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Prologue

JEANNINE

I hated closing the bar alone. Every shadow felt alive, every sound a threat. It always seemed like the whole world was waiting to jump out, bash me over the head, and grab the bank bag from my hands—or worse.

I clutched my keys like a weapon and quickened my pace toward the car. That’s when I heard it—a faint mewing coming from the alley behind the dumpster. Not a place I’d normally go. But it sounded hurt. Small. Desperate.

“Don’t do it,” I whispered to myself.
But the sound turned from a meow into a whimper, a plea that clawed at my heart.
Damn it.
I unlocked the car, tossed the bank bag onto the driver’s seat, and turned toward the alley.
That’s when the cold press of metal touched my temple.
“Don’t turn around,” a man’s voice growled. “Get in the car. You’re taking me for a ride, bitch.”

For one fleeting second, I thought, could I outrun a bullet? No. My brain started spinning through a dozen escape plans, but he seemed to read every one before I could act on it.

He climbed into the back seat directly behind me, keeping the gun pressed to my head as I slid into the driver’s seat.

“You won’t need that,” he said when I reached for the seatbelt. “Just drive. Take this road to Route 80. I’ll tell you what’s next.”

The voice was rough, familiar—but I couldn’t place it. I tried to match it with the faces from the bar that night, flipping through them like a mental Rolodex. No one had stood out as dangerous. These were people I’d known for years—neighbors, classmates, old friends. It couldn’t be any of them... could it?

Sweat slid into my eyes, stinging. I swiped at it, and he barked, “Keep your hands on the wheel! You so much as twitch wrong, and we die together. I’ve got nothing to lose.”

I gripped the steering wheel tighter, feeling sweat drip down between my breasts, pooling at my stomach. My whole body shook.

When we reached Route 80, he tapped my head with the gun. “Right. Drive until I say stop.”

I did as I was told. When he finally spoke again, we were deep into nowhere—deserted road, woods on both sides, no headlights but ours.

“Pull off,” he ordered. “Hide it in those bushes.”

My stomach lurched. I barely got the door open before I vomited.

“You fucking bitch.” A pack of baby wipes hit the back of my head. “Clean it up.”

My hands trembled so badly I couldn’t grip them. He sighed in irritation. “Forget it. Take off your clothes. They were coming off anyway.”

I froze. In the rearview mirror, I saw his face—unmasked, ordinary. Not someone I recognized. Just another face in a crowd.
And then it hit me.
He wasn’t hiding his identity because he didn’t plan on leaving me alive.
“Out,” he ordered. “And don’t run. I was a sniper in the Marines. You won’t outrun a bullet, baby.”

He said it in a flat, almost bored tone. I stepped out of the car in my three-inch heels, trembling. Not exactly survival gear. Maybe I could hit him with one, I thought wildly.

He gave me a slow, greedy once-over, then nudged me in the back with the gun. “Walk. Down that path.”

Hope flickered—tiny, irrational. Maybe there was a way out. Maybe he’d slip up. I scanned the trees for a weapon, an opening, anything.

He laughed. “Take those shoes off. You’ll break an ankle.”

That glimmer of hope flared again. He didn’t want me to break an ankle—maybe he wasn’t going to kill me. But if he let me go, I’d go straight to the police. He had to know that.

Then he said, almost casually, “I’m not a monster. I’m gonna give you a chance. Turn around, let me see your tits, and I’ll let you run. If you get away, you get away. If you don’t... I win.”

I could barely breathe. “You’re... you’re letting me go?”

“Sure,” he said with a smirk. “You’re wasting my time. Now turn around. Slow. Touch them. Yeah, like that.”

He started to grin, rubbing himself. “Nice. Too bad. What a waste. Now—run.”

I spun and bolted, nearly tripping. Branches whipped at my legs as I veered off the path. The woods clawed at my skin, but I didn’t care. I just needed distance. I just needed away.

His laughter echoed through the trees.

I wasn’t fast. Bartending all night had killed my back, not trained my lungs. My feet screamed as branches and thorns tore into them, but I kept running. The forest swallowed me, and for a heartbeat, I thought I’d lost him.

Then a twig snapped.

I ducked behind a tree, breath ragged, heart slamming. I crawled through a gully, blood streaking my feet. He was still out there, crashing through leaves, hunting.

Why let me run? Why this twisted game? Was this how he relived combat—playing sniper with terrified women?

Another snap. Closer.

I bolted again. The trees thinned, and I saw the pale gleam of the road through the branches. Freedom. I stumbled toward it—straight into his chest.

He caught me easily. “Very nice, little piggy. You almost made it. I’m impressed. Usually, PAWGs don’t run that fast.”

If I’d had anything left in my stomach, I’d have thrown up all over him. Instead, I just sank to the ground, sobbing.

This was not how I thought I’d die.

“Aw, now don’t cry,” he said softly. “Before I kill you, we’re gonna have some fun. Now, roll over. On all fours. Be a good little piggy.”

Chapter One

TED

The stream roared at the end of the soggy, leaf-strewn path. I knelt beside it, scrubbing the grime from my hands with baby wipes, the scent of cheap alcohol mixing with wet earth. When I was done, I sank onto a mossy stump and let the demons in my head have their say.

Sometimes it felt like my skull might crack open, all that pressure bursting out in a red mist—just like before. Just like every other time. I thought coming home would end the horror, settle the noise inside me. Instead, it only got louder. Messier.

This was my release. Out here, alone, the woods didn’t judge. They swallowed what they saw.

Tomorrow loomed. Greg would be waiting, breathing fire over the mountain of paperwork on my desk. My ex-wife, Sandy, would be right behind him, still gnawing on what was left of me—bank account, patience, pride. She’d taken everything except the one thing I couldn’t live without: my son. Even he was rationed out, one weekend a month, like visitation was a favor.

Then there was Becca. At first she’d seemed normal—fun, even. Then the calls started. The jealousy. The questions about where I was, who I was with. Clingy. Just like Sandy. I didn’t need another woman trying to crawl under my skin.

I’d end it before it got ugly. I always did.

My father had drilled it into me: a man doesn’t hit a woman. No matter how loud she gets, no matter how cruel. He never raised a hand to my mother, though she shredded him with her tongue daily. He’d retreat to the garage for days, quiet, patient, waiting her out.

I’d learned from him. I didn’t fight back. I endured. Until I couldn’t anymore.

The rain had eased, leaving the woods heavy with the scent of mud and pine. I rose, breathing it in, feeling something close to peace. Then I started down the path, my shoes squelching in the wet leaves, my heartbeat syncing with the rhythm of the stream behind me.

At the car, I checked my shoes and brushed off the dirt. No trace. No mess.
The engine roared to life, echoing off the trees as I tore away from the woods—back toward the city, the paperwork, the women, the noise.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Greg tapped on my cubicle just as I sat down at my desk. “Look, Ted, I know you got a lot on your mind with your ex-wife and all, but you can’t send in unfinished paperwork. This isn’t like you. Snap out of it, Buddy, or you’ll be looking for a new job.” 

“Unfinished? No way. I went over these files all day yesterday, and they were perfect. I doublechecked them,” I protested. 

“You call this finished?” he asked, holding an end-of-month financial report for the Department of Defense in my face. 

“Shit, man. What the fuck? I was certain it was finished.” 

“Did you save it right? Maybe you printed it before you saved it with the new information,” he offered. 

“Damn. Maybe. Let me go over today’s stuff, and I’ll do these again before I leave tonight,” I promised weakly. 

Great. I couldn’t afford to lose this job. Alimony and child support were eating me alive as it was. Everyone at work told me I got screwed in my divorce and needed to re-negotiate. If I lost, then what? Losing more money to a lawyer was all I’d likely gain.  

The next time I looked up from my work, 

Phyllis, the office pump, was in front of my desk. 

“Hi, Phyl, what can I do you for?” 

“You got plans after work?” 

“Yeah, more work, why?” 

“I want to go clubbing, but no one is interested,” she whined. 

Oh, hallelujah; I was invited to be Phyllis’s wingman and backup singer. No one else wanted to go. She could have spared me that detail. What the hell was wrong with people? 

“If I can get through these financials by six, maybe,” I teased, hoping she’d offer to help type them out for me. One thing Phyliss was better at than blow jobs, was typing spreadsheets. Or so I’d heard. 

“Give me a stack of your handwritten ones. I’ll have them formatted and typed up in a few. By the way, I’m really, really horny today.” 

I handed over a pile of the ones I’d been working on all morning when my phone buzzed. Phyllis hustled off to do her magic while I read the new texts from Sandy, complaining that she needed money for Timmy’s babysitter because I didn’t give her enough to live on without having to work. Give me a break. She was no better at money management than when we were married. 

Sandy would have to wait. I had a mountain of work left to do and a real possibility for a free BJ tonight. When Phyllis returned the finished worksheets to me in two hours, I almost kissed her. But I heard she doesn’t kiss, so I didn’t. 

“Ew, your arm is bleeding, Ted. You better clean it and put a Band-Aid on it. What’d you do last night—wrestle with a cougar?” she laughed. 

The back of my neck prickled. Wow, I was bleeding down my arm to my wrist. My shirt sleeve was soaked. What the hell? I went to the men’s room and, taking off my shirt, I noticed scratches on my arm. Wonderful. I cleaned the blood off and tried to wash the shirt sleeve in the sink and dry it under the hand dryer. I looked a little less like a slasher when I finished but I’d have to run home for a change of clothes before meeting Phyllis tonight. 

Greg was pleased with the extra effort I (Phyllis) put into the paperwork, finishing it so quickly. Not that I’d get a promotion or raise or anything. At least I was free to leave at five. 

Phyllis stuck a finger in her mouth and mimed blowing me as I passed her desk on my way out. Maybe things were looking up. 

Sandy had left about a dozen more texts on my phone during the day. I had turned off notifications from her a few weeks ago, as it was getting on my nerves. I figured I could always catch up with her demands of the day when I got home from work. 

They were the typical, “Did you send the check out yet?” “You can’t take Timmy next weekend, my parents will be in town,” and so on. 

Why couldn’t all women be like Phyllis? 

Easy with no strings attached. 

I put a heat-and-eat meal in the microwave before showering. After drying off, I looked in the medicine cabinet for band-aids to hide the evidence of the cougar I wrestled with last night. Phyllis could think what she wanted. It only increases my value in her eyes. 

I washed down the quick meal with a beer and drove to the pick-up bar where Phyllis usually hung out. She was sitting at the bar with two more cranberry and vodkas lined up in front of the one she was sucking down through the straw, with most of the men at the bar watching her greedily. 

“Hey, Ted! Did they catch that cougar you were attacked by?” she joked, making me look around awkwardly. 

“Nope. She’s probably on someone new tonight,” I joked back. 

“Well, good, because I have plans for you, baby,” she said as she slipped most of the straw into her mouth and slowly sucked up the rest of her drink while caressing the straw with her lips. 

My penis responded appropriately, making me anxious to get this part of the evening over with. By the time she finished the two other drinks in front of her, she had a good buzz and suggested we go to a place with more action. I thought we’d have more action at her apartment but kept that to myself.  

The next place on her usual route was Pubby’s, and the centerpiece of the joint was an old-fashioned jukebox that played equally old-fashioned tunes. No one at work, except for HR, knew how old Phyllis was. If I had to guess, I’d say she was between fifty and sixty, or somewhere thereabouts. She seemed to recognize all the golden oldies playing and insisted on dancing with me. 

I wasn’t much of a dancer to begin with, plus, all Phyllis wanted to do was show off her cleavage and her ass. After a few rounds, I let her dance with whomever she wanted. I didn’t care, as long as she took care of me after we left. 

She enjoyed the hell out of all the guys lined up to grab her ass and press her tits up against their chests. I got a strange thrill out of watching. Maybe, along with all my other faults, I was a voyeur or worse. 

––––––––

When she got tired of being fondled, we found a table, and soon drinks for her were lined up there, too. This would be a cheap date with a blow job on the side. Sweet. I should get out more. 

While sipping our drinks, I felt a bare foot in my lap. Hmm. Things were heating up nicely as she began rubbing the crotch of my jeans with her toes. By now, her bleached blonde hair was stringy from sweat and hanging in her eyes. Her slutty makeup was smeared all over her face, and her clothes looked as though she had pulled a train through the bar, with buttons askew and her blouse untucked. 

She looked more her age with every drink, and I wanted to shuffle her home before she began looking like an old crone, and I wouldn’t be able to get it up. “Say, you want to head for your place?” 

“Now? No! I just started partying, and you want to go home? There’s one more place I want to hit first,” she pouted. 

“Okay. One more bar, then we have to get some sleep. Workie-workie in the morning. 

Remember?” 

“Ugh, don’t ruin my night!” she replied. 

“I know. So, let’s get out of here and go. 

Where is it?” I asked. 

When we arrived for Phyllis’s nightcap at the Closing Time Bar & Grille, at least a dozen motorcycles lined the sidewalk in front. I assessed my odds of getting safely out of that place with a drunk and horny Phyllis. It wasn’t looking good, so I begged off.  

“Phyllis, we don’t really fit in here. Let’s go somewhere else.” 

“Oh, come on. Don’t be a pussy. I come here all the time. They love me.” 

I’m sure they did love her. I, however, was not in the mood to be loved by a motorcycle gang tonight. 

“I’m going home, Phyllis. I’ll give you a ride to your place, but I’m not going in that joint.” 

“No. If you don’t want to come with me, I’ll call an Uber and get home myself.” 

“Have at it, Phyl. I’m not going in,” I said, sticking to my guns. I didn’t care whether I got lucky tonight, but something told me that going into a place with a drunk Phyllis and a dozen motorcycles would not end up being lucky for me. We parted ways at the entrance, and I watched Phyllis push her way to the bar in her short mini skirt and tight sweater that would have looked great on a woman twenty years younger.  

No big loss, I thought, as I turned around in the bar’s parking lot and drove home by way of my favorite running spot.  

Compared to the tacky clubs we’d been to all night, the sight of the cool woods and the quiet scene called to me. I wasn’t dressed for running, but my backpack always had a spare pair of sweats and my Sauconys. I crawled into the back and pulled the pack from under the front seat, where it had fallen after my last run. 

I almost tossed my cookies when I pulled out my running clothes. Everything was covered in blood. Something like shit was smeared on my sweats. I took a sniff. Yep. Shit. What the heck? Did someone get into my car and put these things in my backpack while I was in one of the bars? 

They were my clothes, though. 

I felt a migraine coming on and knew I had about fifteen minutes to get home and take my meds before I got sick. I didn’t know what to do with the clothes. I sure didn’t want them in my car, stinking it up, and I didn’t want to be found with blood-stained garments. I hoisted the bag carefully over my shoulder, making sure not to smear anything on myself, and quickly jogged down the running path to the swiftly flowing stream. 

I checked the clothes and the pack, making sure no identification marks were on them, then threw them, one by one, into the creek, watching them rush downstream with the current. The migraine was intensifying, and I had to rest on a tree stump to keep from passing out.  

I wobbled back to the car and drove home slowly, pulling over twice to vomit on the side of the road. When I finally arrived home, I turned the medicine cabinet upside down, looking for my Rizatriptan. After scattering the contents on the bathroom floor, I remembered the bottle was on the kitchen counter. 

I swallowed one pill dry to make the crushing pain go away. My head felt as if it were in a vice, and my stomach continued to roil, as I shut the lights off and closed my eyes, begging for relief. 

The migraines had begun after my second deployment to Afghanistan had gone sideways. The VA doctors assured me they were temporary and would probably go away once I returned home. They didn’t know, however, that I would be returning home to Sandy, who could make anyone insane. 

Fragments of incoherent thoughts and terrifying visions assailed my dreams. I slept fitfully until the alarm clock rang at six. It was a relief to wake up and leave my nightmares behind. 

I showered the evening’s torture off and dressed for another fun day at the office. Before I left, I grabbed another pair of running shoes and an old pair of sweatpants, in case I needed a run after work. 

Chapter 3

There was a note on my desk when I walked in.
“In my office. Now.” — Greg.
Shit. Not a great start.

When I stepped into his office, he was on the phone — probably HR, getting my file ready for the firing squad. He looked up, waved me to sit. The chair across from his desk was just low enough to make anyone feel smaller.

He hung up, rubbed his face. “Ted, I wanted to thank you for getting those financials together so fast yesterday. Great work.”

I blinked. “Wait—what? I thought I was about to get canned.”

He laughed. “Why would you think that? You make me look good, and that makes Pete look good. The owner’s thrilled.”

“Okay then.” I let out a breath. “Next time, maybe clarify that in the note?”

He chuckled. “Fair. Hey, you free for lunch? Want to run something by you about the reports.”

“Sure. Where to?”

“Little place in Big Wood. You’ll love it. I’ll drive. Meet me at eleven.”

He waved me off like we were done.

On my way back to my desk, Phyllis was waiting, propped on the corner with her usual morning smirk.
“How’d it go last night at that biker dive?” I asked.
“Met a couple guys,” she said, grinning. “We had fun after. Too bad you pussied out — could’ve joined us.”

“Yeah, guess I missed out.”

“You bet your ass.” She giggled and twirled away, cheap perfume trailing like smoke.

At eleven, Greg showed up. I locked my files — government accounts didn’t forgive slip-ups — and followed him to the parking lot.

He drove in silence for a while, then said, “I meant what I said earlier. You’ve been solid. Promotion’s on the table. But... we need to talk about something else. Serious.”

“Serious how?”

He glanced around like someone might be in the back seat. Then he tapped a finger to his lips quietly and didn’t say another word until we reached the restaurant.

As soon as we parked, he got out and crouched beside the car, running his hands along the frame. Then under the hood. After a minute, he pulled out a small electronic device; metal, wires, a blinking red light, and pocketed it.

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

“Bug,” he whispered. “Someone’s been listening. My office phone too, I think.”

My gut tightened. “Why are you telling me this, Greg?”

“Because I need your help. Something’s happening inside the company; leaks, maybe worse. It’s coming from IT.”

I frowned. “I’m an accountant, not a hacker. Why not hire a cybersecurity firm?”

He shook his head. “We can’t bring in outsiders. Too risky. Some of the data involves national security contracts. If the feds find out we’ve been compromised, the company’s done.”

“Isn’t that 
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