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Prologue

 


Cold. Cold and fear and pain. These were her
constant companions since she’d been taken. The dirt floor beneath
her bare bottom was the softest surface in the basement. She
wouldn’t go near the stained mattress. Not without kicking and
screaming. Yesterday, the sound of a police siren brought such a
wave of promise, of hope. Then the man had laughed as tears blurred
in her eyes. The sound had faded. No one was coming for her. Were
they even looking?

“They won’t remember you, Janie. This is
your life now. Until I say otherwise.”

Her stomach recoiled at the sound of his
voice, high-pitched and shrill. The tone of it iced her
insides.

“Stop calling me that!” The scream ripped
from her throat. “My name is Kinley Miller!”

Blinding pain erupted as the man’s fist
connected with her cheek. A sickening crack of bone. Stars danced
behind her lids.

“Get on the mattress.” His voice was calm
now, almost amused, and fear rippled through her. “I’m gonna teach
you a lesson, Janie.”

Her bladder loosened with terror. “No, no,
no.”

 


“No!” Kinley shot up in bed, the sheets
twining around her ankles like shackles. That was the first
indication she was in her bedroom, in the safety of her apartment.
A sarcastic chuff broke from her lips. Security was just a façade,
one that had been shattered for her long ago. She kicked off the
sheets and wrapped her fingers around the Glock holstered to the
side of her nightstand. The weight of the heavy polymer frame
slowed the rapid boom of her heart. She wasn’t a defenseless child,
but a homicide detective with the Massachusetts State Police
Department. Not a day went by when she didn’t think of her
captor—the man who single-handedly changed the trajectory of her
life. Fifteen victims had died at his hands. One lived to
escape—her. These days, it was more a curse than a blessing. The
worst part? He’d evaded capture. The case was cold.

She peered at her cell phone. Three o’clock
in the morning. What a way to start the day. There was no going
back to sleep now, so she swung her legs over the side of the bed
and stalked toward the bathroom, flipping on the lights as she
went. The nightmares were nothing new, but they had increased in
intensity, most likely born from stress on the job. It had been a
hell of a few months for the homicide department, ending when the
main suspect of a string of murders abducted Detective Gus
Lambert’s love interest and held her at gunpoint. Lambert was her
friend and one of the finest detectives she’d ever had the pleasure
of working alongside.

Kinley hadn’t hesitated to take out the
perpetrator holding Lambert’s girlfriend. After pulling the
trigger, she’d gone through the department’s psych evaluation and
had been cleared to return to duty. Burying herself in work was the
best way to forget about her unresolved issues. She scrubbed her
hands over her face, not sparing a glance in the bathroom mirror,
and cranked on the hot water. After shedding her clothes, she
stepped beneath the scalding spray. She washed quickly, trying to
ignore the ridges and dents of old scars that marred her skin. Each
was a reminder that she’d bested the beast who put them there.

She reached out of the shower, fumbling for
a towel, and knotted it above her breasts. The illuminated screen
of her cell phone made her take pause. She took two careful steps
across the tile, slick with steam from her shower, and peered at
the screen. It wouldn’t be a Monday morning without emails flooding
her inbox. She scrolled through, thumb freezing on a one-word
subject line.

Janie. That one word, that one name,
was the pull of a trigger, and her heart flew out of the barrel,
rocketing faster than the speed of sound. She drew in a breath
through her nose, trying to quell the growing panic pushing down on
her sternum. Static roared in her ears as she fumbled to open the
cabinet below the sink, reaching for her security blanket. The Sig
Sauer might not be soft and fuzzy, but it damn well served the same
purpose. Some might call her paranoid. She called it prepared.
Towel still sheathed around her, Kinley raced into the bedroom,
checking the locks on windows and doors in every room in the
apartment. The deadbolts were engaged. The windows locked uptight.
Chest heaving, she returned to her room and sat in the middle of
her bed.

Subject: Janie

She stared at the email. A metallic taste
rose in her throat, coating her tongue. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe
it was everything she’d been expecting since the day she turned
eighteen and left Kansas. She’d climbed out the dank basement
window, the sting of broken glass tugging the skin of her belly and
wrists as she struggled, and had known this day would come. The man
who had taken her innocence, her sense of safety, and every scrap
of dignity she ever possessed would come for her, whether it took
five minutes, a decade, or longer.

“Kinley,” she whispered through gritted
teeth. “My name is Kinley.”


Chapter One

 


“Thanks for meeting me.” Kinley sat with her
back to the wall, a ceramic coffee mug warming her palms. The
scents of bacon grease and frying potatoes coated the air. When she
finally worked up the courage to open the email last night, she was
thrust back into a nightmare. In a moment of panic, she called on
her friend and fellow detective’s brother, who was some kind of
cybersecurity savant for the FBI. The bureau’s field office wasn’t
too far from the state police barracks. Easton Adair had agreed to
the early six o’clock meeting without hesitation.

“Don’t thank me.” Easton slid next to her on
the bench. Neither of them would feel comfortable with their back
to the room. “After what you did for my brother and his fiancée,
you’re part of our misfit family whether you want to be or
not.”

Her cheeks heated, and she redirected her
eyes to the interior of her coffee cup. Being thanked for doing her
job, doing what Gus Lambert would’ve done for her in a heartbeat,
made her uncomfortable.

“Even if you hadn’t been able to do what you
did that day, I’d still be here.” His dark eyes reflected the
sincerity riding the low timbre of his voice.

“Why?” He didn’t know her, had no reason to
do her any favors despite the fact she was as close to partners as
it got with Easton’s brother. “Gus has only introduced us in
passing.”

Easton angled his body slightly toward her,
his face unreadable. “Maybe I feel a sort of kinship with you. Gus
told me … some of what you’ve lived through. No personal details,
just who and where.”

Her heartbeat echoed in her ears. Gus hadn’t
told her what Easton had been through, only that they’d met in
foster care.

“You were taken?” She set her coffee mug
down. There was a flash of pain, along with something
more—something that looked like fury in his eyes.

“No. I used to pray to be, though.” He
didn’t flinch as he said the words, but she could hear the
unbridled truth behind each syllable. She wanted to ask him more
but didn’t want to dredge up bad memories, and if she wasn’t
mistaken, their server was headed straight for their table holding
a freshly brewed pot of coffee.

A middle-aged man extended his arm.
“Coffee?” he said, angling his chin toward Easton.

“Yes, please.” He tipped over the
upside-down mug. Bitter steam plumed up as the scalding liquid
splashed against ceramic. She stole a glance at Easton while he
averted his attention to the waiter. Unlike her light-brown irises,
his were rich and dark like glossed mahogany, framed by
black-rimmed glasses. His hair was the same dark brown, and a bit
mussed like he’d rolled out of bed and swept his fingers through it
before leaving the house. Short, but a bit longer on top of his
head. He looked like a scruffier Clark Kent—edgier. More dangerous.
Just more.

When the waiter walked away with their
breakfast order, Easton’s attention quickly snapped back to her.
“Tell me.” His words were more demand than a question. He poured
creamer and three sugar packets into his cup, stirred, and replaced
the spoon on his napkin.

“I had a nightmare. It woke me, so I got up,
took a shower, and scrolled through my email.” She plucked her
phone from the purse sitting at her outer thigh, found what she was
looking for, and offered it to him. “This was in my inbox.” If he
noticed the tremor in her hands, he didn’t say anything about it.
She was grateful for that, hating to be in a position of
weakness.

“Janie—we’re not so different now, are we?”
he read in a hushed tone. The words lost some of their menace
spoken through Easton’s voice. When she’d recited them in her head,
it was as though the Kingston Town Killer, as the media had dubbed
him, had spoken them. His terrible, squeaky voice panting in her
ear. Janie. Janie. Janie. Attached to the email was a picture of
her leaving the scene of Sasha’s abduction. The one where she’d
used deadly force to take down the perpetrator.

“When I was thirteen, I was abducted from a
shopping center.” She took a sip of her coffee to ease some of the
tightness in her throat, but the acidic beverage only made her gut
twist more. “After two months, I saw a chance to escape, and I took
it. I knew my time was running out.” She took a deep breath, then
continued. “There were other victims. The basement I was held in
showed signs of frequent use. Dried blood, a stained, dirty
mattress. Clumps of hair here and there.”

Easton studied her over the rim of his mug,
intently listening. He said nothing at all, showed no shock or
disgust, so she continued. “He’d carelessly left a hammer on the
floor after one of his torture sessions. There was this square
cutout in the concrete dividing two sides of the basement. I was
able to climb in and take the nails out of a boarded window on the
other side. It wasn’t until a few days after I was rescued that
investigators told me how many victims he’d actually had.” After
telling her story to law enforcement and the FBI hundreds of times,
she could reiterate her experience almost clinically.

“We studied the Kingston Town Killer at the
academy in Quantico. Fifteen bodies. Some identified, and some
remains that are still unknown today. One partial fingerprint. One
survivor. Kinley Miller. You were brave enough to save yourself. To
hang in long enough to do that.” His gaze was locked on her face.
Instead of squirming beneath his intense stare, though, the weight
on her shoulders dissipated a fraction. She never relied on anyone
for anything, but here was Easton, offering acceptance and
understanding. That made him different from anyone she’d known
before. “Why did you decide to change your last name?”

“The case was everywhere. For a long time, I
couldn’t turn on the television or look at a paper that didn’t have
my face plastered on it. I took my mother’s maiden name when I got
older so I could blend in. Be harder to find. Not just from the
media and true crime fanatics, but from him.” A long breath
involuntarily shuddered from her lungs.

“A name can be a blessing or a curse.” His
jaw clenched, then relaxed. “It was a smart detail to change. If he
were looking, it would take him some time to discover you.”

She nodded. “I always wondered if he’d moved
on and kept killing in another location, or if he was biding his
time to finish me first.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a long
drink of coffee and then placed the mug down with a click. “You
told the agents working your case that he called you Janie
throughout your time in captivity, but it’s a classified detail.
Are there any other civilians who know that information? Who might
slip it into an email to scare you, to punish you in some way?
Maybe an angry ex, a friend you had a falling out with?”

The tips of her hair brushed her neck as she
shook her head. “Not—not even my parents.” She stammered. “I didn’t
want them to sit in on the interviews. Even at thirteen, I got that
it wasn’t my fault that I was raped and tortured. They would’ve
loved me regardless of what he’d done, but a little part of me
always wondered if it would be less. If I was less. I don’t
know.”

“No one wants to be seen as the broken,
tainted thing. Everyone thinks they know the best ways to piece you
back together. The right glue to seal up the cracks without
understanding that nothing fits back into place once it’s been
shattered.”

The deep roll of his voice soothed her. To
this day, a high-pitched male voice sent shivers coursing down her
spine.

She was torn between relief at being
understood and tightness in her chest—pain that he’d endured
something extraordinarily terrible, as well. They paused again as
the waiter dropped off their French toast and pancakes. They both
ignored the food and picked up on their conversation.

“What do you think the sender means?” His
voice dropped an octave, and he leaned in closer. The scent of him
surprised her—sweet, homey—maybe amber or a hint of patchouli.
Calming. “We’re not so different now?”

“I had just killed the man who abducted
Sasha. The media had taken some photographs that captured other
officers and me leaving the woods. A few articles came out in the
local paper. I can’t recall a closeup of myself, but I suppose
someone could’ve cropped a picture.” Imagining other scenarios had
goosebumps coursing down her arms.

“I’ll compare all of the photographs taken
at the scene. We need to find out who had access to those files, or
if someone else we don’t know about was there that day.” He moved
his plate closer, then hers. “Eat. You’ll feel steadier after.”

She wasn’t sure what to make of him telling
her what to do. The typical reaction certainly wasn’t the warmth
currently ballooning in her chest. She cut into her pancakes. It
had been years since someone had cared enough to boss her around,
mainly because she didn’t let anyone outside of her fellow officers
get close.

“So,” he said after a few moments. “You’ve
taken a life. He’s taken several lives. In a twisted way, it brings
you down to his level. If the killer sent this to you, maybe he’s
been waiting for something of significance, some sign, that he
should contact you. You’re not an innocent anymore in his eyes,
even though you had to make a difficult decision to save innocent
lives while his actions are predatory, about gaining power over his
victims.”

“You think it’s him?” The girl inside her
trembled right down to her soul, while the detective perked up with
a twinge of excitement. What if he could be caught? It would mean
so much to so many. Broken families to have justice for their loved
ones. For her, it would mean a chance to look into the sick
bastard’s eyes and ask him why. Once he was locked away, she
wouldn’t let her guard down, but it would be one less shadow
lurking at her back.

“I think we need to proceed with caution and
assume the email was a threat. Once we can uncover the IP address
that sent the correspondence, we might have the first solid lead in
over a decade.” He flipped his hand over on the table, offering it
to her. After a moment of hesitation, she slipped her palm into his
much larger one. The gesture wasn’t meant to be anything remotely
sexual, but suddenly, her fingers were the source of a million tiny
nerve receptors, all firing off at once, transmitting tingles up
her arms. His posture suddenly went rigid, and his lips parted. Had
he felt it too? That flare of chemistry, like an accelerant-fueled
blaze?

He released her hand, reaching for his
coffee cup right away. “Thank you for trusting me with this.” His
voice sounded thicker than it had before. “I’ll notify my
supervisor and start seeing if I can get a handle on the sender’s
digital footprint. Based on the killer’s profile, he’d be pushing
mid-sixties or early seventies right now. Maybe we’ll luck out and
he won’t be as tech-savvy as someone born with a tablet in their
hands.”

“Maybe he’s finally slipped up.” The
question on her mind was if they would find him before he could
find her.


Chapter Two

 


Habit had Easton surveying the parking lot
before he stepped out of the diner with Kinley. The fine hairs on
the back of his neck stood, making him take pause. He didn’t like
the unease squirming beneath his skin, the aura of being watched.
He kept his hand just behind the small of her back, never touching,
just hovering there in case they had to move fast. Outwardly,
Kinley’s movements were loose and relaxed as they crossed the
parking lot, but her eyes gave her away—liquid gold. Scanning.
Assessing. Everything about her had a gilded glow: her hair, the
dusting of freckles over the bridge of her nose. But her spine?
That was made of steel. Thick gray clouds billowed in tufts across
the sky, making the temperature seem ten degrees colder than a
typical fall day.

“Humor me.” He stopped halfway across the
parking lot. “Use your automatic start.”

Her brows winged up, but she pressed the
button on her key fob. The car started without incident. Maybe he
was overly cautious, but an explosive had been placed beneath his
brother’s car a few months ago. He could’ve been gravely injured,
but he’d come away with only a few scrapes.

“You’re not going to start treating me like
a civilian, right? Telling me to be careful and to lock up at
night?” Her dry tone made him want to chuckle, despite the severity
of the situation. The urge to laugh wasn’t something that happened
often. He didn’t try to let go of the nightmare of his past. It was
part of who he was and why he’d chosen a career with the bureau. To
rid the world of monsters—especially those who lurked behind
familiar names and faces. Mother. Father. Uncle. Coach.

“During the day, too.” He gave Kinley a
small smile to let her know he was joking. He respected the hell
out of her. There was no doubt in his mind that she could take care
of herself. The grin died on his lips when a flutter of white
caught his eye. A piece of paper was stuck beneath his windshield
wiper. He examined the parking lot. Nothing seemed out of the
ordinary. Kinley had spotted the paper, too.

“Jesus loves you or two bucks off of your
next oil change?” Her tone was easy sarcasm, but he didn’t miss the
way her right hand hovered around her hip—where she positioned her
weapon.

“Let’s take a look.” He rounded his black
SUV. Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he read the handwritten
note clinging to the glass.

 


She was mine first.

 


He retrieved his cell phone and dialed his
office. “This is Agent Adair. I need CSI down here.” After relaying
the address and enough of the situation for the time being, he
looked at Kinley. She’d gone a few shades paler, her eyes wide as
she stared at the script.

“Car.” He shielded her with his frame. “CSI
will see if they can pull anything from the scene. Maybe we’ll get
a fingerprint or two.”

She nodded once and skirted around the back
of her car to open the driver’s side. Giving the area one last
look, he got in the passenger seat and slammed the door shut.

“I’m being watched.” Her voice was void of
emotion. “For how long, I wonder?”

“He’s getting bold. It’s broad daylight.
Anyone could’ve driven past. I need to get to a computer.” The
place he was most powerful was behind a monitor, hands on a
keyboard. He could slip into the dark web, hack into any
surveillance camera, and draw data from beneath every virtual
stone. “We need to find a safe place for you, and I need to bring
the FBI in on this.”

“I’m not hiding. If I can draw him out just
by living my life, I’ll gladly try.” Her hand was poised to shift
into reverse, eyes locked on the rearview mirror. Imagine trying to
live while the whereabouts of your worst nightmare were unknown.
How she’d not only survived but thrived was beyond him.

“Right now, I seem to be the focus. That
means he’s not looking for another victim to snatch.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, easing some
of the tension pinching his shoulder blades. “Did you come here
from your apartment or the police barracks?”

Her frown deepened. “Apartment.”

“You said it yourself.” Two cruisers took a
sharp left into the parking lot. He gave one of the officers a chin
lift. “He followed you. Knows where you live. Whether it’s the
Kingston Town Killer or some jackass looking to scare you, you’re
not safe. Your location is compromised. Is there someone you’re
close to? Friends, family in the area? Anyone you can hole up with
for the time being?”

“And put someone else at risk?” Anger
sparked in her eyes. “Not happening.”

Dammit. She was going to be stubborn.
Isolating herself wasn’t going to help. He could reach out to Gus
and Jules, two of his foster siblings, to see if she could crash
there. A selfish part of him knew he could keep her safer. He
glanced at her, such a fascinating combination of strength
concealed by delicate features: the high porcelain cheeks, a petite
upturned nose, lips set in a defiant scowl. Something surged to
life inside him. Protective. Possessive. He was only feeling this
way because she’d come to him for help. That was it.

Then, the solution hit him, settling
comfortably into his gut. The only thing concerning about the idea
was the instant sense of peace it gave him. He wasn’t going to
think too hard about his feelings. Not now. “Okay. You’ll be safe
enough with me.”

“Whoa.” She reared back, gaping at him.
“Slow down. That’s not what I meant. I appreciate the gesture, but
I have a job to do. Cases that aren’t just going to wait around
while I hide in some safe room, leaving families to agonize over
what happened to their loved ones. I have a place to go when I’m
off the clock.”

He’d pissed her off. Color saturated her
cheeks, and her glare was intense and unwavering. “We’ll swing by
the barracks. Talk to the lieutenant and get whatever you need from
your desk.”

“I need to talk to your investigators. Give
them more background than what you relayed to your colleague so
they understand the situation.” The guys from the FBI crime lab had
arrived and were busy securing the scene.

“They can reach you at the barracks. The
person you need to fill in now is your lieutenant.” He was an
asshole for being pushy, but she needed her network to know what
was happening. Needed additional eyes on the situation. Kinley
needed allies. “The lieutenant might be close to retirement, but he
won’t blow this off. He’ll make sure there is an additional layer
of protection for you. Trust your team to have your back. I know
Gus will.”

“I take care of myself. Have for a long
time. I came to you first because this guy is probably using a
self-destructing email account. With your reputation, if anyone
could get additional information, it would be you. Please don’t
mistake my asking for help in this
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