nodded resolutely, and he couldn�t miss the small smile that curled the corners of her lips. �We make a good team.�
�That was never in question.�
�I know.�
�And last night� I don�t know what to tell you.�
�You could start by saying it was terrific.�
�It was terrific, Rees. Better than terrific.�
�Then that�s enough.�
Trent knew it wasn�t enough. Not for Risa. Not for him. But he had no clue what they could do about it.
He piloted the car around a bend in the road. Up ahead, the water of Lake Loyal reflected the gray of the overcast sky, its surface rough from rain. The town itself huddled on the far shore, barely visible through the gloom. He made a sharp turn off the highway and onto another winding country road. �Damn. Didn�t they build any straight roads in this part of the state?�
The dark green sedan blocking the next intersection marked Young�s driveway as clearly as a neon sign. Trent pulled into the driveway and hit the brakes. Plucking his ID and badge from his suit jacket, he opened his window and flashed them at the deputy. �Special Agent Trent Burnell and Professor Madsen.�
The deputy nodded. �Special Agent Subera told me to expect you.�
�Is the suspect in custody?�
�Yes. Inside the house. Go ahead.� The deputy moved to the side and waved Trent around the parked car.
Fastening his ID to the outside of his suit jacket, Trent shifted into gear and followed the deputy�s direction. The car bumped and dipped through the shallow ditch flanking the drive. Once the tires hit gravel, he accelerated toward the small house.
A bevy of cars lined the driveway, their roofs and hoods glistening in the now-steady rain. Deputies and FBI agents swarmed house and grounds.
Trent pulled the car up to the garage. �Ready?�
�As I�ll ever be.�
They climbed the steps to the front door of the raised ranch, cold rain falling steadily on their heads and shoulders. Two agents flanked the door. �They�re waiting for you in the living room,� one of the agents said.
Trent nodded, and he and Rees ducked inside.
The overcast sky was bright compared to the gloom inside the house. Trent paused for a moment to let his eyes adjust. Dark paneling covered the walls of the entry and stretched up the half-staircase to the living room. A small collection of fishing rods and tackle gathered in a pile just inside the door. A glass gun case displayed an impressive assortment of hunting rifles.
Trent and Rees circled the fishing gear and climbed the stairs to a room decorated with photos of men proudly showing off their catches and kills. A typical Wisconsin fishing cabin stood behind them, raised on blocks to avoid spring floods.
Young stood in a dim corner of the room. Hands secured behind his back in cuffs, he towered over the agents around him. Only Subera came close to matching the hulking guard in height.
Young stared past Trent and focused on Rees. A look of shame so deep it was painful to witness passed over his face, then he dropped his gaze to his feet. �I�m sorry, Professor.�
�What happened, Gordy?�
The guard shook his big head. �I didn�t mean for him to get anywhere near your sister. You got to believe I never meant for that to happen.�
�I know,� Risa said, her voice tight. �What I don�t know is why you helped him.�
Young gnashed his teeth so hard Trent could swear he heard the enamel creak with the pressure. �I didn�t help him. I would never help him.�
�You helped him escape, Gordy.�
Color bloomed on the guard�s cheeks, but he kept his mouth shut tight.
�Why did you do it?� Rees prodded. �So you wouldn�t go to prison yourself when you killed him?�
Young raised his eyes to hers. Tears glimmered on his lower lashes. His chin trembled. �Ashley didn�t deserve what he did to her. I wanted to make him pay. He should pay.�
�He was in prison, Gordy. He was paying.�
�You call that paying? Three squares a day, television, exercise equipment, books? Special favors from the guards? A beautiful girl to marry him?� Breath chugged in and out of his flared nostrils. �He deserves a little of the hell he put Ashley and those other girls through. He deserves to die.�
�Maybe so.� Rees shook her head, her eyes sad, dark as bruises. �All I know is that while he was in prison, Nikki was safe.�
�I didn�t mean for him to get loose. I didn�t mean for him to kidnap your sister. I wanted him in pain. I wanted him dead.�
�So what went wrong?�
�I let him into the garbage area, and then I waited for him at the garbage truck�s first stop after the prison.�
�And the truck never arrived,� Risa said.
�It didn�t occur to you that he might not wait for the first stop?� Trent didn�t even try to keep the disbelief from his voice.
�I�m sorry.�
A bitter taste tinged Trent�s mouth. He understood what Young had done. Understood the reasons behind it. The hatred, the regret, the failure. He understood all of it. Far too well. �Do you have any idea where Dryden might be now?�
The guard closed his eyes in defeat. �If I did, I would have killed him already.�
The chirp of a cell phone cut through the heavy thud of disappointment in Trent�s stomach. He reached for the phone clipped to his belt, but the light indicating an incoming call wasn�t flashing. �It�s not mine.�
Subera looked up from his own phone and shook his head.
The phone chirped again. This time the sound seemed clearly to be coming from Rees�s direction.
�Sorry.� She dipped her hand into her jacket pocket and retrieved her phone. Turning it on, she held it to her ear. �Hello?�
Unease pricked Trent�s skin like a thousand tiny needles.
Rees swallowed hard. Color drained from her face. �Nikki? Is that you?�
Risa
Risa�s pulse thundered in her ears. She clutched the phone tighter, as if it were Nikki herself and if Risa were to let go, she�d lose her sister forever. She lifted her eyes to Trent�s.
He made a few gestures to Special Agent Subera, and then moved to her side. Putting an arm around her shoulder, he pulled her close and pressed his head next to the phone.
She angled it away from her ear so he could hear. �Where are you, Nik? Tell me. I�ll come and get you.�
A sob, followed by another, sounding some distance from the phone. �I have to� He�s coming for you, Risa.�
�Where are you?�
�I don�t know.�
�Did you call 911? They can locate��
�No. No. I had to call you. I had to tell you I�m sorry.�
�Sorry? Nikki, you need help. You need��
�I need to save you. He wants you, Risa. He�s after you.�
�Where is he now?�
�I don�t know.�
�Is he in the house with you?�
�I� I don�t know. He didn�t know I could reach the phone.�
Horrible images of what Dryden would do if he found Nikki on the phone hovered at the edge of Risa�s mind. �Are you sure he won�t walk in on you?�
�I don�t care.�
�Can you get out of there, Nikki? Can you run?�
�No. No.�
�Can you try? Reach a neighbor�s house?�
�No neighbors.�
�Okay, a highway? Someplace where you can get help?�
Her breath came hard over the phone. �I�m� I can�t get away. I can�t. I�m tied, and I reached the phone, but it�s still too tight� I can�t��
�Slow down, Nikki��
�I could have gotten away before, but� but I didn�t. I couldn�t. I knew he would� hurt me. Hunt me down. That�s what he likes to do. That�s what he did to�Oh, Risa.� Her voice erupted in anguish. Sobs broke through the static. �I screwed up.�
�It�s okay, Nik.�
�I thought he loved me. He told me he loved me.�
The agony in her sister�s voice ripped her heart. Poor Nikki. Just out of high school, and she�d been through so much. Guilt throbbed in Risa�s chest. �I know, Nik. I�m so sorry. If I hadn�t��
�It wasn�t your fault, Risa.�
�I should have stayed. When we were kids.�
Nikki was quiet so long, Risa wondered if the call had disconnected.
�Nikki?�
�I wanted to hurt you, Risa.� Nikki�s voice faltered. �I wanted Eddie to love me so badly, and I was so scared, but I also wanted to hurt you.�
�It�s okay.�
�It�s not.�
�We�ll make it okay. In time. But first, you have to tell me where you are.� Risa glanced at Trent, willing Subera to have located the phone call.
Trent shook his head.
�It was all about you, Risa. Eddie never loved me. You were right. It was always about you.�
�Where are you? Do you know?�
�I�m so sorry.�
�Nikki. Tell me where you are.�
�Promise you won�t blame yourself. No matter what happens.�
No matter what happens. Risa closed her eyes, trying to beat down the images that phrase evoked. �I promise. Now where are you?�
�I can�t tell you. You�ll come after me. That�s just what Eddie wants.�
�Nikki, please.�
�Give me the phone.� Trent held out his hand.
Risa hesitated. Trent would know what to do. Trent could help. But for a second, she felt that if she let go of the phone, she�d never hear from her sister again.
�Is that Trent?� Nikki said. �Put him on.�
�You�ll tell him where you are?�
�Just put him on the phone. And Risa?�
�What, Nik?�
�I love you.�
Risa�s throat tightened, and tears stung her eyes. �I love you, too, Nik.� Swallowing hard, she handed the phone to Trent.
�Nikki? Where are you?� Trent�s steel-gray eyes drilled into Risa, penetrating, assessing, as if he knew how much turning Nikki over to him cost her.
�Okay, okay. What if I take Risa to the Lake Loyal police station? She�ll be safe there. She won�t come after you.�
�Trent.� Risa reached for the phone.
He twisted away, blocking her with his shoulder. �I promise. It will just be me, the FBI and the sheriff�s department. Now, what can you tell me about the house?�
Nikki
Nikki told Trent all about the cheery farmhouse, the view of Lake Loyal in the distance through the front windows, the wooded bluff to the northeast. Was there a barn? No. Was there a house nearby? No. She told him about the elderly couple and what details she remembered of the drive there from the musty little river cabin. She told them the name of the highway, County PF� or maybe it was FP� or possibly something else entirely.
Trent told her they had a lead on where she was. He promised he would find her. He promised to keep Risa away, keep her safe.
Nikki could count on Trent, she knew. He was a good man. He loved her sister. He had been the one to catch Eddie the first time.
And yet, when Nikki heard the low battery warning on her phone and let her throbbing head fall back against the mattress, she had the chilling sense that she�d just made the biggest mistake of her life.
Trent
Trent pulled the car in front of the police station�s front door and stopped. He stared straight out the windshield, careful not to let his eyes stray to Rees sitting beside him in the passenger seat.
Jaw clamped shut and arms folded across her chest, she sat stone still.
�Schneider is waiting for you.�
Risa didn�t answer. She also didn�t move.
�Subera and the county SWAT team are going to be waiting for me.�
�Damn you, Trent. I need to be there.�
�No, you really don�t. Even Nikki sees that.�
�I need to be there for her. Who knows what she�s been through. She�s bound to be half out of her mind.�
�I�ll take care of Nikki. And I�m going to take care of you, too.�
�By shutting me away where I can�t get hurt.�
�Exactly.�
�I never should have told you about what Dryden said.�
�About you not being willing to sacrifice yourself for your sister?�
�Now you think I�m going to go out of my way to prove him wrong.�
�Are you?�
�Of course not. So why are you trying to keep me from going with you?�
�To keep you safe.�
�I�ll be surrounded by law enforcement. How much safer could I get?�
She might have a point, if that was what was really worrying him. But Trent was focused on Nikki, on the strong possibility they wouldn�t find her alive. �I don�t want you there, Risa.�
�And that�s the crux of the matter, isn�t it? You don�t want me with you. Even after all that�s happened.�
�I want you with me always. It�s just not possible. I need to know you�re safe. Nikki does, too.�
�Away from you.�
�Yes.�
�So last night didn�t change anything?�
�Last night was a fantasy. Bullets are reality.�
�And this morning with the files, with questioning Gordy... It was all just to keep me quiet?�
�I�m grateful for your help.� He was even more grateful he was with her when she�d received the call from Nikki.
�So you didn�t feel stronger when we were together? Is that what you�re saying?�
�You believe that. Not me.�
�And you never will.�
A cold chill spread over his skin. �I guess not.�
She nodded slowly, staring into his eyes as if searching for a sliver of hesitation, a shred of a chance that she could change his mind.
She wouldn�t find what she was looking for.
�I have nothing to offer you, Risa. And no matter how much both of us wish things were different, we can�t change the way things are.�
Risa opened the car door, climbed out into the steady rain, and closed the door behind her. Turning back for a moment, she peered at him through the rivulets of rain running down the window. The light still burned in her eyes, as strong and pure as ever before. But he could no longer feel its warmth, no longer bask in its brilliance.
He swallowed into an aching throat and watched her walk into the police station.
By the time he was back on the road, Cassidy and Mylinski had narrowed down Nikki�s location to an old house perched on the edge of a bluff overlooking Lake Loyal. The place was the home of a couple named Werner; a retired plumber and teacher whose children had long since grown.
Trent hated to think of what the poor couple had suffered. Or what Dryden had done to Nikki after her phone battery had run out. All he could focus on was trying to save the girl and bring down Dryden.
Those were the only things that mattered.
Trent reached the house at about the same time as SWAT, rain falling steadily now. As part of the Behavioral Sciences Unit, he didn�t take part in too many building breaches, although he trained regularly. Even now, he wouldn�t be the first to flow into the isolated farm house. The county SWAT team owned that honor. But he�d be right behind.
This case was different. This case was personal. And Trent wasn�t about to sit on the sidelines and watch.
Rain dripped off Trent�s hair and trickled down the back of his neck, under his body armor. The dribble of cool felt welcome, like a refreshing slap. The strong tang of cow manure from a dairy farm in the valley sharpened his senses. Or maybe it was the adrenaline pumping through his bloodstream.
He stifled a shiver, training his eyes on the non-descript, two-story house barely visible through the new sprouts of leaves on the bushes he crouched behind. No sound came from the house or surrounding yard or trees. Nothing but the patter of cold rain on leaves.
Damn fine day for a hostage situation.
Damn fine day, period.
But if there was any chance of getting Nikki out alive, at least he could keep it from getting worse.
Sheriff�s deputies decked out in SWAT gear silently moved into place, one team stacked at the back door, one at the front.
Trent moved into position near the front door. He quieted his mind, walled off his emotions. Training would guide him now, breaching drills and muscle memory, not fears about what he�d find. Not worries about breaking the news to Risa and snuffing the hope from her eyes.
Drawing his Glock from his shoulder holster, Trent fitted it into his hand. The grip felt comfortable, secure.
Subera fell in behind him, a radio in his hand.
A deputy positioned the battering ram, those behind him armed with assault rifles. At Subera�s signal, the crash of breaking glass came from the rear of the house.
Bam!
Trent tensed at the explosion, an incendiary device used to divert Dryden�s attention from the front door. The deputy drew back the battering ram. With a single heave, he drove it home. Wood cracked. The door flew open. Armed men flowed in behind him, Trent and Subera following on their heels.
Trent�s heart thundered in his ears, pumping adrenaline. He squinted, willing his eyes to adjust to the darkness in the house. He walked deliberately, his weight centered over bent knees, his gun up and ready. Taking turns advancing while the others provided cover, he, Subera, and the SWAT officers moved down the hall.
Kitchen. Clear.
Living room. Clear.
Bathroom. Clear.
They climbed the stairs, the most dangerous area of the house, then headed down the hall. Trent was the first to round the corner into what appeared to be the master bedroom. A prone form lay spread-eagle on the wide bed, wrists and ankles secured to the headboard and footboard by speaker wire. Naked skin. The shocking red of blood.
No, no, no�
�We have the hostage,� he shouted and moved into the room, checking the corners, refusing to let himself feel.
Subera flowed into the room behind him, leading with his weapon. He checked the closet and peered under the bed. �The room is clear.�
Lowering his weapon, Trent rushed to the bed, panic pressing at the back of his eyes. �Nikki.�
Her skin was deathly pale and pocked with bruises. Blood covered the side of her face, sticking her hair to her neck and shoulder. Her lower lip was swollen and red. She stared up at Trent with glassy eyes.
Was she alive?
She blinked.
She was alive.
�Nikki!�
�I�m so sorry. I�m so sorry.�
�It�s okay, honey. It�s okay. You�re alive. Thank God, you�re alive.� He grabbed a knitted blanket draped on a nearby chair and covered her. Then he started on the wrist closest to him, adrenaline making his fingers shake as he struggled to untangle the bloody wire. Her dead cell phone lay on the bed.
Nikki let out a sob, and when he finally managed to free her hand, she cupped it to the bloody side of her head.
�My ear� Eddie� he bit my ear.�
Dryden had done it before, to the young woman he�d killed before his wife. Trent shouldn�t be surprised, shouldn�t be repulsed, but the idea that the bastard had done it to Nikki...
He finished untying her other wrist and helped her into a sitting position while Subera worked on freeing her ankles. Nikki was thinner than Trent had ever seen her. Frail. And she clung to him like a frightened kitten. Subera threw him a robe from the closet, and Trent helped her into it, draping the blanket over her as well to help ward off shock.
Shouts of all clear echoed through the house. All clear. Nikki, but no Dryden.
�You got this?� Subera asked.
�Yeah. Go.�
�You�re going to be okay, Nikki. You�re going home.� Carefully, he coaxed her hand away from her ear. A crescent-shaped bite was missing from the lobe.
�It�s bad, isn�t it?�
�No. Not bad.� Not a lie. She could be dead. �You�re going to be okay, Nikki. You�re going to be just fine.�
�Oh, Trent. I�m sorry. I�m so sorry.� A fresh torrent streamed from her eyes and dampened the shoulder of his Kevlar vest.
He smoothed his hand over her tangled hair. She looked so much like Rees now that her hair was dark again. He�d never realized how much the sisters looked alike. �You�re safe. I have you. Risa is going to be so happy.�
�Where is she?�
�I took her to the police station like I told you on the phone. She�s safe. You�re both safe.�
Nikki nodded, gasping for breath between sobs.
Subera strode into the room, his gaze zeroing in on Trent. �Dryden�s gone. And there are no cars in the garage.�
The way he paused, Trent sensed there was something else. �What is it?�
�The owners of the home.�
�Dead?�
Subera nodded. �Found them in the basement.�
�Damn.�
�Eddie� He�� Nikki sobbed.
�Nikki,� Trent said gently. �Did he say where he was going?�
�He didn�t tell me anything. Just what he was going to do to Risa, like I told you on the phone.� She closed her eyes, fighting back another wave of sobs. �The people downstairs, they weren�t the only ones.�
�We found the man in your car.�
Nikki looked away. �There was a woman, too. He hunted her and killed her.�
�Farrentina Hamilton?�
Nikki nodded. �And the hotel. Oh, I�m so sorry.�
Trent hugged her to his shoulder and rubbed his hand over her back, letting her cry. Over her head, he peered out of the farmhouse window. Even with the leaves sprouting on the trees, he could make out the roof of a barn down the hill. He�d been able to hear the cows when they�d first arrived.
Dryden couldn�t have staged his hunt of Farrentina Hamilton here. And he wouldn�t have gagged her. Not Dryden. He would want to hear her screams, her fear. Gagging her would have stolen the whole purpose behind his hunt.
The psychopath had staged his hunt someplace else. And if Trent found Dryden�s hunting grounds, he might find Dryden.
�Nikki? I need to ask you a few questions, okay? Questions that might help us find Dryden.�
Nikki pulled back from his arms. Trying to stand, she swayed on her feet.
�Here, sit down.� Trent guided her into the chair and snugged the blanket around her. He knelt down and wrapped her hands in his. �Do you think you can answer some questions?�
Nikki nodded.
�Were you there, Nikki? When Dryden hunted Farrentina?�
Nikki nodded again.
�Do you remember anything about the place? Anything could help.�
�I�m not sure. It was a cabin. Real small. Linoleum floors, like something from my grandmother�s house.�
�Okay. Okay. Good. So you were inside the cabin?�
�I should have left. I was alone. I could have just run into the woods, but...� She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head, as if trying to dislodge the memory.
�It�s okay, Nikki. You did fine. You survived, and you�re helping us now. Okay?�
Nikki opened her eyes, nodded.
�What do you remember about the outside of the cabin?�
�It was white? And it was higher. Propped up. Like on blocks.�
�Good, good. Were you near a river? Or a lake?�
�River.�
�Were other cabins around?�
�I don�t know. I didn�t see any, but there was a road.�
A cabin. In a sparsely populated area. Probably on a flood plain of some kind. �Were there photos in the cabin or anything that might have had the owner�s name on it?�
�I don�t remember. But Eddie talked about the owner.�
A fresh shot of adrenaline pumped into Trent�s bloodstream. �By name?�
�No. He just said the owner would bust a gut if he knew we were there.�
�Bust a gut? Did he say why?�
�Because the guy hated Ed. And Ed had used him. I don�t know.�
Young?
The fishing and hunting equipment and photographs he�d seen at the guard�s house flashed into Trent�s mind. The image of the fishing cabin. A cabin Dryden had found out about somehow. And after Dryden had foiled the guard�s vigilante plan, he couldn�t resist rubbing Young�s nose in the victory by using the guard�s secluded retreat as his private hunting grounds.
Two paramedics with the county EMS filed into the room. As they examined Nikki, Trent told Subera what Nikki had remembered and tried out his theory about the cabin belonging to Gordy Young.
Subera nodded. �We�ll get someone on it.�
�Something on a flood plain. He would need someplace isolated.�
Subera nodded and was gone.
The paramedics coaxed Nikki onto a stretcher. Before they took her to the hospital, Trent asked for a word with her alone.
�It�s going to be okay, Nikki. We�ll find him.�
She nodded, her face still almost as white as the sheet and blanket pulled up to her neck.
�I just have a couple more questions, okay? Then I�ll call Risa and have an officer drive her to the hospital to meet you.�
Nikki�s eyes welled with a fresh surge of tears. �I want to help.�
�When did Dryden leave? Do you know?�
She had only to consider the question for a split second. �I thought I heard him right after I talked to you on the phone.�
�After you talked to me? You�re sure?�
�I was afraid he�d come in, see the phone on the bed.�
�Could he have heard what we said?�
Nikki�s eyes moved back and forth, scanning Trent�s face. �No. He couldn�t have. He would have been angry. He would have killed me.�
Trent wasn�t so sure. The ache assaulting his neck spread into his shoulders and radiated down his back.
Dryden didn�t make mistakes, at least not one this careless. He was far too clever to leave Nikki with access to a phone unless he intended for her to call for help. And Dryden would have a pretty good idea of who Nikki would call if she got the chance.
�He couldn�t have�� Nikki�s eyes grew wide. She held a bloody hand to her mouth. �You don�t think he was��
�It�ll be all right, Nikki. I�ll make sure of it.� Trent forced the words through a throat already closing with panic. Flagging down the paramedics to take care of Nikki, he started for the door.
Because Trent did think Dryden was listening. He was almost sure of it. And if Dryden heard the phone call, then he knew exactly where Risa was.
Exactly where Trent had left her.
For her own safety.
Risa
Risa measured scoop after scoop of dried coffee into the drip basket of the Lake Loyal Police Department�s coffee maker. The last time she�d been in the station, the place had been filled to bursting. Now that the task force had moved into the nearby church basement, the place was back to what was probably its usual state.
Empty.
Silence echoed through the tiny building, broken by nothing but the tap of an ancient typewriter in the conference room. The friendly dispatcher had been leaving when Risa had arrived, her shift long since over, and apparently at this time of day, there was no need for a replacement. Not that Risa was dying for someone to talk to, but Oneida Perkins seemed on top of everything. Without her at her post, Risa had no way of finding out what was going on.
Risa set the coffee maker to brew, then with nothing else to occupy her, she concentrated on controlling the tension coiling in her muscles like a spring ready to snap. She hated not knowing what was happening. Hated the endless questions spiraling through her mind with no answers in sight.
Had they reached Nikki in time? Was she safe? Had they captured Dryden?
Perching on the edge of a break room chair, Risa dug her cell phone out of her jacket pocket and checked it for the hundredth time in the past hour. Surely Trent would call her soon and let her know what was going on. Surely his need to exclude her didn�t extend to not keeping her informed.
When he had insisted on leaving her at the police station, she�d had to face it. Trent would never see that he could have a better life. He would never give them a chance. Their relationship was really over.
Risa probably should have seen it all along. She had seen it, but she hadn�t wanted to give up. She hadn�t wanted to accept that she and Trent would never be together�could never be together. Now she had no choice. He had made the choice for her. And there was nothing she could do to change it.
Trent would go back to his lonely life. And she would struggle on rebuilding hers. Alone. There would be no happy ending. Not for them.
But there might still be a happy ending for Nikki.
Risa tangled her fingers together in her lap and mouthed a silent prayer. It would be tough for Nikki. She would need time and love and a really good therapist. Risa would find someone. The best. Risa would dedicate herself to rebuilding their relationship, getting Nikki on her feet.
Please, please just let her be safe.
An office door swung open and the ruddy face of Lake Loyal�s police chief peered out. �How are you holding up, Professor?�
She shot to her feet, barely preventing herself from lunging at him. �Have you heard anything?�
�Not a word.�
She nodded and lowered herself back into her chair.
�Sorry.�
�I�m just a little nervous.� With great effort, she managed to bring something resembling a smile to her lips. The police chief had been kind enough to house her in his station and provide her with protection. The last thing she needed to do to repay his dedication was jump all over him.
�I�ll let you know the moment I hear anything. I promise.�
�Thanks, Chief Schneider.�
�No problem. But call me Jeff.� His grin widened, and he nodded in an awkward attempt to be reassuring. �Listen, I ordered lunch from the Schettler Brew Pub down the street. I got you one of their special Black Forest sandwiches. I hope you don�t mind.�
Sandwiches. Lunch. Risa glanced at the clock. It was past one o�clock. She had totally lost track of time. And she wasn�t hungry in the least. �Thanks. I�m not sure I can eat, but that was really nice of you.�
�No problem.� He gave her a smile. �Somebody�s bringing �em over. I�m just going to step outside, meet �em at the curb. Don is in the conference room doing his reports. He�ll tell you if any news comes in.�
�Thanks, Jeff.�
He gave her a sympathetic smile and strode out the front door.
Risa slumped in her chair. She hated being so powerless. So utterly helpless. She hated not knowing. She hated having to sit and wait.
She was definitely all about hate, at the moment.
It was so quiet. Even the plunk of Don�s search-and-peck typing had stopped. Nothing to distract her. Nothing to focus her wild tumble of thoughts. Thoughts of what was happening this minute while she sat in the station alone. Thoughts of what would happen in the future, after Dryden was caught, after Trent�s role was over, after he left her alone, struggling to help Nikki while patching her own shattered life back together.
All over again.
Hate and self-pity. She couldn�t forget the self-pity.
A thump sounded from outside the door to the station. The door that Schneider had just walked through.
She straightened in her chair, trying to identify the sound. Something hitting the wall of the station? Or the distant slam of a car door?
The sandwiches?
Or could it be Trent? Was he back? Did he have Nikki?
Risa rose from her chair just as the front door swung open.
Emotionless eyes focused on her. A smile slithered over thin lips. And one fist balled around the handle of a knife, the gleam of its blade muted by smears of fresh blood.
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard the radio squawk. Trent�s voice shouting over the airwaves. A warning that Ed Dryden was on his way.
�Hello, Risa. Miss me?� Dryden�s voice rang with a note of sadistic glee. He stepped toward her. His athletic shoes, wet from the outdoors, squeaked on the tile floor. �Not much security in this place, is there?�
She stood riveted to the spot, her legs frozen, her mind paralyzed. Dryden. Here. Coming for her.
�I sure missed you.� His grin widened. He took another step forward. �Nikki is a nice piece of ass, but she can�t hold up a conversation.�
Terror clogged her throat, bitter as bile. Finally getting her feet to move, she lurched backward, running into the legs of her chair and almost going down in a heap.
�Of course, maybe my memory of you is a little enhanced. First your roof stunt, that was stupid, and you don�t seem to be very talkative today. What�s the matter?�
Regaining her balance, she backed away from him, step after step, groping for the wall behind her. She had to find help.
�I sure hope your quietness isn�t permanent. I was looking forward to hearing you beg. I�ve thought about it a lot. You begging. You screaming.�
Scream. She had to scream. She forced a sound past her lips. A gurgle echoed through the tiny station, then a piercing shriek.
He threw his head back in a laugh. �There it is. Too bad no one can hear you.�
No one�Police Chief Schneider? Don, the cop typing? Had Dryden killed them both? Slit their throats like he had Deputy Perry�s? She looked to the front door, desperately willing Schneider to walk in, gun in hand.
The door remained closed�the entire station silent except for the relentless pounding of her heart.
�Don�t you think I would take care of the loose ends before I set foot inside that door? I�ve planned for this meeting. Every detail.�
Alarm spun through her mind in a dizzying whirl. She grasped the wall behind her and willed her mind to clear. She had to stay levelheaded. She had to focus.
�I don�t want any interruptions.� He lowered one eyelid in a wink. �We have too much catching up to do.�
Her mind groped for a sliver of hope. She�d heard Trent�s voice on the radio. She�d heard him say the police were on the way. Trent was on the way.
But would he make it in time?
Risa eyed the blade in Dryden�s hand. No. Trent would never reach her in time. She had to get away from Dryden herself. She had to run for it.
She tensed the muscles in her legs, ready to spring. There had to be a back door to the station. There had to be. It was her only chance. Whirling, she dashed down the hall.
Dryden�s shoes squeaked into motion behind her.
Faster.
Closer.
Grabbing the door frame, she whipped into the conference room. A body slumped over a typewriter. Blood oozed red and wet down on the tabletop.
Risa�s stomach retched.
Beyond the body, a neon Exit sign gleamed. Her escape. Her only chance. She forced her feet to keep moving.
Dryden turned into the room.
Two steps behind her.
One step.
She reached for the doorknob. Her fingers grasped cold metal.
His hand grabbed her hair. Yanked. Her head snapped back. Momentum slammed her into the door. She fell, her knees hitting the hard tile.
No, no, no.
She kicked backward, connecting with his shin.
Hauling her to her feet by her hair, he pinned her between his body and the closed door.
She thrashed, kicking out, striking nothing but air. She struggled to turn around, to claw at him with her fingernails, to bite. Anything. She didn�t want to die.
�Stop.� A cold edge of steel pressed against her neck.
Risa froze. A whimper climbed up her throat, and she forced it back.
�Where were you going? We have so much to talk about.� Dryden�s breath fanned the side of her cheek. Mint. As if he�d freshened it just for her.
A shudder racked her body, a convulsion she couldn�t control.
�You don�t seem happy to see me, Risa. You don�t seem happy at all. Why is that?�
Pain wrenched her neck and throbbed in her knees and scalp.
�Is it because you like to be in control? Is it because you like to set a guy up and then humiliate him? Do you like to play those games?� Fingers still entwined in her hair and blade pressed to her throat, he pulled her back past the body slumped over the old typewriter. He pushed her onto the table beside Don, and flattened her cheek to the top.
Snick.
A handcuff clapped around her right wrist, then her left. Then using her hair, he tugged her back to her feet and steered her for the door. �You like games, don�t you? Well, I have a game for you, professor. And you�re going to love it.�
Trent
Trent reached under Jeff Schneider�s bloody body. Finding the column of his neck, he felt for a pulse. A soft, irregular rhythm beat under his fingertips. �He�s still alive. Barely. Call for an ambulance. Now.�
�On their way,� someone shouted.
Cassidy raced up beside him and fell to his knees. �I�ve got him.�
Trent didn�t argue. Leaving Schneider in the detective�s hands, he scrambled to his feet and rushed into the police station.
The station swarmed with FBI and deputies. Subera stood in the center of the entry hall. He spun to face Trent. His eyes were dark. His face heavily lined. �The cop in the conference room is dead. Throat cut. Name�s Don Largent.�
�Risa?�
Subera shook his head. �Not here. No sign of her.�
Dryden had Rees.
Dizziness twisted through him. He shook his head, willing it away. He had to focus. He had to concentrate.
�We put an APB out for the black-and-white he stole.� Subera�s face sharpened with concern. �There�s no sign that he killed her, Burnell. She�s probably still alive.�
Of course she was still alive. Killing her was only part of Dryden�s fantasy. And acting out the fantasy was paramount. �He�s going to hunt her.�
�The Young cabin?�
�Maybe.� Trent hoped it was that easy. �Have the men you sent reached the cabin yet?�
�Not yet. Local cops might have.�
Trent spun on his heel and headed for the door. Young�s cabin was nearly thirty miles away. He had no time to lose. �Call me when you hear anything. I�m going to meet them there.�
Negotiating around the ambulance and emergency medical team attending to Schneider, Trent made it to his car and then out onto the highway. His mind raced, fast as spinning wheels on pavement.
It didn�t feel right. None of this felt right.
If Dryden had set Nikki up to make the phone call, he would have known law enforcement was on the way. He�d have counted on them wasting time staking out the house, evacuating the surrounding neighbors, setting up their assault. He�d have figured out that the operation would drain the deputies and FBI personnel from Lake Loyal, leaving only the normal skeleton crew of LLPD officers.
But that wasn�t all.
Dryden also would have known that once they found Nikki, she would tell them about the cabin where he�d hunted Farrentina. She would tell them he�d left right after her phone call. And they�d rush back to the police station to find Schneider�s and the other officers� bodies and Risa gone.
Dryden could have easily prevented all of that. All he�d had to do was kill Nikki. But he�d chosen not to.
Why?
Certainly not love. A psychopath like Dryden wasn�t capable.
And why would he take Risa to the cabin he�d used before? The one Nikki knew about? The place law enforcement would look first?
He wouldn�t.
But if not Young�s cabin, where?
Trent�s head pounded. His heart ached so hard it took his breath away. If ever there was a time for him to think how Dryden thought, to feel what Dryden felt, to be part of Dryden, that time was now.
He swung the car onto a wide area of the highway�s shoulder designed for drivers to appreciate the view. Below him, through a space in the trees, Lake Loyal resembled hammered pewter. The town lined the eastern side of the lake, a mix of old cabins slowly being overtaken by mini mansions dotted the north. A park and forest preserve circled the rest of the lakeshore. Beautiful, natural, the type of place people weary of modern life could go to recharge.
Last night, for a moment at that bed-and-breakfast, Trent had felt as if he and Risa were carefree tourists. Relaxing. Recharging. Reclaiming their lives.
Now he felt empty.
Trent pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger.
Think.
He needed to think.
Trent had studied Dryden. Surely he could come up with the place the psychopath would take Rees�the object of his obsession�to play out his fantasy.
When Dryden had killed his wife, he�d taken her to his hunting cabin in the north woods. A place where he had escaped the humiliation of his life. A place where he�d hunted prey weaker than himself. A place where he was king and master.
He no longer had such a place.
So where would he go?
Trent opened his eyes and raked a hand through his hair. The answer had to be there. Buried somewhere in Dryden�s mind. Somewhere in his past behavior. Born from his insecurities, his desires, his twisted rage.
He�d taken Farrentina to Young�s cabin to stage his hunt, because he knew the guard would �bust a gut,� as Nikki had said. He�d displayed Farrentina�s body on Rees�s front porch to scare her. To taunt law enforcement. And then the locket they�d found� Dryden�s way of announcing to Trent that Rees was already his. That he was going to steal her out from under their noses. And with his bold entrance into the hotel, his slashing of the hotel clerk�s and Deputy Perry�s throats�he�d almost succeeded.
This time he had.
Trent gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles ached. The answer was there. He could feel it.
Before Dryden had gone to prison, his choice for a hunting site had been deeply personal. A place he felt strong. A place where he was the master. All that had changed after he�d broken from prison. Now it seemed his choices were all designed to exact revenge. On Young. On Risa. On law enforcement.
Who would Dryden revenge himself against this time? Who would Rees�s death hurt the most?
Trent�s heart stilled in his chest. A pain erupted behind his eyes, so sharp he lowered his forehead against the steering wheel. He knew just who Rees�s death would hurt the most. And so did Dryden.
Trent himself.
He slammed the butt of his hands on the steering wheel. Pain thundered up his arm. He knew where Dryden had taken Rees. Trent had set up the place himself and had made an effort to show Dryden right where it was. And now the killer had taken Risa there, planned to let her loose, hunt her, kill her, and display her body.
Trent lost a part of himself to Dryden two years ago, but he wasn�t going to lose Rees. He�d die first.
And he�d take that murdering son of a bitch with him.
Risa
Hands bound by handcuffs, Risa stared out the rain-spotted windshield at the canopy of trees stretching over the road and struggled to force the images of Farrentina Hamilton�s body from her mind. She couldn�t think of what Dryden would do to her if she didn�t get away from him. She had to focus. She had to play this right.
If she didn�t, she was dead.
Next to her, Dryden draped a hand over the wheel of the stolen police car and wove around the curves as if he were on a Sunday drive without a care in the world.
But Risa knew his nonchalance was only a show. She could feel the violence coiled under his skin. See the contempt burning in his eyes every time he looked at her.
And she could taste the fear, like rusted tin creeping up her throat, gagging her, choking her.
The leafy canopy opened before them, revealing the Victorian bed and breakfast she�d left just this morning. But unlike the warm glow that filled the house then, now it was dark, the windows staring like soulless eyes. Rain glistened on the steep roof.
�The FBI has a more generous expense account than I ever imagined.� Dryden�s thin lips twisted into a smile. He turned to stare at her, his eyes as cold and deadly as the blade sheathed by his side. �Kind of them to clear out and leave the place to us now, isn�t it?�
�The FBI is going to figure out where we are.�
�You mean Burnell?� A bitter laugh sounded deep in his throat. �I hope he does. He�s going to like what I have planned.�
The image of Farrentina once again flashed through Risa�s mind. Dryden would display her body, too. Display her so Trent would find her. So the image of her mutilated corpse would haunt him the rest of his days.
�Would you like me to tell you about it?�
Risa bit the inside of her bottom lip until the coppery tang of blood drowned out the taste of fear. She knew Dryden�s game. He wanted to see terror in her eyes. Hear it in her screams. Revel in it. Feed on it.
She�d be damned if she�d give him the satisfaction.
She pursed her lips together and stared straight ahead through the windshield. The hard metal edges of the handcuffs securing her wrists bit into her skin. Her scalp and knees throbbed with each rapid pulse of her heart. But none of it mattered. She wouldn�t let it. He could say whatever the hell he pleased. She wouldn�t play her role in his fantasy.
He stopped the stolen police car at the foot of the path leading to the bed-and-breakfast�s front door and turned toward her. �Don�t want to hear about my exhibit, eh?�
�Not particularly.�
Reaching a hand to her face, Dryden ran a cold finger along one cheekbone.
She tensed to fend off the tremor of revulsion.
�Oh, Risa. So brave. So in control. You always have to control everything, don�t you? That�s your problem, you know. You�re a controlling bitch. Even your dim-witted sister picked up on that.�
Risa continued to stare straight ahead, letting his words hit her and bounce off.
�Well, you might as well give it up. You might as well let go. Because I�m in control now.� He moved his hand into her hair, tangling the strands around his fingers. His grip tightened.
Pain seared her scalp. Her eyes watered.
Opening the door, he forced her across the seat and out the driver�s side after him.
Her bruised knees hit pavement. A grunt tore from her lips.
He peered down at her, eyes gleaming. �Get up.�
Still gripping her by a fistful of hair, he yanked her to her feet and pulled her behind him, across the wet lawn.
Limping, she struggled to keep up. Blood oozed from her knees and stuck to the torn denim of her jeans. Her scalp burned as if it were on fire. Cold rain drenched her hair and trickled into her eyes.
He stopped at the edge of the woods and pulled her against him, his face just inches from hers. His breath fanned her, sharp with mint. �I�m not as inadequate as you thought, am I? Not as inadequate as you described in your article.�
She drew in a shaky gasp. �It was a psychological profile. It wasn�t personal.�
Even as the words left her lips, she knew she had made a mistake.
�Of course it was personal. I let you in. I talked to you. I was nice. And you? You weren�t nice at all. You were� inadequate. Wasn�t that what you wrote about me? Inadequate?�
Risa swallowed hard but didn�t say anything. She didn�t remember exactly what she had written in the article, but he was likely right about her word choice. Inadequate in his relationships with women. He felt belittled by his mother, humiliated by his wife. A man who believed that if anything didn�t go exactly his way, he was being victimized, and he fought back against perceived slights by victimizing others. She couldn�t deny what she�d written. What she�d written was the truth.
Still gripping her hair with one hand, Dryden reached to his knife with the other, sliding it from its sheath. �I�ll show you inadequate, Professor Risa Madsen. I�ll make you choke on it.�
Risa�s pulse pounded in her ears. Her throat constricted.
No.
She couldn�t let him see her fear. Couldn�t let him feel the tremors racking her body. She concentrated on breathing. In and out. In and out. She�d be damned if she�d give him what he wanted.
She�d be damned.
He raised the knife in front of her face. Rain dripped down the blade, turning red when it hit the remnants of blood. He smiled at her. �Have you ever been hunting?�
Risa fought to keep her breathing even.
�No?� His smile twisted into a sneer. �Well, let me tell you about it. It�s like a contest. A contest between man and beast. And the strongest�the most adequate, if you will�wins.�
�Go to hell, Dryden.�
�You first, Risa, darling. You first.� He untangled his fingers from her hair and released his hold.
She almost gasped. But her relief didn�t last long.
Circling one arm around her middle, he pinned her back against his chest. Against the length of his body. �First things first.�
He fit the sharp edge under the first button of her blouse. With a flick of his wrist, he sliced upward. The button fell to the grass and the fabric parted.
She bit down on the inside of her cheek. The coppery flavor of blood clogged her throat and almost made her gag.
He sliced off another button. Her blouse fell open further, revealing the top edge of her black lace bra. �Mmm. But I told you I prefer white. Clean, pure white. Or no bra at all.�
Risa forced herself to swallow the screams rising in her throat. She had to find a way to escape. To catch Dryden off guard. Before fear swamped her. Before Dryden�s knife put an end to everything.
He�d gone to great lengths to find the article she�d written for the academic journal. Maybe he would go to equal lengths to read more.
�I�m writing a book, Ed. A book about you.� Her voice sounded remarkably steady, as if this was an ordinary man she was talking to, an ordinary conversation.
As if he hadn�t heard her, he fit the knife under the next button and sliced. The button popped in the air.
�Even if you kill me, people will find it. They�ll read it. In fact, killing me will probably make it a bestseller.�
His mouth twitched. �And why should I care about that?�
�I thought you might want to read it before it was published.�
�You don�t get it, do you?� His farm-boy face twisted in disgust. He shook his head slowly. �You don�t matter anymore, sweetheart. You can�t control things. You�re nothing. And when I get done with you, you�ll be less than nothing.�
He cut off another button. Her blouse gaped open to her navel.
She had to get away from him. She couldn�t wait until he played out his hunting scenario. Once that happened, it was all over.
Once that happened, she was dead.
Dryden licked his thin lips and eyed her bra. He pulled the knife back and craned his neck as if to get a better view. His grip on her arms relaxed slightly.
And that was all she needed.
Coiling all her strength in her legs, she lurched back against him, breaking his grip and sending him sprawling backward onto the lawn. By some miracle, she stayed on her feet, whirled and, in two strides, plunged into the woods.
Raspberry bushes ripped her skin and snagged her blouse. Trees and bushes tore at her face and pulled her hair. Rain pelted her face. She fought on, racing through the woods. Scrambling to put distance between herself and Dryden.
His curses split the air like gunshots. Bushes crashed behind her. His footfalls thundered in her ears, even over the pounding of her heart.
Animal panic clawed inside her. She forced her feet to move faster over rain-slick ground.
He slammed through the brush behind her. Faster. Closer. His fingers clawed at the sleeve of her blouse.
She yanked her arm free, rending the fabric.
He grabbed again. His fingers closed around her flesh. Biting into her arm. Bruising. Holding.
Oh God, he had her.
Risa�s feet skidded out from under her.
Dryden held her up, keeping her from falling to the forest�s floor. His fingers bruising her arm, he slammed her against the trunk of a tree and pressed his elbow into her back, pinning her.
Rough bark ground into her cheek and chest.
�Who the hell do you think you are?� His guttural growl rasped in her ears. �You�re not a person. You�re a beast. An inadequate beast. You�ll do whatever I say. And when I�m finished with you, you�ll know who your master is. Your master is me.�
White noise rang in her ears and blotted all thought from her mind.
His hand closed around her throat, he pulled her back against his body. In the corner of her eye, she saw the knife, the wet steel flashing red. He touched the blade to her chest, just below the notch in her collar bone. �And this is how I�m going to do it, Risa. This is how I�m going to cut you.� He drew down on the knife, the cold edge slicing into her skin.
A scream erupted from her throat, wild and piercing and raw.
Trent
A scream gashed the air.
Trent stomped the brake and slammed to a stop behind the black-and-white Dryden had stolen from the police station. Throwing open the door, he leaped out and hit the ground running.
Trent had called 911. He�d called Subera. The FBI and the county sheriff�s department were on their way. But he couldn�t wait for them. He couldn�t wait for anything. He had to find Rees before it was too late.
He didn�t even glance at the towering Victorian house. Dryden wouldn�t take her there. Not until she was dead. Not until he was ready to exhibit her body, probably in the still-rumpled sheets where she and Trent had made love.
The bastard would never get the chance.
Trent raced across the lawn, the grass slick with rain. His shoes skidded with each stride, but he managed to keep upright, keep running.
Another scream.
The image of Dryden�s hands on her�his knife cutting her skin, stealing her precious life�throbbed behind his eyes.
No.
Trent�s hands broke out in a cold sweat, the grip of his Glock slippery in his fist. He raced in the direction of the scream. When he reached the edge of the woods, he slowed. He couldn�t just crash through the trees. He needed to get the drop on Dryden. He needed a clear shot so he could take him out without hurting Risa.
Trent surged into the woods, moving as fast as he dared and as quietly as he could. Thorns ripped at his suit jacket. He tore free and pushed on. Rain mixed with sweat, soaking his hair, dripping into his eyes. He rubbed a hand over his forehead and strained to see through the brush. Through the thick cloak of leaves.
Up ahead he could hear the low tones of Dryden�s voice. An eerie, almost musical sound. But he couldn�t hear Rees. No screams. No soft hum of her voice. Not even whimpers of pain. Where was she?
His heart seized in his chest.
Was he too late? Had it taken him too long to figure out where Dryden had brought her to stage his hunt? Was she already dead?
No.
He couldn�t lose Rees. He couldn�t. She was his light. His hope.
Dryden�s voice still hummed through the twisted branches of oak and hickory, breaking the quiet patter of rain on leaves.
Drawing a deep breath then holding it, Trent struggled to make sense of the killer�s words over the pounding of his pulse. He struggled to hear a sound from Rees. Any sound. Any sign she was still alive.
Nothing. Only the rain. Only Dryden�s voice.
Damn Dryden. Damn him straight to hell.
If Dryden had killed Rees, he wouldn�t come out of the forest alive. Trent wouldn�t wait for the courts to dispense justice this time.
He held the Glock ready in front of him. Picking his way around trees and through brambles, he raced as quickly and quietly as he could. His breath chugged from his lungs like a steam engine.
A flash of color cut through the green cloak of leaves. A deep burgundy.
Risa�s blouse.
Heart pounding high in his chest, Trent crept closer.
Dryden stood behind her, one hand on her throat. One hand holding the knife to her chest. Her blouse hung open, revealing tatters of a black lace bra. Blood oozed from a wound on her chest. The son of a bitch had cut her.
But she was alive.
Trent trained the Glock on Dryden�s head and fingered the trigger. From this angle, Trent couldn�t get a clear shot. He needed a better angle. He lowered the gun and stepped silently to one side.
Dryden raised the knife, pressing the blade against Rees�s throat. Glancing up, he looked across the space and straight into Trent�s eyes. �Well, if it isn�t the FBI.�
Trent�s heart seized. He lifted the gun. �Let her go.�
Rees�s eyes found his.
Dryden stared as if he hadn�t heard a word. Pupils dilated. �The throat is delicate. One slice of a sharp blade, and a person can bleed to death.�
�Let her go, and put down the knife.�
Dryden shook his head slowly. �You put down that gun.�
�Shoot him, Trent. Do it,� Risa said.
Trent judged the angle. With Dryden holding Rees in front of him like a shield, Trent couldn�t be sure his shot would hit the mark. He also couldn�t be sure the knife against Rees�s throat wouldn�t do its job. Whether he hit Dryden with a bullet or not.
�Now,� Dryden said.
�Shoot.�
Giving up his weapon was a mistake. He would be powerless. Dryden would be in control. A federal agent should never surrender his weapon.
But Rees�
Trent lowered the gun.
�Do you know how easy it is to field dress a deer? I could do it with my eyes closed.�
Trent hesitated. Without his gun, he would be powerless to stop Dryden. He was too far away to rush him. By the time he got his hands around the killer�s neck, Rees would be dead.
Trent listened for the sound of sirens, the hum of cars pulling up the long, twisting driveway. Nothing reached his ears but the steady rhythm of rain hitting leaves.
�First step is slicing through the windpipe and esophagus. Right about here.� Dryden pressed the knife�s edge against the tender skin of Rees�s throat. A thin line of red coated the length of the blade.
Rees drew in a sharp breath, but she didn�t move a muscle.
�One slash, if your knife is sharp enough. Then when you dump the intestines, you can pull the whole thing through. Real slick.�
�Stop.� Trent held his hands in front of him, the Glock dangling by one finger.
�Don�t do it, Trent. Shoot him. Please.�
�Waiting for the demonstration?� Dryden said. �I�m the best. I�m sure you can learn something.�
Trent tossed the gun. It landed with a thunk in a thicket of wild raspberry.
A smile curled Dryden�s lips. �That�s better. You know, it�s not nice of you to interrupt me, Burnell. I�ve been waiting to hunt this one for a long time.�
Trent�s gut clenched. This one. Not Risa. Not a fellow human being. But game to be hunted. A female to avenge himself against. To degrade. To defile. �More agents are on the way, Dryden. Along with nearly the entire sheriff�s department. You let her go, maybe you can make a run for it.�
Dryden cocked his head to the side. �Now why would I do that? She�s the reason I escaped. I�m not leaving her behind. Well, not alive, anyway.�
�You�ll never make it out of here.�
Dryden looked away from Trent as if dismissing him and stared down at Risa.
One slice of the blade and she would be dead. Trent had to keep Dryden�s attention until backup arrived. He took a step toward Dryden.
�Stop right there, Burnell.�
Trent kept his gaze riveted to Dryden�s face, resisting the temptation to meet Risa�s eyes. Once he did, he wasn�t sure he�d be able to pull his focus away, and he needed to stay riveted on Dryden.
Dryden loved to show how clever he was, how superior. A tendency Trent might be able to use to his advantage until backup arrived.
Where the hell were those sirens?
�There aren�t too many who have fooled me in my career, Dryden. But you did. How?�
�Why? Are you writing a book, too?�
�You let Nikki make that call.�
�You don�t think I�d be careless enough to leave a phone sitting around, do you?�
�And you knew who she would call.�
�Big sis, of course. Nikki would never have the guts to turn herself in. Not after helping me kill. You didn�t know your little sister was a killer, did you big sis?� He glanced down at Rees, his face inches from hers. Darting his tongue between thin lips, he ran the tip from her chin to her hairline.
Risa recoiled.
For a moment, Trent balled his hands into fists, then he made his fingers relax. He couldn�t let Dryden see that he�d gotten under his skin. He had to play it cool until backup arrived. He had to keep the conversation going. �But you couldn�t have known what would happen after that.�
�I knew exactly what would happen. You would shut her away somewhere you thought she�d be safe. And then you and your legions in blue would rush in to save the day.�
Trent flinched inwardly. He�d indeed shuttled Rees off to the police station because he thought she�d be safer there. Safer away from the action, away from flying bullets, away from him. He�d thought he was protecting her, and here he�d put her in danger. He�d played right into Dryden�s hands.
Dryden had profiled him.
�You really are predictable, Burnell. All that was left for me to do was kill the few cops at the station and collect my prize.�
Like hell. Trent tensed, ready to spring.
Sirens carried on the still air, their screams faint in the distance.
Dryden jerked his head in the sound�s direction.
Rees�s elbow shot back, slamming into Dryden�s ribs.
The breath left his lungs in a whoosh. He folded in the middle, protecting his ribs from another blow.
She lurched away from him, sprawling to the forest�s floor. Out of Dryden�s grip. Away from his blade. Out of Trent�s line of fire.
His gun.
Trent lunged forward, falling to his knees in the clump of raspberry. He clawed through the bushes. Thorns tore into his flesh.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rees scramble to her feet just as Dryden grabbed for her. His hand closed around her arm.
Abandoning the gun, Trent bolted for them. He slammed into Dryden full speed, knocking the killer to the ground, landing on top of him.
�Run, Rees!�
Trent slammed a fist into Dryden�s face, the force shuddering up his arm. He punched a second time. It wasn�t until he drew back his arm to hit him a third that Trent felt cold slice into his side, just below the rib cage.
Dryden pulled the blade back and thrust it at him again.
Trent caught Dryden�s arm, pulling it back, holding it down. He slammed the killer�s arm against the ground, once, twice, trying to jar the weapon free.
Dryden�s free hand found his face. Fingers clawed and jabbed his eyes.
Trent turned his head, trying to protect himself. Trying to see. Dryden�s knife hand slipped in his grip.
Trent dug his fingers into the killer�s wrist. Even in the heat of battle, he could feel the sticky wetness soaking his shirt, draining his strength. He had to hold on. He couldn�t let Dryden work his knife arm free. He couldn�t�
A thud sounded near his ear.
Dryden�s head whipped to the side. Trent saw a flash of movement as Rees�s foot drew back again. Careening forward, her boot landed with another thud against Dryden�s temple. Then another. A scream built and burst from her, echoing through the trees, and she kicked and kicked until Dryden dropped the knife, and his clawing fingers stilled.
Sirens screamed in the distance, winding their way toward the Lilac Inn.
Rees fell to her knees beside him. �I couldn�t find the gun. I couldn�t��
A smile crept over his face despite the pain in his side. �Nice kick.�
�I� I wanted to kill him. I just couldn�t stop.�
�I�m not complaining.�
�Is he dead?�
Trent reached for Dryden�s throat, intending to check for a pulse. The pain in his side stopped him.
�You�re hurt.�
Trent looked down at his blood soaked shirt. Knife wound. Could be bad. �Nikki is all right, Rees. She�s safe.�
Tears blossomed in Risa�s eyes.
He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her it was over. All over. But first he had to make sure Dryden wouldn�t hurt anyone ever again.
Setting his teeth against the pain, Trent checked Dryden�s pockets and retrieved a key. �Cuffs?�
Risa stretched her bound hands toward him. He unlocked the handcuffs and handed them to her. �You�d better do this.�
She rolled Dryden face down and clicked the bracelets on his wrists.
The sirens were growing louder now, winding their way up the long driveway.
Hands now free, Risa quickly unbuttoned Trent�s shirt and pulled it off him. Wadding it into a ball, she held it against the wound in his side and pressed down hard. �Lean back.�
Trent did as ordered. Fate had given him another chance. At life. At love. At happiness. And he needed all the strength he could muster to grab it and hold on with both hands.
He had only to find the right words. His gaze dropped from her face and landed on the long cut between her breasts marring her perfect skin. His gut clenched, sending pain shooting up his side. �He cut you, too.�
He struggled to sit up.
She pushed him back down. �It hurts like hell, but it�s shallow. Really.�
Dizziness hovered on the edge of Trent�s mind. �I have to say something� before I pass out.�
�Trent, maybe you should��
�Please.�
She nodded.
�You were right, Rees. About all of it.�
Worry creased her forehead and clouded her eyes.
He needed to explain. To make her understand. He needed to let her know she could believe this time.
That he believed.
He found her hands at his side and covered them with his own. �These past two years I�ve been letting him beat me. Bit by bit. Piece by piece.�
Cars screeched to a stop in the distance. Shouted orders bounced off the trees.
Tears welled in Risa�s eyes and spiked her lashes. She opened her mouth to speak.
�Wait. Hear me out. I want to make you understand.�
�I do understand.�
�Then I want to say it, make it real.�
A smile fluttered over her lips. She nodded.
�I was letting Dryden win.� His voice hitched. He forced himself to continue. �But no more. No more. I�m going to fight. I�m going to be better. Open. Trusting. Happy. And I can only do that with you beside me.�
Footfalls echoed through the woods. Dark figures fought through the brambles toward them.
�I never stopped� you know. Loving you. You make me a better man. That damned light of hope...�
Tears ran down her cheeks in little streams, mixing with the rain. Tears that washed away his sins and made him whole.
�I love you, Trent. I always will.�
Darkness closed in, narrowing his vision to include only Risa. �You make me stronger, Rees. Stronger than I could ever be alone.�
�Stronger together,� she said.
He felt the corners of his mouth tilt upward in a smile.
Nikki
A little while later�
Nikki always assumed jail would be a horrible place. Caged like an animal. Strange women bullying. Deputies watching your every move.
She couldn�t have been more wrong.
The pod where she slept reminded her more of a dorm than a cage. Bunk beds lined one wall. Tables with attached benches filled the rest of the room. Televisions spotted the walls. Books brought from the library for borrowing. Card games. Crafts.
Of course, deputies were watching, and some of the women were assholes. But all-in-all, Nikki was just grateful to be away from Eddie. Grateful to have food and a bed. Grateful to feel somewhat safe.
She couldn�t stop the dreams. One minute Eddie would be killing Risa, the next making love to her in front of Nikki. He�d tell Nikki how much he loved her, then a moment later, he�d strip her in the middle of a busy street and hold a knife to her throat.
Nikki would wake up in a cold sweat, sometimes screaming, sometimes missing him so bad it hurt.
The only thing that cleared her mind was a visit from Risa. Every day, Nikki�s big sister was waiting in one of the tiny visiting rooms. Every day, she let Nikki talk through her dreams and focus herself back on reality. Every day she let Nikki know she cared.
Nikki talked to a few psychiatrists, and the court appointed a lawyer; a woman who didn�t seem that much older than her named Tamara Wade. She and Nikki went to court hearings and sat through what seemed like endless meetings. And one day, when Risa waited on the other side of the glass in the visiting room, Nikki finally had some good news to share.
�We met with the district attorney.� No, that wasn�t right. It was important that Nikki report this right. �Assistant District Attorney, I think.�
Risa leaned forward, one hand pressing the visiting room phone to her ear, the other bracing herself on the stainless steel countertop. �And?�
�He was nice, I guess. Reminded me of a cowboy. His name was Dillon.�
�What did he say?�
Nikki smiled. She hadn�t done much of that lately, but it felt good. �I shouldn�t tease you, should I?�
�So it�s something good then?�
�Yeah. Tamara says it�s really good.�
�You�re going to be released?�
Nikki felt her smile droop. �No.�
�What is it, Nikki? Don�t make me guess.�
�I have to stay in jail.�
�Yes��
�But as long as I keep talking to a psychiatrist, I won�t be a felony.�
�A felon, you mean? They aren�t going to charge you with a felony?�
�That�s good, right?�
Risa beamed. �That�s really good, Nik.�
Nikki was glad. For a while there, she was worried that she�d misunderstood. She should have paid more attention in school. Hell, she should have actually gone to school instead of skipping. �But I have to stay here in jail.�
�How do you feel about that?�
�Okay. Tamara said I can get my G.E.D.�
�That would be terrific, Nikki. Does Tamara know how long you�ll be here?�
Nikki shook her head. �But she said it won�t be longer than a year. At least that�s what she thinks. She has to ask a judge or something.�
A slow smile spread over Risa�s lips, and Nikki thought she saw something that looked like a twinkle in her eyes.
�What is it?�
�What�s what?�
�You have some news to tell me, too?�
�Actually, I have something to ask.�
�Something to ask me?�
�Yes.�
Nikki waited for her sister to say what it was, but she just sat there smiling and tapping her hand on the stainless steel, like she thought Nikki might catch on.
Nikki didn�t catch on. �What is it?�
�I was wondering if you would be my maid of honor.�
It took Nikki a moment to remember what it was a maid of honor did. She looked down at Risa�s tapping hand, and the diamond ring that rapped against the counter. �You and Trent again?�
�Yes.�
�Risa, that�s wonderful.� A mix of emotion bombarded Nikki, making it hard to tell whether the tears in her eyes were from happiness or envy. Nikki thought about her wedding. The perfect dress. The perfect makeup. But the setting, the witnesses, and the groom were something she wanted to forget.
�I�m sorry I couldn�t ask you to be my maid-of-honor,� Nikki whispered into the receiver.
�Oh, honey� You�ll get married again someday. To a great guy. I have no doubt.�
Nikki nodded, but she never saw herself marrying again. She would rather die. But that didn�t mean she couldn�t be happy for her sister. She just had to work at it a little. �So Trent is doing well?�
�He is. Of course, he probably wouldn�t tell me if he wasn�t, but he�s getting around more every day.�
�Did he get down on one knee and all that?�
�Yes. I had to help him up, but��
�Tell me about it� the wedding��
�Well, I figured we�d plan it for a little over a year from now. Maybe August. That way we might be able to book this old B&B on Chesapeake Bay. We can get married overlooking the water.�
Risa continued, telling Nikki about her plans, just like they were real sisters. It was a nice dream, that Nikki could get out of this place and go on to live a normal life, stand up in a wedding, maybe even get married herself, but Nikki didn�t believe for one moment that the fantasy could be real.
When their time was finally up, and Nikki went back to the pod, all she could think about was the next time she could have a cigarette. She would work hard. She would rebuild her life. But it wasn�t going to be the kind of life she�d dreamed about before or the kind of life Risa was hoping for her now. Romance and marriage, working to get her mother�s notice, her daddy�s approval, her sister�s loyalty. Her husband�s love.
That Nikki was gone.
And as far as she was concerned, good riddance.
Risa
A year later�
�Risa and Trent,� the pastor said. Dressed in white robes, he looked down at them and smiled. �If it is your intention to share with each other your joys and sorrows and all that the years will bring, then with your promises bind yourselves to each other as husband and wife.�
Risa turned to hand Nikki her bouquet. Her sister had changed a lot over the past fourteen months, and not in a way Risa would have guessed. The afraid, na�ve girl had grown into a chain-smoking party animal, once she�d been released from jail, but Risa doubted that image had anything to do with the real woman underneath.
But Nikki had insisted she was okay, that she needed to live her own life, that Risa needed to live hers. And so Risa had respected that. She couldn�t go from nearly ignoring the girl to controlling her life, after all. That their relationship existed, even though they lived half way across the country from one another, was a miracle in itself.
Risa looked out over Lake Loyal. Nikki�s parole had forced Risa and Trent to put off Chesapeake Bay until their honeymoon and move their wedding to Wisconsin. A sacrifice Risa made gladly.
Sacrifice became her, Trent had teased. But it really wasn�t that. She had everything she�d ever wanted. She would gladly give back from now until the end of time. Especially to those she loved.
Satin and organza, lace and crinoline rustled around her, drowning out the excited beat of her heart. In all the years she�d loved Trent, all the years she�d wanted to marry him, she�d always focused on the romance of their honeymoon or the bliss of their life together. She�d never given a lot of thought to their wedding. But even if she�d spent most of her life planning the details of this day, it couldn�t be more perfect.
And she couldn�t be happier.
Turning back to Trent, she looked into his eyes, which twinkled with the same brilliance as the summer sun reflecting off the lake. He joined his hands with hers.
It hadn�t been easy for them either, at first. They�d spent a lot of time talking, opening up, learning to trust one another all over again. But Trent had been true to his word. He hadn�t shut her out, not once. They�d talked problems through, figured things out together. And even if neither she nor Trent was completely healed yet, they were on their way. To health. And to a wonderful life together.
Risa wasn�t naive enough to believe she wouldn�t carry the scars of what she�d been through. She had only to look down at the thin whitish line that the Sabrina neckline of her wedding gown hid from view to know that recovery�hers, Trent�s and Nikki�s�would be a long road. But they would make it. She wouldn�t let it be any other way.
Ed Dryden had lost the battle. And the war. He was safely behind bars at the Supermax prison, and he would never terrorize innocent women again.
Unfortunately, Gordy Young was serving his own sentence, though not at the Supermax. Authorities had found the money Ed Dryden had paid him for assisting with the escape, money that had come from Farrentina Hamilton. Gordy had donated it to an organization working to end violence against women. Gordy Young was a good man, down deep. But in the end, a victim of his own hatred and need for vengeance.
And speaking of hatred and vengeance, a card had arrived at Risa�s soon-to-be-sold home just yesterday. A generous wedding gift from none other than Detective Dan Cassidy, along with an apology. His behavior toward her had been nothing personal. He�d been angry at the world and determined to catch Dryden.
They�d also received gifts from Detective Mylinski, Special Agent Subera, and Chief Schneider. Schneider was even attending the wedding, tagging along as Oneida Perkins�s plus one, doing his own recovering after his injuries from Ed Dryden�s knife.
She pushed Dryden and the others from her mind. She wasn�t about to waste time thinking about the past on her day. Not when she was marrying the man she loved. The man she had always loved.
�I take you, Risa Madsen, to be my wife,� Trent�s voice lowered, husky with emotion.
A shiver chased over Risa�s skin. Tears obscured her vision. She opened her eyes wide to prevent the drops from winding their way down her cheeks. She couldn�t let herself cry. Her makeup would smear, ruining the pictures. And she wanted the photographer to snap lots of pictures. Because she wanted to remember this moment forever.
�To join with you and to share all that is to come. To give and to receive, to speak and to listen��
Trent�s voice cut through her thoughts like a laser. His promises to her. His promises for the future. Give and take. Speaking and listening. And she knew that was what their lives would be. That�s what they would make them.
��to inspire and to respond��
She watched him through misty eyes. Eyes filled with tears of joy. Tears that washed away the hurt and fear and misery. Tears that refreshed, renewed, reclaimed.
Just as the tears that shone in his.
��to be loyal to you with my whole life and with all my being, from this time onward.�
Eddie
Eddie reclined on his bunk, hands behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling as if it was a movie screen.
No, better.
He might be back in the hole, but he only had to close his eyes and he could see everything that had happened in the time he was out.
He could hear the screams.
He could smell the blood.
He could feel the power.
Risa thought she�d hurt him. But she didn�t know about hurt. Not yet. But she would. They all would. The entire fucking world.
Nothing had changed. Not really. The police could throw him back in prison. The court could uselessly tack extra lifetimes to his sentence. And the people outside could shove him out of their minds until they forgot him completely.
But no one could take his fantasies away. His attention to detail. His planning for the future.
Eddie had a good brain. He was a winner. A fucking king. And he had ways of reaching out into the world, of controlling his future.
And when the time was right, he would be back. They could count on it.

***�
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