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Men cannot always give an account of their impulses.

—Joseph Parker, The Ark of God
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Monday, July 19th, 10:31 a.m.

“Did you know that one drop of blood travels from the heart to the toes and back in under sixty seconds?”

Lori Wells tightened her fingers into fists, tugged futilely against the tape binding her to the chair, and forced herself to meet the son of a bitch’s eyes. “Did you know all that blood rushing through my veins at this very moment is teeming with the urge to watch you die?”

Eric Spears smiled, made a breathy sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You are such a brave girl, Detective Wells. I wonder if that’s because your father committed suicide when you were so young.” He inclined his head and stared at her as though memorizing each detail of her face like a lover intent on never forgetting the moment. “Did you have to help your mother clean up the blood afterwards? Or did your neighbors jump in to help out? Y’all do that down here in the south, don’t y’all?”

Lori turned away from him. Bastard. How could he know so much about her? He hadn’t known her name five days ago.

A longsuffering sigh hissed past his lips. “You’re quite boring, detective.” He stood. “What should I do about that?”

Renewed fear trickled inside her. Lori snapped her head up and stared into those piercing blue eyes. No. She would not give him the pleasure. She hardened her expression, refused to let him see the fissure of terror widening inside her.

“What’s wrong, Eric? Can’t get it up if I’m not crying like a scared little girl?” Don’t let him gain control.

Fury tightened his lips. He drew back his hand.

She braced for the blow.

He laughed at her instinctive reflex. Dropped his hand to his side. “See, you are a scared little girl. Frankly, I find all that feigned bravado quite tedious.”

“Life sucks like that sometimes.”

He made a sound of agreement. “It does indeed.” For five or six seconds he deliberated as if undecided how he would proceed. “You know the reason you’re here. Why make our time together more unpleasant than necessary? It’ll be much easier for both of us if you cooperate, Lori Doodle.”

How dare he call her that! Her father had given her that nickname… this scumbag had no right. She didn’t need him or a GPS to show her where this was headed. “Go to hell.”

She wasn’t making this easy for him. He would kill her anyway.

Spears turned his back and strode across the room.

Lori quickly scanned the space now that the lights were on, searching for any aspect of her surroundings that might provide some hint as to where the hell she was.

The sedative he’d injected when he’d held her at gunpoint and forced her into his SUV had prevented her from assessing the distance or the traffic sounds as he’d driven her here. She still felt a little groggy. Her mouth was dry. She squared her shoulders, focused on clearing her head. She had to pay attention, to be ready for whatever came next. Let your training and instincts guide you.

Focus, Lori.

A warehouse, she decided. An old one for sure. Smelled of neglect and vaguely of oil or grease. Brick walls soared some twenty or so feet to a ceiling where steel beams supported the roof. Naked fluorescent tubes glowed from metal fixtures suspended five or six feet overhead. The smell of disuse permeated the air. She tried to get a better look behind her. Couldn’t. Wooden crates lined the wall to her right suggesting the warehouse had been used recently in some capacity. She squinted to read the word stamped on some of the crates… Grimes. She’d lived here all her life but that name didn’t ring a bell.

Birmingham had its share of neglected and abandoned buildings… she’d been in a few but not this one. From her position in the middle of the large open room, she could see a door. Maybe an exit. Maybe just an office or bathroom.

One shot at that door was all she needed… if it wasn’t a dead end.

Images of what this monster had done to his other victims, all women, rolled like an old-fashioned filmstrip through her mind. Defeat chiseled away at her courage.

Spears grabbed the one remaining chair in the place and dragged it over to where she sat bound with duct tape, wrists, ankles, and waist, to a similar heavy metal chair. He scooted his chair close and straddled the seat, his spread knees flanking hers. She squeezed her legs more tightly together; didn’t want any part of him touching her. She didn’t even want to draw his scent into her lungs.

Like his subtle aftershave, his wardrobe conveyed an understated elegance. The navy suit jacket hadn’t come from a rack in any store where men she knew shopped. The white shirt was crisp and pristine like he’d just picked it up from the cleaners. The jeans fit as if they had been designed by his personal tailor. The icing on the cake—the definitive packaging for his classically attractive blond-haired, blue-eyed features.

If you want to know what evil looks like, look in the mirror.

Jess Harris had definitely gotten that right. Eric Spears, aka the Player, appeared nothing like the depraved killer Lori knew him to be. Why did he bother abducting women when he could easily charm them into his lair with that killer smile and deep, smooth voice?

The hunt. Somehow it fueled him… drove his heinous desires.

Lori wished she knew half what Jess did about him. Maybe then she could do more than be a damned victim.

Even before she’d met Jess, Lori remembered vividly hearing in the news that not a single one of the Player’s victims had ever escaped alive.

Her chest ached. She didn’t want to die. Her sister needed her. Her mother needed her. She took solace in the knowledge that at least they were safe. As soon as Chief Burnett and Jess discovered Lori was missing, they would take steps to protect her family.

And Chet Harper. Lori thought of the detective, the man, who wanted so much more from her than she had given. Would she have continued to push him away if she had known this day was coming?

Spears chucked her under the chin, forcing her attention back to him. “Let’s get one thing straight, detective. However much you test me, this isn’t about you,” he explained in that calm, clever tone that belied his every action.

“All your hard work to reach the esteemed rank of detective earlier than most means nothing to me.” He tugged at a lock of her hair, twirled it between his fingers. “That you are most attractive means nothing to me.”

Lori waited, her heart thudding with apprehension, for him to spell out exactly what he wanted from her besides her life.

“I brought you here so Jess will pay attention,” he whispered, leaning forward so that he lingered nose-to-nose with her. “You think I have her attention?”

Fear buffeting ever harder against her defenses, Lori steadied herself. She would not let him use her to get to Jess. No way.

I might be a victim but I will not be his means of reaching Jess.

“She told me all about you.” Lori forced a smile, inclined her head and studied his face the way he had studied hers. “What happened? Did mommy fail to protect you when daddy decided he preferred you to her? Is that why you hate women so much?”

His hand went to her throat; strong fingers closed tightly, cutting off her airway. “Do not toy with me, detective. There are things you will never know so don’t waste your time and energy trying to analyze me. You’ll fail just like all the rest.”

There was nothing amiable about his tone now. The fear she fought to restrain dug its claws in deep even as he released her. She gasped for breath. Her thoughts raced in frantic circles. The things Jess had told her kept colliding with her own instincts.

Should she play his game or resist? What he did to her in the end wouldn’t change either way, but could she slow him down or trip him up by choosing one avenue over the other?

“Do you think I have her attention?” he repeated.

“Yes.” Lori cleared her throat, wished she had a drink of water. “I’m certain you have her attention.”

“That’s better,” he said softly. “Now, tell me about this Chief Daniel Burnett.”

She filled her lungs with a jagged breath, refused to let the fear maintain a stronghold. “What about him?”

“What’s his interest in Agent Harris?”

Lori cleared her mind. Careful what you say. Don’t give him any ammunition. “She’s a top notch profiler and investigator. We needed her help on a case. Because of you she’s probably unemployed.” Anger at what he had done to Jess chased away some of the fear. He had ruined Jess’s career with the FBI.

“One does what one must. She created quite the commotion up in Richmond when she so kindly screwed up any chances of a conviction against me.” He lifted his shoulders in a shrug that communicated more arrogance than indifference. “Diverting attention was essential. Now the world is focused on her inept methods rather than the precise work of a master artist.” A smug chuckle rumbled from his throat. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

“You think? Well, I have a newsflash for you, asshole” Mad as hell now, Lori looked straight into his eyes. His turned wary and she loved that single moment of triumph. “Jess Harris is way too smart, way too sharp and far too in demand for a generic piece of shit like you to keep her down. If the Bureau cuts her loose, Chief Burnett will offer her a top position here, just you wait and see.”

That was pure conjecture, but Lori suspected there was no way the chief would let Jess get away again for reasons completely unrelated to her investigative skills. Whatever Spears did to her, Lori could not let him learn that she sensed the chief still had personal feelings for Jess. That could make him a target, too.

“That’s right, Eric,” she continued, capitalizing on his obvious need to analyze the idea of failure. “You can’t stop her and if you think the Bureau will stop trying to nail you just because you pulled a bait and switch, I’m afraid you’re going to be incredibly disappointed. They will get you—with or without Jess on their team.”

His gaze narrowed as if he worried she might be right, and then he laughed, the deep, guttural sound echoing all around her. “You’re quite good, detective.” He leaned close again as if he intended to share a secret. “Here’s something hot off the wire just for you. That game is over. They will never achieve their goal.” He reached out, traced her cheek with his forefinger. She shuddered. “This is a new game and I need Jess to play.”

“You need her?” she bit out in disgust.

He shrugged. “Want her then. Let’s not quibble over semantics. Will you help me, Lori Doodle?”

“Do I have a choice?” The answer to that was a big, flashing neon sign in her brain. Whatever she did or didn’t do he would somehow find a way to use it. Tears burned her eyes. She blinked them back. She would not cry for this scumbag’s pleasure.

“You always have a choice, detective.” His lips lifted again in that charismatic expression that masked the house of horrors beneath. “You have one now. Live daringly or die quickly. You choose.”

She laughed around the fear crowded in her throat. “Do you really expect me to believe that if I cooperate you’ll let me live? Wow, Santa’s here already and it’s only July. Give me a break.”

“Oh, I will. You have my word,” he promised. “For a bit anyway.”

That was what she thought.

“Consider your options carefully, Detective Lori Wells.” He put his face in hers again. “The longer you stay alive, the more opportunity you’ll have to perhaps see that urge of yours to fruition. Who knows?” He straightened, drew back to look her in the eyes. “You might just get that chance to watch me die. After all, no one lives forever.”

He stood, hauled his chair away from hers. “While you weigh your options, I’m going to find someone to keep you company.” He laughed. “Actually, I think I’m the one who needs company. You are b-o-r-i-n-g with a capital B.”

Lori’s heart rammed into her throat.

She had to do something… otherwise he was going hunting…

“Wait!”

He stopped.

“I can’t… don’t leave me here by myself. Please.”

He turned around slowly. A grin spread across his lips. “Ah… so you’re ready to play, are you?”

His singular motive is pleasure. Jess’s voice whispered in her ears. The only way he can feel it is by torturing his victims in the most depraved ways.

“Yes.” Lori moistened her lips, wrestled back the fear. “I’m ready to play.”
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Five Points, 10:42 a.m.

Two uniformed Birmingham police officers waited outside the door to Lori Wells’ second-floor studio apartment. Three BPD cruisers sat at the curb, sirens silent, lights dark.

Jess Harris stood next to Chief Dan Burnett’s SUV as she scanned the neighborhood. Two apartment buildings and seven houses lined the quiet street. The Five Points address guaranteed an eclectic mix of residents and homes. In all probability there were a few retirees who’d lived here since the first houses were built in the 50’s, along with the recent influx of young professionals just launching their careers.

Hopefully some of the retirees had been home and perhaps saw something useful. Neighbors were already being canvassed.

As if to defy that fleeting hope, her blouse melted against her sweat-dampened skin. No kids in the street; no dogs barking. This morning’s sweltering heat kept the children and pets inside and, most likely, anyone else who happened to be home when Lori Wells was taken from hers.

If Jess wasn’t scared to death, she would be spitting mad. This was her fault. The Player had followed her here—and Lori had paid the price. Her fingers itched to put a bullet right between his eyes.

Let me close again, Spears.

“The crime scene unit is four minutes out,” Burnett said as he came around the hood to join her on the street.

He was shaken as badly as Jess or he would already be inside. Wells was his detective. And she was Jess’s friend, even if for only for a few days.

How the hell had she let this happen? She’d made a mistake… a terrible, terrible mistake. She had to find a way to fix this… to stop this sociopath.

“Harper’s waiting for us.” Burnett gestured to the apartment complex.

Jess nodded, then followed him across the street, past the squad cars and up the sidewalk that led to what was now a crime scene. Fear had her in a daze… she had to pull it together.

Lori needed her to do this right.

The two officers greeted their chief of police as she and Burnett approached the door. Sergeant Chet Harper waited inside, his expression grim. No, not just grim, sick and terrified.

I’m sorry! Jess wanted to scream the words. I didn’t mean for this to happen.

Calm… stay calm.

She couldn’t change what had already happened, but this she could do right. The Player would not best her again.

After slipping on the shoe covers and gloves Burnett provided, she entered the apartment, leaving her emotions on the welcome mat. Every case deserved her absolute best, but this one hit a deeply personal chord. Putting aside her personal feelings would require considerably more than the usual discipline.

She could do it… she had to do it.

Burnett remained outside to take a call.

“The door was ajar when I arrived,” Chet explained, his tone quiet, somber. “That bar stool was overturned.” With a gloved hand he indicated the small island with its two stools that divided the kitchen area from the living area of the one-room apartment. “A glass of orange juice on the coffee table was knocked over as well.”

Jess made her way to the old-fashioned trunk Lori used as a coffee table. The drying puddle of OJ had stained the tan carpet. A half-eaten bagel languished on a napkin. Surveying the space again, this time more slowly, she noted discarded lounge pants and a t-shirt lay on the floor by the bed. Lori had gotten up and dressed for work. Both doors, closet and bathroom, remained closed.

“What about her cell?”

“I haven’t found her phone.”

Chet was visibly rattled. Like Burnett, Lori was his colleague. But for Chet there was more. He wanted a personal relationship with Lori. Jess had a feeling there had already been some serious physical bonding. She also understood that, for now, she needed the emotional distance of referring to the detectives by their last names or respective rank. After working so closely the past few days, she and the two BPD detectives had reached a first name basis.

This event changed everything.

She had to depersonalize the victim… Lori. Her new friend.

“What about her purse? Keys?”

Chet—Harper shook his head.

“Her car?”

“The Mustang’s not in her parking slot or anywhere on the street.”

Didn’t make sense that Spears would use Detective Wells’ personal vehicle. Certainly wasn’t his MO. “Give me a few minutes, sergeant.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jess moved across the room to the closet. Neat, organized. If anything had been disturbed it was impossible to discern. Nothing unexpected in the bathroom other than the evidence that Wells bordered on OCD. Jess smiled, her lips a little stiff, a little shaky. No normal person was this neat.

Then again, what was normal?

Jess trailed her fingers down the robe hanging next to the shower. “Be strong, Lori,” she murmured. “I will find you.”

Tears burned her eyes and she blinked them away.

Returning to the main room, Jess took one last long look around the apartment before getting out of the way. The evidence techs had arrived and Harper waited near the door. Jess walked over to wait with him. She wished there was something she could say to reassure him, but there wasn’t.

The truth was, there was very little chance this would end well. Dread and anger constricted her throat. The Player had made his move. There was no going back. No stopping him from taking the next step.

It should have been me.

“The carrier is working on tracking Lori’s cell phone,” Burnett said as he joined them at the door, distracting Jess from the painful thoughts warring inside her.

“I received an update from the officers canvassing the neighbors. So far no one saw Detective Wells leave,” Harper added, his voice reflecting the same devastation his expression carried. He looked from Burnett to Jess, then at the floor as if holding her gaze was too much to ask.

Harper and all the rest knew… this was Jess’s fault.

Stay on track. Evaluating the scene and making conclusions had to be done from an objective place. You cannot screw this up.

“It won’t matter if we find an eye witness.” Jess kicked aside the fear and self-pity and considered the anomalies in the apartment’s otherwise neat appearance. “Detective Wells left alone.”

“What’re you thinking?” Burnett sounded surprised by her conclusion.

“There was a struggle,” Harper argued, confusion joining the mix of powerful emotions cluttering his face.

“These aren’t signs of a struggle, gentlemen.” Jess gestured to the overturned glass. “Wells was having breakfast when she received a call that startled her.” She pointed to the stool on the floor. “She knocked that over when she grabbed her purse and keys.” OCD or not, most people dropped their keys on the surface nearest the door they used most often.

“Whoever called, it rattled her. Scared her even. Detective Wells was in a hurry to get out of here. That’s why she didn’t care if she locked the door or not. That’s also why you haven’t found her cell. She carried it with her when she left in her Mustang.”

“I called her mother and her sister,” Harper countered, clearly confused. “Neither answered. They’re probably already at work. Her mother is—”

“Do her sister and mother live together?” Another possible layer of the scenario fell into place for Jess.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Get a unit over there now.” A new worry robbed her lungs of air. “Right now.” The emotion she had hoped to keep at bay washed over her.

Lori Wells had rushed out of her home with no care as to whether she secured the premises. Something had her scared to death. The most primal emotion known to man, or woman, was the protective instinct. Put a loved one in danger and all reason evaporated.

Burnett made the necessary call.

Jess turned to Harper. “We need to get there as quickly as possible.”

If she was right, and Jess had a sinking feeling she was, they could very well have three victims instead of one.

• • •

Overton Heights, 11:38 a.m.

As Jess had anticipated, Lori Wells’ red Mustang was parked in the driveway alongside a gray Impala that belonged to her mother. From the passenger seat of Burnett’s SUV, Jess peered past the tinted glass to survey the house and front yard. The house was a 70s style split-level, part brown brick, part beige siding. It sat on the “up” side of the street, the driveway ascending the steep bank and disappearing into the attached garage. Nothing moved. Nothing appeared out of place or amiss.

But, inside would be an entirely different story. She wanted to get in there. It took every shred of patience she could muster to sit here and wait for the tactical team to do their stuff.

If they got inside… and the Wells family had been murdered…

Pain pinched her face as Jess suffered a new trickle of panic. The need to call her own sister, just to hear her voice, expanded against her ribs. Lily and her family were safe at home, under police protection. If there was trouble at Lily’s, Jess would know. Burnett would get a call.

Fate apparently heard her thoughts and wanted to ratchet up the tension a little tighter. Burnett shifted behind the wheel and reached for his cell. That band of pressure narrowed around her chest. Why the hell did he keep the damned thing on vibrate all the time? A little warning would be nice.

“Does her sister have a car?” Jess asked Harper while Burnett spoke quietly to his caller. At eighteen, odds were Terri Wells, Lori’s younger sister, either had a car or used her mother’s.

“It’s in the shop, ma’am,” Harper said from the backseat. “Terri drives a blue Chevy Cobalt. Lori—Detective Wells told me it’s in the shop.”

Lori was gone… her family could be dead—dammit, Jess needed to be in there! What the hell was taking so long?

Damn Eric Spears and his games!

He was here, in Birmingham. No more speculation. Not just a hireling, the monster himself… the Player. This morning’s delivery of that damned package was all the proof she needed.

He’d taken Lori and sent her badge to Jess—at the chief of police’s office—by special delivery.

Dread joined the pain and frustration expanding in her chest.

The son of a bitch had started one of his games here… just for her.

Take a breath and concentrate, Jess.

Burnett ended the call. “The carrier confirmed that a tower in this area was the last location Detective Wells’ cell pinged.” He slid his phone back into the holster at his waist. “Looks like you called this one right out of the gate, Jess. Your instincts may have saved valuable time.”

Jess absorbed the information. She was on the right track. Wells rushed away from her apartment to come here. That confirmation didn’t make Jess feel one bit better about what they would find inside. The chances of Detective Wells’ mother and sister having survived an up close encounter with the Player were vague to nonexistent.

The valuable time she may have saved would prove meaningless in the Player’s grand scheme.

He never left evidence or witnesses or bodies at the scene of an abduction. At least not as far as the Bureau’s research had determined. If anyone was alive in that house, a whole new precedent would be set. He’d already changed his game by targeting Jess rather than a close family member of the victim with that damned package.

That could mean other steps in his sadistic methods had changed.

Please don’t let them be dead.

Jess wanted in that house… now. She wanted everyone inside alive. And she wanted to find Detective Wells… before he was finished with her.

“What’s taking so long?”

Burnett assessed her with a long, worried look.

“I know. I know,” she said before he could point out the obvious.

No matter that Spears would undoubtedly be long gone from the Wells home, standard operating procedure dictated that they use caution entering the scene. BPD’s Tactical Unit had used the street that ran along behind Overton to approach the house. When the unit was in place, they could move in.

Jess checked the time. Two more minutes, maybe.

The seconds ticked off like hours.

“Let’s gear up.” Burnett opened his door and climbed out.

Anticipation sent her pulse into a rapid fire rhythm as Jess did the same. Her legs were rubbery with fear. She battled it back, had to find and stay in that neutral place. The one that allowed her to function with the highest measure of objectively… no emotions and distractions allowed.

Harper was already out and pulling on his Kevlar vest. Burnett passed one to Jess. Despite holding an administrative position, she had to give him credit; the man maintained a preparedness level that surprised her. He carried a veritable “what if” arsenal in his high-end Mercedes. From fire power to evidence collection to tools and first aid supplies.

Old habits died hard, she supposed.

She pulled on the vest and slung her bag over her right shoulder. Not that she could actually say anything about anyone’s enthusiasm in the readiness department. She lugged around a considerable investigator’s arsenal in her bag, including her Glock .40 caliber handgun, which contributed greatly to her lack of good posture.

She and Lori had laughed about the difficulties of being prepared while still looking chic as a female investigator.

Men didn’t have that problem.

Jess listened while Burnett confirmed their communication links were operational, then she followed him and Harper up the steep bank between the Wells’ home and that of the nearest neighbor, using the thick hedges for cover. Members of the tactical unit were now in position and checking the windows in preparation to make an entrance.

The tactical commander gave the order to go through the door. Anticipation roared through Jess.

Finally.

The damned stilettoes slowed her progress. When she’d dressed this morning she had done so with saying goodbyes and driving away in mind. A new job offer with BPD and this were nowhere near her radar.

Why couldn’t Spears have followed her until she was out of town, maybe confronted her at a gas station between here and Virginia? Or just have waited for her there?

Because he knew this would deliver the most devastating blow.

He thrived on the fear of his victims and he knew this move would prompt that all-too human emotion in both the victim and in Jess.

She could not let him win.

By the time she reached the steps of the split-level home’s front porch, weapon drawn, the tactical team had entered the house.

And Jess understood with complete certainty that she had spent far too much time behind a desk and computer screen. She was seriously out of breath and her calves were aching. Damned shoes.

An eternity elapsed one tiny fragment at a time before the next announcement echoed across the com link.

All clear. Two vics… alive.

Relief trembling through her, Jess shoved her weapon back into her bag and rushed through the open front door.

Thank God.

Harper immediately went to Detective Wells’ mother to remove her bindings. The unit commander freed the sister, Terri.

Jess took a mental step back and again attempted to clean away the emotions. She checked the front door. No sign of forced entry which meant the door had been unlocked for Spears and had remained so after his departure. Otherwise a battering ram would have been used by the tactical team.

The large L-shaped living room that flowed into the dining room appeared in order. Two of the dining chairs had been dragged into the middle of the living room and used, along with duct tape, to secure the mother and daughter.

“He took my sister!” the younger woman shouted as soon as she was free. She swiped at her face with the backs of her hands. “He took Lori! You have to find her!” Sobbing, she rushed to her mother.

They hugged, understandably hysterical.

Burnett leaned close to Jess. “I’ll take the sister.”

“The kitchen,” Jess suggested. The sooner they got these two separated, the less likely they were to get duplicated details. Witnesses were far more likely to recall events from their memories if that recollection was not muddled by listening as another retold those same events.

“Mrs. Wells,” Jess said over Harper, who was crouched down in front of the lady attempting to calm her with gentle assurances, “if you’re up to it,” Jess directed a pull-it-together look at Harper, “we have some questions for you.”

“Let’s move to the sofa,” Harper suggested, “where you’ll be more comfortable?”

The mother looked to be late fifties. She was still dressed in her robe and house slippers. The sister had apparently been already dressed and ready to head to work when their unexpected visitor arrived. Harper mentioned that she had a summer job at a local bookstore. The mother worked part time at a daycare center. Both had the same dark hair as Lori, but not the green eyes. Both were distressed at being pulled apart as Burnett ushered the daughter into the kitchen.

When Harper had settled Mrs. Wells on the sofa, Jess turned to him, “Why don’t you get Mrs. Wells a glass of water? And, sergeant…”

Harper met Jess’s gaze.

“Take your time.”

Harper didn’t argue, though the protest flashed in his eyes.

Jess sat her bag on the floor and shrugged out of her vest. Most witnesses found police gear intimidating. This was Lori’s mother… even if she possessed some familiarity with how police work was conducted, her daughter was missing and she was terrified.

Jess perched on the edge of the sofa and reached for the other woman’s hand. “My name is Jess Harris. I’m going to do everything I can to help find your daughter. I know this is an awful time.” She gave the woman’s trembling hand a squeeze. “But we need your help to figure out how to proceed. Okay?”

Mrs. Wells nodded, then drew in a shuddering breath.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” Jess prompted gently.

“I was fixing breakfast when he knocked at the door.” Mrs. Wells tugged at the lapels of her robe, dragging it tighter around her. “I thought maybe it was Lori dropping by before work.” A trembling smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “She does that sometimes. Especially if she knows I’m making pancakes.”

Jess gave her a reassuring smile. She understood. Pancakes trumped a bagel any day of the week.

There was a peep hole in the door but Mrs. Wells hadn’t checked. Jess didn’t have to confirm that deduction. The woman would feel guilty enough when the full ramifications of her actions had time to set in. No need to add to her burden.

Spears had wanted in. He would have gotten in one way or another.

“You opened the door,” Jess suggested, “but it wasn’t Lori.”

Mrs. Wells nodded, the tears welling again. “He… he barged in. He had a gun in his hand. He told me to sit down.” She knotted her fingers into the fabric at her throat. “Terri was still in her room. I prayed she would overhear him and call the police, but she didn’t.” Mrs. Wells gestured toward the hallway on the other side of the room “She came flying in here and he grabbed her… oh God.” Her body quaked with remembered terror. “He stuck that gun to her head.”

Mrs. Wells fell apart then and Jess waited patiently for her to collect herself. This was a parent’s worst nightmare come true.

“He told me to call Lori and tell her that her sister hadn’t come home last night… and that one of her friends was missing, too.” Again she struggled to compose herself. “Lori said she was on her way.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “He used that tape then. Bound us up so we couldn’t move. He put the tape over Terri’s mouth.” Her lips trembled. “But he had questions for me while he waited for Lori to get here.”

“What kind of questions?” A chill seeped into Jess’s bones.

Harper waited a few feet away. Jess gave him a nod and he placed the glass of water on the table next to the shaken woman.

“He… he wanted to know any nicknames she had as a child.” Her chest shook with a big breath. “Her father called her Lori Doodle. At first I refused to answer him but he poked that gun in Terri’s face and threatened to make me sorry if I didn’t hurry up and answer.”

Harper offered the poor woman a handkerchief. She swabbed her eyes and cheeks.

“Did he have other questions?” Jess asked, encouraging her to go on.

She moistened her lips. “He wanted to know why she’s afraid of heights.” Mrs. Wells shook her head. “I didn’t know what he was talking about.”

Unfortunately, Jess did. “Is Lori afraid of heights?”

Mrs. Wells shook her head again, more adamantly. “No.” She laughed, an agonizing, fragile sound. “Why that girl climbed every tree in this yard when she was a kid. That man was a liar. He came in here saying that Lori was terrified of heights back when he knew her.” She moved her head side to side. “I don’t believe he ever knew my Lori.”

Jess tried without success to slow the pounding in her chest. “Did you set him straight, Mrs. Wells?”

She nodded firmly. “I told him that if he ever knew her he would know that Lori isn’t afraid of a thing in this world except water. After she nearly drowned when she was ten she even stopped taking a bath. Only showers. Never a bath.”

Jess held still, waited for the rest.

“He laughed and said something like oh yes, that’s right.” Her face creased with fear and misery. “Then he taped up my mouth and waited for Lori to get here.”

The endless possibilities of water sources and how each could be used for torture whirled in Jess’s head. She blinked away the too vivid images. “Mrs. Wells, can you describe the man who did this?”

Harper pulled out his cell and prepared to take notes. Seemed everyone but Jess had moved on from paper and pencil. She liked to take and study her notes the old-fashioned way. Really she just loved the smell of a freshly sharpened pencil and clean, crisp paper.

That such a trivial thought crossed her mind was irrefutable proof that she was on shaky ground.

Spears had her right where he wanted her… terrified.

“He was tall, at least six feet.” Her hand shaking, Mrs. Wells gulped a drink of water. “Blondish brown hair.” She shook her head. “Mostly blond, I guess.” She frowned. “I think he had blue eyes.”

Eric Spears’ image formed in Jess’s mind as the lady spoke. “Any distinguishing facial features? Scars? Birth marks?” Spears had none of those. As certain as Jess was that it was him, she couldn’t assume anything.

Mrs. Wells considered her memories for several seconds. “No. He was…”

Jess waited, knowing full well what she would say next but determined not to put any words in her mouth or to prompt her in a particular direction.

“He was well dressed. Like some fancy lawyer or something.” Her eyes fixed on Jess’s. “He was a good looking man. Not the sort you expect to do something so horrible.” Her voice faltered on the last.

Her own hand far from steady, Jess reached into her bag and withdrew her cell phone. She brought up the one image she carried of the man whose birth certificate, passport and social security number flagged him as Eric Spears—the one she knew without doubt was the Player—and showed it to Mrs. Wells. “Is this the man?”

Her breath caught. “Yes.” She nodded. “That’s him.”

Jess lowered the phone to her lap. “What happened next?”

Harper grew more and more agitated with each question. He hovered not three feet away. His ability to be objective was as skewed as Jess’s.

“He waited at the door until Lori got here. When she opened it, he hid behind it.” Mrs. Wells shrugged. “I guess she was so stunned when she saw us all bound up that way she just sort of stood there, staring.” The poor woman inhaled a shaky breath. “He walked up behind her and told her to hand over her gun and her cell phone.”

She paused, her face a mask of stark fear, obviously remembering that disturbing moment.

“Lori refused at first, but he warned her that if she didn’t do exactly what he told her that he would kill me and Terri and then her. I wanted to beg him to take me instead, but the tape…” She shook her head. “He ignored all the sounds I was making.”

The crime scene unit arrived, two techs loaded down with equipment. Mrs. Wells looked from them to Jess.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Wells. These gentlemen are here to collect any evidence that might help us find Lori.” Jess tried to prop her lips into a passable smile. Didn’t work. “They’ll make a little mess, but I assure you it’s an important step in finding this awful man who barged into your home this morning.”

She hated to call this cruel killing machine a man. He was a monster. A sick, despicable monster who tortured and murdered women for pleasure.

A new rush of terror tied her gut into knots.

When the techs had set up their gear, Jess gave the other woman’s hand an encouraging squeeze. “You’re doing fine. Your help is vitally important to us, so please go on with what happened this morning.”

Mrs. Wells nodded. “Lori gave him her phone and gun and he made her leave with him. I… I…” She dropped her face in her hands and sobbed. “There was nothing I… could do.”

Jess put her arm around her trembling shoulders. “Lori knows there was nothing you could do. I promise you her top priority at that moment was yours and Terri’s safety. She’s a good detective, Mrs. Wells. She knows what to do in any situation. I want you to try and remember that.”

“Who is this man?” Mrs. Wells turned to Jess. “What does he want?”

“We can’t be sure just yet.” Sharing details of Spears’ merciless MO would serve no purpose at this time other than to terrify her even more. Sadly, odds were she had heard about the Player on the news and would eventually put two and two together but she wasn’t going to hear it from Jess. At least not now. Now it was all Mrs. Wells could do to handle the questions. “Can you tell me what he was wearing? Specifically.”

Mrs. Wells frowned. “A dark suit jacket. Black or navy.” She touched her throat. “A white shirt. And maybe jeans.”

“You didn’t have a chance to look outside and maybe see what he was driving?” Jess suspected the answer was no but it never hurt to ask. Maybe she had glanced out the window on the way to the door and noted a different car on the street and thought nothing of it. Often witnesses remembered additional details if enough specific questions were asked.

“I thought it was Lori at the door. I never even looked outside.”

“Mrs. Wells,” Jess figured this was all the relevant information the lady would be able to recall at this time, “do you need medical attention?”

“No. No.” She latched onto Jess’s hand. “I just need you to find my daughter.”

“I understand. One last question, ma’am.”

The older woman gazed expectantly at Jess.

“Was the man wearing gloves? Or anything in an attempt to camouflage or distort his face? Anything at all?”

“No mask, no sunglasses. Nothing like that.” She hesitated. “But he was wearing gloves. The latex kind like the doctors and nurses wear except they seemed thicker.” Realization dawned in her eyes. “Like my beautician wears when she colors my hair.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Wells.” Jess pushed to her feet. “We may have additional questions for you later.”

Jess left Harper with the woman and went into the kitchen.

Burnett had gotten the same story from the daughter, Terri.

When Terri had returned to the living room to join her mother, and he and Jess were alone, Burnett asked, “Why would he let them see his face?”

Good question. With no good answer.

Until two months ago, Spears had been nothing more than a wealthy, reclusive businessman based in Richmond as far as the world around him had known. Then Jess’s investigation had drawn a line from him to at least six heinous murders committed by the serial killer dubbed the Player. This previously unknown subject, the Player, had eluded authorities for a minimum of five years… and his body count had risen to at least thirty. No matter that her investigation had fallen apart, Jess knew for a certainty—at least in her mind—that Spears was the Player. But she couldn’t prove it. There wasn’t a single piece of evidence tying him to so much as a parking ticket, much less a murder.

The Bureau had had no choice but to let him go. The ensuing media frenzy regarding the botched investigation had rendered a devastating blow to Jess’s career. Her superior had sentenced her to administrative leave until the dust settled. She had jumped at the first opportunity to get the hell out of Virginia. But she’d made a mistake in coming here, to her hometown of Birmingham.

He had followed her.

Now suddenly he abducts a police detective and leaves two witnesses who can identify him as Eric Spears?

There was something very, very wrong with that picture.

The most probable scenario was that Spears was prepared for this to be his final game, in this country at least. Jess had brought scrutiny to his life and, to some degree, he would never escape the shadow of suspicion she’d cast. That new reality cramped his style. If this was his swan song, the game and whatever he deemed his goal were all that counted. He wouldn’t care who saw him. He was out of here anyway. But then, why wear gloves? That part didn’t add up.

Harper appeared at the door. “Ma’am, Mrs. Wells needs to speak with you.”

Jess and Burnett exchanged a look before moving into the living room. The techs were making a mess of Mrs. Wells’ tidy home. She and her daughter remained on the sofa, clinging desperately to each other.

Mrs. Wells looked up at Jess. “You’re Agent Harris?”

No need to explain that was likely only temporary. The Bureau would never allow her to resume her duties at Quantico even if she wanted to. At the very least, she would be shipped off to some low profile assignment where she couldn’t screw up anything important. “Yes, I’m Agent Harris.”

Mrs. Wells started to speak, then put her hand over her trembling lips for a moment as she composed herself. “Terri reminded me that he—that awful man—told us to give Agent Harris a message.”

Ice filled Jess’s veins. “What was the message, Mrs. Wells?”

She blinked rapidly to staunch the tears. “He said to tell Agent Harris that she knows what he wants.”

Jess nodded, let the words penetrate fully.

Spears was right.

She knew exactly what he wanted.
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