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      Prologue

      
      
      Sunday, January 6, sunset

      
      ‘It’s time, Ruth.’

      
      A cheerless finality hardened the man’s softly spoken words. His heart truly felt heavy as he stared out the frost-streaked
         window. Outside, pine trees bowed under the ice’s extra weight as arctic gusts rushed over the fields, swirling around, creating
         minitwisters in the snow.


      
      ‘I don’t want you to go,’ he said, turning toward Ruth.

      
      The woman sat in a wooden chair, her head bent forward. Dark hair cascaded over her tear-streaked face. ‘Please,’ she said.

      
      The room was decorated with rose wallpaper, white iolite curtains, and a large braided rug with interwoven strands of yellow,
         pink, and blue. A white four-poster canopy bed covered with a cherry comforter and dozens of stuffed animals dominated the
         space. He’d built this room for her and the others.


      
      ‘Shh. I have to let you go. We both knew this time would come.’ Sadness tightened his throat.

      
      Ruth raised her head a fraction. She glanced down at her wrists, lashed tightly to chair arms. ‘No. No. I don’t want to go.
         I want to stay with you.’


      
      The hoarse whisper was a lie. Instinctively, she understood what leaving truly meant. Dying.

      
      He crossed the room, hoping to reassure her. ‘You don’t need to be afraid.’ He knelt beside her and laid his hand on the ropes
         lashed to her pale wrists, now raw and bleeding after days of struggling. ‘It’s okay, Ruth. It’s all for the best. You’ll
         see,’ he said tenderly.


      
      Tears rolled down her face. ‘No. Let me stay.’ Desperation sparked in her eyes. ‘We can still be a family.’

      
      ‘You have to trust me, Ruth. I know what’s best.’ He touched her cheek.

      
      She flinched and then offered a faltering smile as she raised her pale green eyes to meet his. ‘Allen, please.’

      
      He liked it when she said his name. ‘I can’t. You know that.’

      
      Lovingly he touched her chin and tipped her face back so he could look into her eyes. Fresh tears fell and dampened his calloused
         hand. For a moment, his resolve wavered. He really didn’t want to send her away. He wanted to keep her here forever.


      
      But he couldn’t.

      
      Wouldn’t.

      
      He rose and moved behind her. Gently he stroked her hair, which no longer smelled of coconuts and summer, but of fear and
         sweat. ‘I’ve really enjoyed our time as well. I’ve been alone for so long. But you must join the Family now.’


      
      She shook her head but was unable to lift it. She whimpered, ‘Please. Don’t.’

      
      Allen pushed her hair away from her slender neck. ‘You will be grateful in the end.’

      
      He’d been searching for her for years, knowing that one day he’d find her and they’d be together again. And then he’d found her and he’d nearly cried out in joy. For weeks, he watched her attend church, drive to her secretarial job at
         the engineering firm, and go to the grocery store. He stood in the shadows as she’d wept at her parents’ graveside. He’d scrutinized.
         Admired. Waited for the perfect opportunity to bring her to this special place that he’d created.


      
      He slipped his hands under Ruth’s thick mane of hair and brushed the soft skin of her neck. It felt cold. Her faint heartbeat
         drummed under his fingers. The drugs that had made her sleepy, almost nonresponsive, were wearing off. Soon she’d be struggling
         again, screaming until her voice grew hoarse.


      
      He’d not wanted to use the drugs, but she’d been so defiant and unwilling to talk to him. She’d fought, called him names,
         and rejected him. The drugs had calmed her, made her see the good in him.


      
      ‘I wish we had more time,’ he said.

      
      She craned her head to the side and looked up at him. Desperation made her eyes spark. ‘We can still be a family.’

      
      A smile twitched at the edge of his lips. ‘Not in the way that it matters. There is too much that can come between us.’

      
      ‘It could be different this time. You’ll see. I promise I will love you.’

      
      Love. For a moment he closed his eyes and let the word roll through his mind. No one had loved him in so long. ‘You can’t really
         love me until you join the Family.’


      
      ‘I can.’

      
      He didn’t blame her for the lie. He knew she was afraid of the transition. Crossing over always triggered fear in his girls. She’d say anything at this point. He understood and wasn’t
         mad.


      
      ‘Shh. It’s going to be okay, Ruth.’

      
      A sob rose in her throat. ‘I’m not Ruth. I’m not Ruth.’

      
      He drew circles on her neck with his thumbs and then slid long fingers around her neck. Her pulse throbbed faster now. ‘Don’t
         fight it. It’s so much easier when you don’t fight what is best for you.’


      
      ‘No.’ She jerked against her bindings and started to thrash her head. ‘I don’t want to go!’

      
      He tightened his hold and began to squeeze.

      
      Initially, she thrashed harder. A muffled cry escaped her lips. But the pressure on her neck quickly robbed her of air, sound,
         and energy. Soon, she choked and gasped for air. She pulled against the bindings and balled her slender fingers into fists.


      
      ‘Ruth, you were always the strong, brave one.’

      
      He tightened his hold, savoring the rush of power and excitement rushing through his body. His body warmed, despite the chill
         in the room. In this moment he felt connected, alive.


      
      For so long he’d been alone, lost and wondering. Now, Ruth was about to join his Family. She would be with him forever.

      
      ‘Family. It is everything. Without family life isn’t worth much. People today don’t get that. They are so busy rushing around
         they don’t take the time to spend with each other.’


      
      She strained her neck and twisted her head, gagging, trying to break free.

      
      His arms and hands ached but his grip remained tight. Her pulse drummed frantically, proof her lungs struggled for air. And
         then the thump, thump, thump skipped several beats. His heart raced faster. A few more erratic pulses followed and then stillness.


      
      Life ebbed from Ruth’s body, like water down a drain. She slumped forward. A tranquility only death could create washed over
         her.


      
      Lovingly, he rested his palm on the top of her head. ‘It’s better now, isn’t it? You are finally at peace. You are free of
         all your worries and pain.’


      
      She didn’t move. There were no more uneven protests. No pleas for freedom.

      
      ‘Praise be,’ he whispered.

      
      From his pocket he pulled a gold chain with an oval charm. Inscribed on the charm was the name Ruth. He slipped the chain around her neck. The clasp was small, delicate, and his large hands fumbled with the fastener until
         finally he hooked it.


      
      He moved around the chair and knelt in front of her. The charm lay in the hollow of her neck just above her breasts. The pendant
         was a fine piece of jewelry that had taken him weeks to make. But it was worth it. He touched the shiny gold.


      
      Ruth deserved the best.

      
      He untied her wrists and took her hands in his. He kissed her cold fingers and then pressed them to his cheek. ‘I love you
         so much.’


      
      He put his hand under her chin and tipped her face back. Under partially open lids, green eyes stared sightlessly at him.
         He imagined he saw laughter in their glassy depths.


      
      ‘You won’t be alone much longer, Ruth.’ He laid her hands in her lap, crossing them demurely over each other. ‘Soon, I will
         find the Others and I will send them to you.’


      
      Allen smiled at the thought of the Others. Joy burned inside him. ‘Soon, we all will be together as the Family was meant to
         be.’


      
      

      
      
      
      Chapter One

      
      
      Tuesday, January 8, 8:10 A.M.

      
      Homicide detective Jacob Warwick flexed his right hand, working the stiffness from his joints as he strode over the frozen
         land toward the flashing police car lights. The five patrol cars were parked on the rural patch of land near the James River’s
         banks. Friday’s snowstorm had whitewashed the landscape, robbing it of color and life. A morning haze obscured the southern
         bank of the river and most of the river’s smooth waters.


      
      The temperature hovered around thirty degrees, but the breeze made it feel like twenty below zero and cut through his jacket
         as if it were thin cotton.


      
      The cold irritated his bruised knuckles and he regretted leaving his gloves at his apartment. He turned up the collar of his
         worn leather jacket and shoved his fists into the pockets. A skullcap covered his military short hair and a black scarf warmed
         his neck.


      
      An hour ago, Jacob had been at the gym, enjoying his day off by giving what he had to a punching bag. Breaking a sweat sent
         endorphins rushing through his brain and for a little while eased the tension that stalked him.


      
      His cell had rung midswing. He’d steadied the swaying punching bag, muttered a foul oath before wiping the sweat from his
         eyes, and dug his cell out of his gym bag.


      
      His partner, Detective Zack Kier, had recited the bare facts. Female murdered. Midthirties. Caucasian. The body had been dumped
         on the banks of the James River at the Alderson construction site, located in the east end of the county a dozen miles past
         the airport. Jacob had showered, burying his face under the hot spray and regretting that he couldn’t linger.


      
      Another gusty breeze off the river sent Jacob deeper into his coat. This parcel of land was all raw fields and spindly cedar
         trees, but if the sales sign he’d passed on the way in was correct, Alderson Development Company would transform all this
         into a lush golf course surrounded by brick houses with perfectly placed trees and flower beds. The proposed clubhouse would
         offer tennis courts and a heated swimming pool.


      
      Starting in the $900,000s. The slick marketing signs implied that the riverfront houses, with their top-of-the-line amenities, also supplied the right
         brand of status and a Father Knows Best kind of happiness. Life had taught him there were no guarantees. And thirteen years on the force had shown him misery could
         be found in high-dollar homes as well as low-income ones.


      
      Jacob spotted a group of ragged-looking men standing by a muddy black Suburban. They wore jumpsuits and camouflage jackets.
         They were the Alderson Development’s survey crew. This was their job site. They’d arrived just after sunrise to survey the
         north bank of the James River. They’d been the ones who’d found the body.


      
      ‘Hey, when are you gonna let us get back to work or let us go home?’ The shouted complaint came from one of the surveyors.
         Steam rose from the coffee cup in his hand.


      
      ‘Can’t say,’ Jacob said. ‘But stay put.’

      
      Jacob moved toward an older officer with a buzz cut and a perpetual frown. The other officer stamped his feet and rubbed his
         gloved hands together. ‘Cold enough for you? My bones can’t take too much more of this frosty shit.’


      
      Jacob’s body still ached from a boxing match last week. ‘I hear ya.’

      
      ‘What are you complaining about? I’ve been here for an hour already.’

      
      Jacob smiled. ‘You’re tougher than I am.’

      
      ‘My ass.’ Watson’s gaze narrowed as he glanced at Jacob’s face. ‘That the remnants of a shiner?’

      
      ‘Yeah. The other guy had a mean right hook.’ But that hadn’t stopped Jacob from winning the charity boxing match.

      
      Watson’s gaze narrowed. ‘How old are you now? Thirty-four, thirty-five?’

      
      ‘Give or take.’

      
      Watson shook his head. ‘You’re getting too old for those kind of antics. You’re not eighteen. You should stop now while you
         still have all your parts.’


      
      Thirty-six wasn’t old in the big scheme but for a boxer it was ancient. In the army he’d been Golden Gloves. Since he’d left,
         he’d remained a strictly amateur boxer. Boxing gave him a thrill, reminded him he still had it. Whatever the hell it was.


      
      But the sport was taking a toll. He didn’t rebound like he used to. He’d taken on so many bouts these last few months there
         was rarely a day when his body didn’t ache. Watson was right. He didn’t recover as he had in his twenties. ‘I’ll keep that
         in mind.’


      
      Watson eyed him. ‘Bullshit. You ain’t gonna stop.’

      
      That coaxed a guilty grin.

      
      Most outsiders – noncops – didn’t understand how they could chat about everyday things or be so casual in the face of death.
         But this kind of banter, even humor, was a way of blowing off steam and cutting the tension so they didn’t go insane.


      
      Jacob pulled rubber gloves from his jacket pocket. ‘Forensics isn’t here yet?’

      
      ‘Tied up at another scene. Will be here any minute.’

      
      ‘Good.’ He ducked under the yellow tape and strode toward his partner, Detective Zack Kier.

      
      Zack Kier faced the icy river. Tall, broad shouldered, he possessed a lean build suited so well for the triathlons he enjoyed.
         His unseasonably tanned skin was a souvenir from a Caribbean second honeymoon with his wife, Lindsay. A black overcoat brushed
         his knees and plastic gloves covered his dark winter gloves.


      
      ‘So what do we have?’ Jacob asked. He yanked on his gloves.

      
      Zack turned at the sound of his voice and nodded toward the river’s edge. ‘See for yourself.’

      
      Jacob followed Zack down the embankment toward the frozen riverbank. Where water met land, lay a woman on her stomach. She
         wore a camel overcoat, gloves, scarf, navy pants, and flat shoes, all soaked with water. Her gloved hands were outstretched
         in a T fashion. One hand lay in the water and the other on land. Her face was turned toward the river and her long dark brown
         hair streamed over her cheek in a gloomy curtain. Small waves lapped against her body.


      
      Jacob moved toward the body but stopped ten feet short. He didn’t want to contaminate the scene any more than he had to before
         forensics got there. His heavy sigh froze on contact with the air. ‘Do we know who she is?’


      
      Zack shook his head. ‘Not yet. There was no ID in any of her pockets. And no purse to be found.’

      
      Jacob squatted. He stared at her face, mostly hidden by her thick brown hair. How did a neatly dressed middle-income woman
         end up here? ‘There are a few bridges downstream and dozens of docks. Suicide?’


      
      Zack’s expression was grim. ‘That’s what the responding uniform thought at first.’

      
      Jacob frowned. ‘And?’

      
      ‘He felt for a pulse on her neck when he arrived. He had to push back her hair to make contact with her skin.’ Zack tightened
         and released his jaw. ‘He found black-and-blue finger marks around her neck.’


      
      ‘Strangled.’

      
      ‘He also spotted marks on her wrists. Looked like rope burns.’

      
      Jacob shifted his gaze to the edge of her coat sleeve. He wanted to push up the wet fabric and see the marks for himself but
         he would wait for forensics. ‘Did the responding officer touch the body anywhere else?’


      
      ‘No. Only on the neck and wrist to check for a pulse.’

      
      Forensics needed a complete record of everyone who touched the body. ‘Good.’

      
      Jacob’s gaze settled on the victim’s wrist. ‘Whoever did this held her captive before he killed her.’

      
      ‘That’s what I’m thinking.’

      
      The victim was fully dressed, down to scarf and gloves. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t been stripped and sexually assaulted. Some killers, especially novices, often suffered remorse
         for their victims. In the killer’s mind, redressing her would have been a way of safeguarding her dignity. ‘We need to make
         sure the coroner checks for signs of rape.’


      
      ‘Already noted.’

      
      Jacob flexed his right hand, trying to work the stiffness from it. He studied the partially exposed side of the victim’s face.
         Determining time of death would be tricky. The freezing temps would have slowed down the decomposition process. ‘Any missing
         persons reports?’


      
      A cold gust of air made Zack drop his head. ‘I put a call in about fifteen minutes ago. No one fitting her description has
         been reported missing, but that could change.’


      
      There could be a hundred reasons no one had called in a report. The victim had been traveling. She’d had a fight with her
         spouse. She lived alone and had few friends. Sooner or later, though, most people were missed by someone.


      
      A glance upriver revealed no signs of a dock, boat, or landing where she might have been dumped. ‘She’s soaked but her skin
         isn’t discolored like it would be if she’d been in the water. And there’d be weeds or grass over her if she’d been in the
         river.’


      
      ‘The freezing rain yesterday would have drenched anyone to the skin.’

      
      Jacob could think of a dozen reasons how a middle-income woman could end up like this. Secret life of drug addiction. Domestic
         abuse. At this point all would be guesses.


      
      Jacob stared at her body. ‘Why leave her here?’

      
      Zack scribbled in his notebook. ‘Whoever did this might have thought she wouldn’t be found for a while.’

      
      ‘Or he figured she’d be found quickly. Construction crews have been all over this place for weeks.’

      
      ‘That brings up a whole new set of problems.’

      
      Most killers didn’t want anyone to know they’d murdered. If this killer dumped the woman intentionally, Zack was right. It
         opened the door to a darker scenario.


      
      The rumble of a vehicle engine had them both glancing back up the hill. The forensics van had arrived. White with blue lettering,
         the side read Henrico County Forensics.


      
      A young dark-haired woman slid out from behind the driver’s seat of the van. Tess Kier, Zack’s sister. Tess had been with
         forensics three years. She was meticulous and one of the best in the country.


      
      Tall for a woman, she had sharp features and a lean body. Jacob had thought more than once about hooking up with her, but
         he had never made a move. Not only was she his partner’s baby sister, but they interfaced on crime scenes often. Keep your dick out of the company payroll. It had been a favorite phrase of his army sergeant’s. Sage words he was careful to live by.


      
      Zack’s grim features softened a fraction and he headed up the hill toward Tess.

      
      Jacob remained by the river’s edge, close to the victim. He turned and stared out over the river, not sure what he was looking
         for. This was a sad, desolate place. ‘No one deserves this.’


      
      Tess came down the hill in her jumpsuit, booties, and gloves. A digital camera hung from a strap around her neck and she held
         a clipboard in her hand. A pencil stuck out from the ponytail holding up her ebony hair. As Tess approached she glanced down
         at Jacob’s hands.


      
      Jacob read her mind as if it were a book. He wiggled his fingers. ‘I’ve got my gloves on like a good boy.’

      
      ‘Good.’ Tess’s pale, smooth skin accentuated sharp, blue eyes. ‘I don’t need anyone contaminating my crime scene.’ She cast
         a pointed gaze at her brother. ‘I know I don’t have to tell you about the right gear.’


      
      Zack looked bored, as if he’d heard this speech a thousand times. ‘Anybody ever tell you that you’re mean in the morning?’

      
      ‘My ex-boyfriend.’ Tess tucked the clipboard under her arm and started to snap pictures with the digital camera.

      
      In the dim morning light the camera’s flash illuminated the victim with a brutal clarity. All chatter ceased and a grave silence
         settled on the scene.


      
      Tess documented the body from every conceivable angle. She stood on the bank and then moved into the shallow, frigid waters
         and snapped more pictures. She drew sketches and took notes.


      
      Jacob studied the victim as the camera flash exploded. He tried to put himself in her head. To think as she had.

      
      Her shoes and clothes were sensible. Almost prudish. Her hair was loose now, but he guessed that she normally wore it tied
         back in a tight ponytail. That practical style would have matched her short, neat, unpolished nails. The scarf around her
         neck was tied in a square knot.


      
      She looked like a librarian. A churchgoer. Someone who walked on the correct side of the road. She was the type of person
         who would be noticed if she went missing.


      
      The cold seeped into Jacob’s bones and he grew restless. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, trying to get the circulation moving. Blazing heat and humidity didn’t bother him, but the cold pissed him off.

      
      Jacob swung his gaze to the huddle of surveyors. ‘I’m going to talk to the crew.’

      
      Zack nodded. ‘Right.’

      
      The frozen ground crunched under his feet as he made his way up the embankment. He stopped in front of the men who stood in
         front of the black Suburban.


      
      A tall man standing in the center of the group nodded. He weighed at least two hundred pounds, sported a thick black beard,
         and had a tattoo of a fallen angel on his neck. The other crewmen looked younger, maybe midtwenties, and their bloodshot eyes
         suggested they’d done some heavy drinking last night.


      
      ‘Which one of you found the body?’ Jacob asked.

      
      The tall one answered. ‘I did. I’m the party chief.’

      
      ‘Your name?’

      
      ‘Frank Burrows.’ A deep southern drawl drew out the last name and suggested he was a transplant from the southwestern part
         of the state.


      
      ‘Walk me through what you saw,’ Jacob said.

      
      Tension deepened the furrows on the man’s brow. His gaze darted toward the river before settling on Jacob. ‘I was setting
         up the survey equipment along the river. Rob here,’ he said, jabbing his thumb toward the man to his right, ‘was a few paces
         behind.’


      
      Rob shifted his stance. ‘I had to take a leak.’

      
      Burrows rolled his eyes. ‘I’d just placed the tripod when I spotted the woman’s coat. I thought it was debris from the storm.
         We’re always finding stuff in the water. Tires, shoes, clothes, furniture. I walked over to get a closer look. When I realized it was a woman, I called nine-one-one.’


      
      ‘Did you touch her?’

      
      Burrows folded his arms over his large chest. ‘Hell no. She didn’t look like she was breathing and I didn’t want to get too
         close.’


      
      ‘You didn’t check for a pulse?’

      
      He sniffed, his air now defensive. ‘No.’

      
      ‘Any of your men touch her?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      Jacob glanced at the crew. ‘See anyone around here who didn’t belong?’

      
      They all shook their heads no.

      
      Burrows spoke up. ‘This isn’t the kind of place people come to for fun in the winter. There’s an old deer stand in one of
         the trees, so hunters have been through here at one point. But that was before Alderson bought the place. We’ve got a few
         illegal trash-dump sites but most of those are a few months old.’


      
      ‘No one lurking around?’

      
      ‘The road you drove in on is the only way in by car. It ends about a hundred yards past the turnoff.’

      
      ‘How about tire tracks on the road? See anything different, suspicious?’

      
      ‘Hard to tell what tracks are ours or someone else’s. And the snow last night would have covered up anything new.’

      
      ‘What about river access to the site?’

      
      ‘A flat-bottomed boat could navigate the area but we haven’t seen one.’ Burrows nervously tugged at a string dangling from
         the edge of his coat.


      
      ‘Something wrong?’ Jacob asked.

      
      A half laugh, half curse burst out of Burrows. ‘What do you think? I found a dead woman at my job site. All I want right now
         is to sit in a warm bar and drink a cold beer.’


      
      ‘Warwick,’ Zack called up from the river’s edge. ‘Tess has found something.’

      
      Jacob turned from the surveyors. ‘Be right there.’

      
      Burrows shoved out a breath. ‘Can I let my men go now? They didn’t see nothing and we have another survey job that we can
         jump on so this entire day isn’t a waste.’


      
      Jacob shook his head. ‘Hang around just a little longer.’

      
      The party chief swore. ‘If I’d known this was going to tie us up so long I’d have called the cops after we’d finished our
         work. A few hours don’t matter to her either way.’


      
      Jacob glared at him until the man had the sense to drop eye contact. Irritated, Jacob made his way back down to the riverbank
         and discovered Tess had turned the victim on her back.


      
      The woman’s cheek was turned to the side but he could see she had a wide face; high cheekbones; and pale, white skin. Her
         eyes were closed. The bruising on Jane Doe’s neck was very visible now, as were the marks on her wrists. In the gray morning
         light, her frozen features made her look more like a mannequin than a human. Yet, there was something familiar about her.


      
      Jacob swallowed. Personalizing the body could rob him of objectivity. He’d do a better job in the end if he thought of the
         body as just a piece of evidence and nothing more.


      
      ‘Look at her necklace,’ Tess said.

      
      Jacob leaned closer. A gold charm hung from a chain around her neck. The scripted engraving read Ruth. ‘Her name is Ruth?’


      
      Zack jotted a note in his spiral notebook. ‘The necklace looks nice.’

      
      Tess nodded as she snapped pictures of the body and got close-ups of the neck and charm. ‘It’s very nice. I’d say it cost
         good money.’


      
      ‘She doesn’t look like one to wear expensive jewelry,’ Jacob noted. ‘She’s all about practicality.’

      
      ‘Maybe it was a gift,’ Tess offered.

      
      ‘Maybe.’ Sometimes the odd detail in a case could bother him for days or weeks. He’d had an apparent suicide last year. The
         man appeared to have shot himself. The house was clean, everything in its place. Only the man’s tie and suit jacket were dumped
         in a sloppy heap on the floor. No big deal. But the detail just hadn’t fit the picture. Jacob had sat at that crime scene
         a long time before he reasoned the man had dumped the clothes in a final act of rebellion.


      
      And now he had an expensive charm around the neck of a woman who looked like she shopped at discount stores. It could be nothing,
         like the discarded clothes. But it still bothered him.


      
      ‘I’ll check on the charm,’ Zack said.

      
      Jacob nodded as he stared at the woman. Despite the ravages of death and the elements, he still felt as if he’d seen Jane
         Doe before. ‘She looks familiar to me.’


      
      Tess nodded. ‘I thought the same thing. Been trying to place her since I first got a look at her face.’

      
      How did he know her?

      
      Tess gently placed her fingertips under the woman’s chin and turned her face toward them.

      
      The full-on view of her face startled him. Recognition dawned.

      
      Jane Doe … Ruth.

      
      She looked like the news anchorwoman on Channel 10 News. Kendall Shaw.

      
      

      
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      Tuesday, January 8, 10:10 A.M.

      
      A woman’s screams echoed in the child’s ears as she huddled in a corner of a closet, her legs curled so tightly under her
            skirt that they cramped. She clutched her hands over her ears and panted. Sweat clung to her skin.

      
      ‘Make the screaming stop,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Make it stop.’

      
      And then, in an instant, the terrified screams did stop. An eerie silence descended. The child raised her head. Light seeped
            in under the door frame, and in the silence she heard the steady sound of footsteps approach the door. The door handle turned.

      
      ‘Come out, come out wherever you are.’ The voice was soothing, soft, yet terrifying.

      
      The dream had awoken Kendall Shaw last night at two o’clock and had left her so shaken she’d not been able to get back to
         sleep. A dull headache now pounded behind her eyes.


      
      The reoccurring dream had plagued her on and off for months now. She’d thought the dream had been a by-product of last summer’s
         shoulder surgery and the heavy-duty pain meds her trauma surgeon had prescribed. But she’d nearly completed physical therapy
         and had weaned herself off the drugs within weeks of the surgery.


      
      And still the frequency and violence of the dreams had increased. Always they left her panicked and wide awake. Each time she got up out of bed and went downstairs and checked all
         the doors and windows. Always they were locked, but she never felt reassured.


      
      Even now, the memory made her heart race and her hands sweat.

      
      ‘Enough,’ Kendall muttered as she rubbed her shoulder. ‘Get hold of yourself.’ She reached for the aspirin bottle in the cabinet
         by her kitchen sink, flipped open the lid, and popped two into her mouth. She gulped down the water and set the glass down
         on the counter. ‘Stupid, absurd dream.’


      
      For the last five months, she’d been the evening news anchor at Channel 10 News. Ratings had soared since she’d started anchoring
         and there was talk about giving her a local talk show.


      
      Kendall checked her slim wristwatch. Ten-fifteen. Most days she didn’t arrive at the television station until three. Once
         there she briefly met with producers, the assignment editor, sometimes the news director, and any available reporters to discuss
         the day’s news. They discussed what stories each reporter was covering and which would be included in the newscast. After
         that she touched up hair and makeup and then taped promos for the news that night.


      
      It was still way too early to leave for work, but she was restless and in need of work’s distraction. ‘Nicole, I’m leaving!’
         she shouted.


      
      Last summer Kendall had been chasing the story of a serial killer. Nicole had been running from an abusive husband. Both had
         nearly lost their lives at the hands of these two evil men.


      
      The women had met in the hospital and had struck up a friendship. In November, when Kendall had purchased a historic townhome
         on Grove Avenue, she’d invited Nicole to move in with her. Neither figured the arrangement would be permanent, but in the
         interim each liked the idea of living with someone else. The nights were less creepy when you knew someone else was right
         down the hallway.


      
      Footsteps sounded. Nicole appeared in the doorway. Dark hair hovered above her small shoulders and accentuated deep-blue eyes.
         She had pale skin and full lips that spread into a wide grin when she laughed. A peasant top, jeans, dangling silver hoop
         earrings, and worn boots hinted to her artistic nature. However, Nicole’s most notable feature now was her large pregnant
         belly, which strained the fabric of her top. She was weeks away from giving birth to her late husband’s child.


      
      The pregnancy had been a frightening shock. But Nicole had been determined to bring the baby into the world. She was pro-choice
         yet couldn’t imagine terminating this pregnancy. She rarely spoke about the baby and had met with an adoption agency a few
         times, but so far she hadn’t committed to an adoption plan.


      
      Smiling, Nicole lifted her gaze from the camera in her hands. Nicole had established herself as a talented photographer out
         West but had had to abandon all that when she’d fled her marriage. Now, she was rebuilding her business with remarkable success.
         ‘Leaving early today?’


      
      ‘I’ve got a mountain of work to tackle.’ Kendall tossed a smile in with the words. No sense worrying Nicole over a few disturbing
         dreams.


      
      ‘You drive yourself too hard. When are you ever gonna kick back and enjoy?’

      
      ‘No rest for the wicked. And frankly I’m not the only one who’s been pushing it hard. You’ve done your share of working lately.’

      
      Nicole’s hand slid to her belly. ‘I’ve got a deadline.’

      
      ‘You need your rest.’

      
      ‘I’m resting.’

      
      Kendall rolled her eyes. ‘Please. I see the hours you keep. It’s not good for you or the baby.’

      
      Nicole dropped her gaze to her camera and checked the battery. ‘I thought the carpenter was arriving today.’

      
      Abrupt subject changes were common when Kendall brought up the baby. ‘He called around eight. He had a problem on another
         job that needed his attention. He’ll be here Friday.’


      
      ‘Kinda last minute to cancel.’

      
      Kendall agreed. She’d have chewed the guy out if she’d felt more like herself this morning. ‘Contractors. They flake out.’
         She was trying to see the humor. ‘I lost three days of work on the bathroom renovations last November because it was Black
         Powder season, whatever the hell that is.’


      
      Nicole laughed. ‘Deer-hunting season.’

      
      ‘Save me.’

      
      Kendall had purchased the nineteenth-century home using the inheritance from her mother. The house, located in the city’s
         Fan district, had great bones, including twelve-foot ceilings, hardwood floors, a staircase with a bull-nose railing, plaster
         walls, and working fireplaces. However, old-world charm had also come with an outdated kitchen and bathrooms from hell. She’d
         had the bathrooms revamped before she’d even moved in, but the kitchen wasn’t as simple. Not only was the renovation expensive but she also
         didn’t want to rush it. She planned to entertain in this house and to do that right required a kitchen. Unlike her mother,
         who’d been a great cook, Kendall was adept only at making coffee and hiring a caterer. But despite her lack of culinary skills
         she understood the kitchen was the heart of the house.


      
      She’d spent most of November working with the designer. And then it had taken weeks to find a carpenter. But according to
         her sources, she’d landed one of the best craftsmen in the region. Supposedly, he was worth the trouble. So far, though, he
         wasn’t winning any points with her.


      
      Nicole moved into the kitchen. She kept her shoulders back but her gait lumbered under the weight of the baby. ‘So what kitchen
         remodeling design did you settle on? French country, Italian, or ultramodern? I’ve lost track.’


      
      Kendall reached for her black double-breasted overcoat, which hung in a small closet in the hallway off the kitchen. She slid
         it on over her winter-white knit dress. ‘French country.’


      
      Nicole set her camera on the counter and pulled a tea bag from a plastic container. She dunked the bag in a cup, filled it
         with water, and put it in the microwave. She hit the two-minute button. ‘You have taste and style.’


      
      Kendall grinned. ‘I know.’

      
      Nicole laughed. ‘And you’re humble, too.’

      
      She lifted a neatly plucked brow. ‘I don’t have a humble, down-to-earth bone in my entire body and you know it.’ She wasn’t
         ashamed to admit she liked nice things.


      
      ‘That’s one of the things I like about you, Kendall. You know what you want and aren’t afraid to go after it. When I grow up, I hope to be just like you.’

      
      Kendall grabbed a large black Coach bag from the counter. The bag held everything from makeup, snacks, and notebooks to a
         laptop, a digital tape recorder, and a spare Fendi scarf. It was her survival bag. ‘Life’s too short for indecision.’


      
      Nicole’s mood suddenly shifted to pensive as if her thoughts had turned back to the baby. ‘Right.’

      
      Kendall felt as if she’d kicked a puppy. Her straightforward manner made her a great reporter but a difficult friend. ‘So
         what are you doing today?’ She injected as much enthusiasm as she could.


      
      ‘I’m developing pictures.’ Nicole smiled, trying to shake off her mood. ‘I did a huge photo shoot of a family who lives on
         River Road. Five grown kids and the parents. They all have busy schedules. Logistical nightmare. But in the end I got some
         good stuff. They’ll be pleased.’


      
      ‘Are you using those pictures in a show?’

      
      ‘This work is strictly for the money. I’ve had so many paying gigs I’ve had to put the artistic stuff on the back burner.’

      
      ‘That’s a good thing?’

      
      Nicole shrugged. ‘Yes and no.’

      
      ‘So what’s your next assignment?’

      
      She looked pleased with herself. ‘A portrait for an office lobby and publicity shots for Dana Miller next Thursday. She won
         the contract to sell Adam Alderson’s River Bend Estates.’


      
      Kendall knew the woman by reputation. ‘Charge her top dollar. She’s high profile and she’s got deep pockets.’

      
      ‘It’s going to be a generous paycheck.’ Nicole pressed her hand to her stomach.

      
      Kendall frowned. ‘Everything all right?’

      
      ‘Fine. She’s just moving a lot lately. Must be the Mexican food I had a few days ago.’

      
      A rush of panic niggled her. ‘You will tell me if you go into labor? I don’t want to be delivering a baby on my kitchen floor.’


      
      ‘That would be bad especially if the Italian marble has been laid.’

      
      Kendall frowned. ‘I’m not kidding. I want that baby born in a hospital, where you both will be properly taken care of.’

      
      The microwave dinged and Nicole pulled out her brewed cup of tea. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not that close to delivery. The doctor
         said at least three weeks, maybe even a month before she makes her appearance.’


      
      Kendall had promised herself not to push Nicole one way or the other when it came to the adoption. But try as she might, she
         could no longer dance around the subject of the baby. ‘So have you followed up with the adoption agency again?’


      
      Nicole sipped her tea. ‘No.’

      
      That worried Kendall. ‘Nicole, you can’t keep putting this off. That baby is coming no matter what. Three weeks isn’t that
         far off.’


      
      ‘I know.’

      
      Kendall softened her voice. ‘You owe it to yourself and the kid to figure out what you are going to do.’

      
      Nicole dropped her gaze, her cheeks flushed with emotion. ‘I know.’

      
      Kendall sighed. ‘Hey, I know I can be overly direct. Even a bitch. But I like you. And I just don’t want to see you get hurt.
         And I think the more you plan the easier it will be for you.’


      
      Nicole lifted her eyes. Tears glistened. ‘God, I wish I had cut-and-dry answers. The baby deserves to be happy and to have
         the best. I just don’t know if I’m the person to do it for her. And still I can’t discuss making an adoption plan.’


      
      Kendall thought about her own complicated relationship with her late mother, who had adopted Kendall when she was three. There’d
         been lots of love in the house. But Kendall had learned early on that her mother didn’t like to discuss the adoption. Even
         to this day, loyalty to her mother mingled with fear of the unknown and kept her silent about her adoption. ‘Few things in
         life are. We just do the best we can.’


      
      Nicole tipped her head back so the tears wouldn’t spill. ‘I know. You’re right.’

      
      ‘So you’ll at least talk to the agency and make sure you’ve covered all your options.’

      
      ‘Yes. I’ll follow up.’ This time tears spilled down her cheeks. ‘I will.’


      
      Kendall laid a manicured hand on Nicole’s shoulder. ‘Don’t cry, Nicole. I don’t want to start my day knowing I made a pregnant
         woman cry. It’s got to be really, really bad Karma.’


      
      Shaky laughter rumbled from Nicole as she swiped the tears from her cheeks. ‘No more tears.’

      
      ‘Good. Don’t worry, we’ll take this one step at a time.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Nicole swallowed, sniffed. ‘So what were you doing up late last night?’

      
      Kendall tensed. She’d not spoken to anyone about the dreams and she didn’t want to. Verbalizing validated them somehow. ‘You
         heard me?’


      
      ‘I pee on the hour, remember?’

      
      ‘Right.’ She dug her fingers through her long dark brown hair. ‘It was nothing. I just couldn’t sleep.’

      
      Nicole sipped her tea. ‘Normally you sleep like the dead.’

      
      When she was a kid, her mother said she could run nonstop all day. But at night when her head hit the pillow, she collapsed
         and slept like the dead. That pattern hadn’t changed until last summer. ‘I know.’


      
      ‘What kept you up?’

      
      ‘Problems at work. The negotiations for the new talk show have me a little stressed. It’s just a fluke, I’m sure. I just need
         to cut back on the caffeine.’


      
      ‘Everything else is going really well at the station?’

      
      ‘Great. I love the job.’ That was the truth, pretty much. But it did lack the excitement of live reporting.

      
      ‘No more dangerous stories?’

      
      Kendall had taken terrible chances last summer chasing the Guardian serial killer story. Then she’d craved the attention of
         the big networks, wanted to land a new job and leave Richmond. However, after the Guardian shot her, the urge to flee the
         past vanished. In fact, the opposite became true. She started thinking about her past more and more, and when the anchor slot
         became available she jumped at it.


      
      ‘I did do a remote from the women’s show last week,’ she teased. ‘Got a little hairy in the waxing booth.’

      
      Nicole wasn’t thrown off by the humor this time. ‘You’re sure?’

      
      ‘Yes. No hard news reporting these days.’ She checked her watch, refusing to fret anymore. The dream was just a dream. ‘I need to get to the station and start prepping for the evening broadcast.’


      
      Nicole seemed to sense she’d hit a touchy subject but let it go. ‘Sure. Have a great day.’

      
      ‘Call me if you need me.’

      
      ‘Absolutely.’

      
      Kendall tossed a wave at Nicole and headed out the back door. Her high heels crunched against the road salt that she’d spread
         on the back porch after the snowstorm. She tiptoed down the steps, over the slick walkway to the garage door, and slid behind
         the wheel of her black BMW, parked next to Nicole’s beat-up Toyota. She fired up the engine, noting the thermostat barely
         had tipped twenty.


      
      She pressed OPEN and the garage door swung open and she shoved the car’s gearshift into reverse. She backed into the gravel one-lane alley
         that separated the row houses on her street from the ones on the street parallel to hers.


      
      Absently, she glanced at the vacant house that stood directly behind hers and the FOR SALE sign that hung on the fence. She shifted to first gear, then accelerated down the narrow alley and toward the side street.


      
      Within ten minutes she was at the station and pushing through the front doors of the Channel 10 station. She waved to the
         receptionist. ‘Hey, Sally. How goes it on the front lines?’


      
      The young blond girl, a recent journalism grad, grinned. ‘Never better.’

      
      ‘Good.’ She moved down the hallway past the huge head shots of her and the other anchors at the station to her office.

      
      Kendall dropped her purse onto her neatly organized desk. She’d hired a painter after she’d gotten the job and had had them
         paint the walls a soft mauve. She’d brought in artwork, a few plants, and an Oriental rug. Instead of using the fluorescent
         light above, she relied on the two floor lamps and a desk lamp. The office had gone from sterile to cozy.


      
      Her news director, Brett Newington, appeared in her doorway. ‘What brings you in so early?’

      
      Chiseled features, thick blond hair, and a toned body gave him a boyish charm, which had been what had caught her eye a couple
         of years ago. They’d started dating and they’d been incredible at first. They seemed to fit so well together. Then her mother
         had gotten sick with cancer. Kendall had given up her apartment and moved into her mother’s house to care for her. Brett had
         resented the time she’d devoted to her mother and Kendall had suddenly discovered chiseled features and nicely tailored shirts
         weren’t enough.


      
      She’d broken it off with him. At first, he’d seemed relieved and had even gone on to date other women. Lately, however, he’d
         been making noises about getting back together. She’d been doing her best to ignore them.


      
      ‘Tying up loose ends.’

      
      He looked suspicious. ‘Then you didn’t hear.’

      
      ‘About?’ She took off her coat.

      
      ‘There’s a report of a murder in the east end. Body found at Alderson Development’s River Bend Estates’ site.’

      
      ‘Who was killed?’

      
      ‘So you really haven’t heard?’

      
      Brett thought she’d gotten wind of the story and had arrived early so she could cover it. Smart man. If she had heard, she’d
         have done just that. ‘Who was murdered?’


      
      ‘I don’t know. Some woman.’

      
      Some woman. Some woman who had a name and a life that was now over.


      
      Nearly dying last summer had changed the way she approached stories. They were more personal now. She felt for the people
         involved more. ‘She must have a name.’


      
      Brett shuffled through the papers in his hands as if searching for an answer. ‘Not yet. Unidentified at this hour.’

      
      She could have been some woman last summer. ‘I want to cover this,’ she said.


      
      ‘No. I need you here behind the desk. I’m going to send Ted.’

      
      Hearing no made her want this story more. ‘I’ve not been in the field for weeks and even you said research shows viewers like it when
         I go on location. Besides, I can do a better job on this than Ted.’


      
      Brett scratched his head. ‘Viewers like seeing you at powder puff events like the tree-lighting downtown. They don’t want
         to see you slogging it out at a murder scene.’


      
      ‘Let’s face it, they’ll all tune in when they know I’m covering the story.’ She hated to admit what she said next. ‘I’ve not
         covered anything hard since last summer and they’ll all want to know how I’ll react. Think of the ratings.’


      
      Ratings. It was the magic word. ‘Why this story?’

      
      She couldn’t explain what she didn’t understand herself. ‘I’m really good at this, Brett. You and I both know this.’

      
      He studied her. ‘It’s hard to say no to you.’

      
      ‘Oh, please. We both know you would if you thought it wasn’t a good idea. And it’s a great idea.’

      
      He grinned. ‘Okay. Take the story.’

      
      Kendall ignored the flutter of nerves in her stomach. She moved to a small closet and removed a pair of worn hiking boots
         she kept on hand for rough terrain. The land around River Bend was raw and covered with snow. ‘Call Mike and have him warm
         up the van. I’ll be out front in five minutes.’


      
      Allen watched her move through the cold, her head tucked low against the wind. She shoved slim hands in the pockets of her
         large dark overcoat. Her snow boots were damp and muddy and the scarf wrapped around her neck was soiled at its edges.


      
      It saddened him to think she had to work so hard to get through life. She struggled so much.

      
      So bravely.

      
      He also knew she was lonely and afraid. He’d seen her crying by her bedroom window the other night. His heart ached for her.
         She was adrift in the world. She needed her family.


      
      She deserved more, just as Ruth had deserved more. And he intended to give her all that was owed to her.


      
      Soon she would not be alone. She would be a part of his Family. Soon she would be with those who loved her so very much.


      
      His fingers tingled with excitement. He was anxious for her to join Ruth. So anxious in fact that it was a struggle to keep
         his distance.


      
      The house was so quiet since he’d sent Ruth away. So lonely. He found himself wandering from room to room, hating the silence
         and the way the wind made the shutters creak.


      
      The house just wasn’t the same without Ruth. She’d brought life to the house.

      
      God but he hated the loneliness.

      
      He swallowed a lump in his throat.

      
      The loneliness would end soon.

      
      

      
      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      Tuesday, January 8, 12:10 P.M.

      
      The overcast sky added an extra bite to the ice-cold wind that cut through Jacob’s leather jacket. He stamped his feet, hoping
         the extra blood circulation would warm his body and restore some feeling to his toes.


      
      The survey crew seemed to accept the cold as a matter of course. They’d remained idle all morning, standing on the sidelines
         watching the police work as if it were a location set for a television crime drama. Fifteen minutes ago they’d broken out
         their lunches. It was a regular party.


      
      As much as he wanted to leave, neither he nor Zack considered it. They wanted to wait until Tess had finished taking her photographs,
         sketching out the scene, and had released the body to the state medical examiner’s office.


      
      Tess had searched the victim’s pockets, finding wadded tissue and a grocery store receipt, but nothing that would identify
         her. She also searched the entire area around the body for evidence but so far had found nothing out of the ordinary. The
         wind wasn’t helping matters either and could easily have blown evidence farther afield. Jacob had expanded the search perimeter.
         He had ordered the uniformed officers to fan out and search the area.


      
      Tess hoped to preserve as much evidence that still might remain on the body. She had ordered the woman’s body moved away from the water and wrapped in a clean white sheet. Once it was transported to the medical examiner’s office,
         she would go over it again and search for hair and fiber samples on the body.


      
      Tess trudged up the hill, her expression grim. Her cheeks were pink and her lips chapped. Wisps of dark hair peeked out from
         the skullcap on her head.


      
      Jacob raised the yellow tape for her.

      
      Tess ducked under the tape and arched her back, trying to work the knots formed after hours of stooping. ‘Thanks.’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      Zack moved away from the uniforms toward her. ‘You need a strong cup of coffee.’

      
      ‘I intend to have one as soon as I arrive at the medical examiner’s office. When I’ve warmed up, I’ll go over the body again.’

      
      Zack looked like he wanted to argue with his kid sister, but he knew she didn’t like babying. ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘I’ve called the body removal team,’ she added. ‘They’ll be here in a few minutes.’

      
      ‘Did you find anything?’ Jacob asked.

      
      She shook her head. ‘Not yet. And it’s so damn cold our killer likely didn’t break a sweat when he dumped our victim.’

      
      Sweat mixed with the body’s oils to create fingerprints. Without sweat, fingerprints weren’t always produced. ‘Do the best
         you can.’


      
      ‘Will do.’

      
      Zack braced against the wind. ‘What can you tell us, Tess?’

      
      She shoved out a breath. ‘The medical examiner will have to confirm all this but I think whoever held her also injected her with something.’

      
      ‘What makes you think the killer did it?’ Jacob asked. ‘People from all walks of life have hidden addictions.’

      
      Tess sniffed. ‘The needle marks on her arms are fresh. And there are no signs of older marks that would suggest she was a
         habitual user.’


      
      ‘They could be behind her knee,’ Jacob said. That had been a favorite spot of his mother’s.

      
      Tess shrugged. ‘We’ll see. But I don’t think she’s an addict. Doesn’t have the look.’

      
      Many didn’t have the look if it was a new habit. ‘Why do you think the killer injected her? Maybe she did it herself. Went
         on a binge.’


      
      Tess’s face tightened with annoyance. ‘Like I said, I don’t think so. Her teeth are healthy and her fingernails don’t appear
         splintered – both would be signs of chronic drug use. I think whoever took her, tied her up, likely to a chair, kept her for
         several days and shot her full of drugs. And then strangled her.’


      
      The image of the woman’s face flashed in his mind and again he thought about Kendall Shaw. He savagely pushed the thought
         away, refusing to think of the body as anything more than evidence. ‘Any signs of sexual assault?’


      
      ‘Couldn’t hazard a guess at that one. Her clothes are perfectly intact, but you know that doesn’t mean anything.’

      
      The hearse arrived and made its way down the rough construction road. It stopped a hundred yards from them. The driver kept
         the motor running as he and another man emerged. Both men were tall with broad, muscled shoulders.


      
      They removed the gurney from the back of the hearse casually and headed toward Tess. She led them to the body, which she had
         bagged in a black body bag. The bag had been sealed with a lock that wouldn’t be removed until it reached the medical examiner’s
         office. The attendants hoisted the body on the gurney, carried it up the embankment, and loaded it in the hearse without conversation.


      
      Zack and Jacob followed Tess to the forensics van. They waited as she fired up the engine and turned the heat on full blast.
         She closed the door but cracked the window.


      
      Tess held out her hands toward the heater. ‘I’m never going to be warm again.’

      
      ‘When does your shift end?’ Zack ducked his head so he could make eye contact.

      
      ‘Four. Hopefully, I’ll be done with our Jane Doe. I promised Mom I’d help pack up the Christmas decorations.’

      
      Zack nodded. ‘Thanks for doing that.’

      
      ‘Next year it’s your turn.’

      
      Zack grinned. ‘No, it’s Malcolm’s. He owes me.’ Malcolm, their brother, worked SWAT.

      
      ‘What did you do for him?’ she asked, smiling.

      
      Zack grinned. ‘Let’s just say we had a bet and he lost.’

      
      Tess’s laughter rumbled in her chest. ‘Should I ask?’

      
      ‘No,’ Zack said.

      
      Jacob envied the easy camaraderie the brother and sister shared. He’d never known anything like that. His father had split
         before he was born and he had no siblings. His mother had been a drunk and an addict who had found child rearing a drag. When
         he was twelve he’d been taken in by a good guy, Pete Myers, who had given him a stable home. Last summer, Pete had turned out to be deeply troubled.


      
      Shit. Jacob couldn’t have had a more fucked-up personal life if he’d set out to plan one.

      
      Zack and Tess exchanged a few more words before she rolled up her window. The hearse drove off, and Tess followed in her van.

      
      Zack rubbed his hands together, trying to stimulate circulation. ‘I’m headed back to the office.’

      
      ‘Right behind you. I just want to walk the scene one more time.’ Jacob was anxious to get back in his car and turn the heater
         on, but he just couldn’t let go of this place. Not yet.


      
      Zack had driven off and Jacob had started back toward the river when he heard, ‘Who’s in charge here?’

      
      The voice was deep, angry, and full of attitude.

      
      Jacob turned, pulling fisted hands from the warmth of his pockets. Standing at the perimeter was a guy dressed in a dark business
         suit and a crisp overcoat. It didn’t take a Harvard education to know the suit and coat cost more than Jacob earned in a month.
         The guy wasn’t tall, maybe five seven or eight, and he had a
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