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			About the Book

			Run. Don’t look back. Just run.

			When Michael Rowland saves his younger brother Joshua from the clutches of his stepfather, he runs for his life with his brother in his arms. From his hiding place he sees the man who has made their lives a misery taken away in the trunk of a stranger’s car, never to be seen again.

			Doctor Dani Novak has been keeping soccer coach Diesel Kennedy at arm’s length to protect him from her dark secrets. When they are brought together by the two young brothers who desperately need their help, it seems they might finally be able to leave their damaged pasts behind him.

			But as the only witness to the man who kidnapped and murdered his stepfather, Michael is in danger. As Diesel and Dani do all that they can to protect him, their own investigation into the murder uncovers a much darker web of secrets than they could have imagined.

			As more bodies start to appear it’s clear that this killer wants vengeance. And will wipe out anything that gets in his way . . .

		

	
		
			To Christine. I’m so glad I have you in my life.

As always, to Martin. I love you.
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			My dear readers,

			I hope you enjoy Into the Dark! This is a story of my heart in so many ways. The characters have become like friends and I hope it will be the same for you.

			Dani Novak and her brothers, Deacon and Greg, have Waardenburg syndrome, just as I do. I didn’t realize that I was subconsciously writing the syndrome into Deacon’s character until it was time to write his book, and then his white hair and unusual eyes suddenly made all the sense in the world!

			FYI, Waardenburg syndrome is a genetic condition that primarily impacts hearing and pigmentation (in hair, eyes, and skin). It is hereditary, with a worldwide incidence of about 1 in 40,000. It is carried by the women in my family, although in some families, it’s carried by the men.

			Dani Novak has dark hair with white streaks and she’s deaf in one ear, just like me. She has a blue and a brown eye, just like my aunt and uncle do. (My cousin’s eyes are bi-colored, similar to Deacon’s.) Dani’s brother Greg is completely deaf, like my own daughter.

			The use of sign language in Into the Dark is based upon my own experiences over the years. My husband and I began to study sign language when our younger daughter was only a few weeks old. We had so much to learn!

			Many authors will differentiate signed dialog and spoken/‘hearing’ dialog with italics or special punctuation, like «Hello». I chose to present the signed dialog and spoken dialog the same way. The characters are communicating, whether their words come from their hands or from their mouths.

			This is perhaps the biggest personal ‘aha!’ moment I had while learning to sign. Language and speech are not the same. Language is the communication of concepts and ideas. Speech is merely one method of communication.

			Here are some other things I learned that you’ll find useful as you read Into the Dark:

			•	Sign language is not universal. American Sign Language (ASL) is much closer to French SL. British SL is so different from ASL that an American deaf person and a British deaf person would need an interpreter to communicate with each other.

			•	ASL is not a subset or dialect of English. ASL is its own language, with its own syntax and grammatical structure, which is actually closer to Spanish with respect to subject/verb placement. ASL and English share some words, much like English and Spanish words are similar because of their Latin roots. There are many ASL signs that have no English equivalent, just as there are many phrases from other languages that don’t translate well.

			•	There are many methods of visual communication. In our family, we relied on three: ASL, Signed Exact English (SEE), and Pidgin Signed English (PSE). As I said, ASL is its own language. SEE is useful when signing and speaking at the same time as it associates a sign with each of the English words. (It’s very useful when teaching someone to read English.) However, SEE is a bit cumbersome, so we usually used a combination, or Pidgin Signed English. PSE is a bit of ASL, a bit of SEE, and a bit of family/local sign. When Dani and Diesel sign to Michael and Greg in Into the Dark, they’re usually using PSE.

			•	Not all parents of deaf children learn to sign. Studies show that over 90% of deaf children are born to hearing parents. Less than 20% of those parents learn to sign, less than 10% with any fluency. Many people are shocked by this. I certainly was. There are a number of reasons for this statistic, however.

				•	First and foremost, many doctors tell parents of a deaf child that if they use sign language at home, their child will never speak and will never be ‘normal’.

				•	Doctors often urge the use of cochlear implants, a device that converts sound to digital pulses the brain can interpret. Importantly, CI is not a ‘cure’ for deafness. It is an aid, much like a wheelchair or a cane. When a CI user takes off their processor, they are still deaf and will then require alternate means of communication. CIs don’t always work, either, although success rates are high when implanted early. CIs are approved for implantation in children at least one year of age. Finally, CIs are very expensive, the surgery and device running anywhere from $30,000–$50,000. Many families simply can’t afford them. Note: there are still a number of cultural issues around the use of CIs within the Deaf community. It is a very personal decision.

				•	Some parents don’t have the means or opportunity to take ASL classes (although anyone with an Internet connection can find instruction).

				•	Some, like Michael’s mother in Into the Dark, simply don’t care to learn, or they only learn the ‘discipline’ signs: no, bad, stop, go, come, bed.

			•	We adopted a combination approach, learning ASL/SEE and having our daughter implanted with a CI. We’ve always signed, though, starting when she was three weeks old because access to language is a basic human requirement from birth.

			•	Not all deaf people speech-read or ‘read lips’. It’s a learned skill and some are better at it than others. Don’t assume a deaf person can speech-read.

			There are so many topics I didn’t even touch on in this book, the biggest of which is Deaf culture. That’s a book all in itself! If you’d like to learn more about these topics and others, I recommend the book For Hearing People Only: Answers to Some of the Most Commonly Asked Questions about the Deaf Community, its Culture, and “Deaf Reality” by Matthew Moore and Linda Levitan.

			All the best and thank you for reading Into the Dark.

			Karen

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 9 March, 1.30 A.M.

			Run. Don’t look back. Just run.

			Michael Rowland clutched Joshua tighter and gritted his teeth against the sharp rocks and twigs digging into his feet. And he ran as fast as he could.

			Blinking away tears, he focused on reaching the end of the driveway, at the bottom of the big hill.

			Get to the road.

			And then? He didn’t know. He’d figure it out when he got there.

			He’d figure it all out when he got there.

			Where is there?

			Shut up. Shut up and run.

			He fought the urge to look behind him. He wasn’t sure if he’d knocked Brewer out or not. Even if he had, the asshole could come to, and the minute he did, he’d be coming after them. Checking to see wouldn’t make a bit of difference. It would only slow them down and make it easier for Brewer to catch them.

			He’ll kill me, Michael thought. Of that he had no doubt. But he’d do worse to Joshua. Joshua, who was only five. So Michael kept running.

			He was approaching the cluster of trees that Joshua called ‘the forest’. At one time it had been an orchard. Now it was totally overgrown. Branches grew every which way and bramble bushes had nearly taken over.

			Damn bramble bushes. Michael’s feet were bleeding now. It doesn’t matter. He ignored the pain, welcoming the cover of the trees. Move. Move.

			He found another burst of speed, ducking under branches, grateful for the agility drills that his coach had made them do. Michael was fast – the fastest on the JV soccer team, even though he’d been the youngest. But he needed to run faster. Please let me be faster.

			The flickering light that marked the end of the driveway was closer now, barely visible through the trees. He’d run about halfway. Another quarter-mile to go.

			He felt the yank on his foot a millisecond before he was pitching forward into the darkness. Airborne.

			Joshua.

			Michael tilted his body at the last moment, hitting the ground on his shoulder. A burst of pain had him swallowing a grunt, the last-minute tilt giving him enough momentum to continue rolling to his back, then around to rest his elbows on the ground, his arms still clutching Joshua tightly.

			He dragged in a breath, blinking as he got his bearings. He hunched over Joshua, in case Brewer had been on their tail. But there were no kicks. No hits.

			Nothing.

			Michael lifted his head and looked around. No one was behind him. It hadn’t been Brewer grabbing his foot. Must have been a tree root.

			Maybe he had knocked Brewer out. The thought filled him with dark satisfaction.

			He glanced down at Joshua. Still asleep. Not dead. Just drugged. He wondered what had been in the syringe the bastard had been injecting him with. Michael said a small prayer of thanks for the extra soda he’d had before bed. If he hadn’t needed to pee, he wouldn’t have been awake to see Brewer plunging a needle into his brother’s arm.

			He frowned at Joshua’s peaceful little face. Should I take him to the hospital? He wasn’t even sure how. He’d have to figure that out too, once he’d gotten them away from Brewer’s house.

			He took another moment to watch his brother’s chest rise and fall. At least he’s not dead.

			When he’d staggered down the stairs, his sight blurry from the punch Brewer had thrown to the side of his head when he’d tried to grab the syringe, he’d seen Brewer carrying Joshua toward the front door. For a terrible minute, he’d thought Joshua was dead. He hadn’t been moving.

			Michael hadn’t hesitated to find out. Whatever Brewer had planned, it wasn’t good. Leaping from the third step onto Brewer’s back, he’d knocked the man down.

			Brewer had released Joshua long enough to punch Michael a second time, this time in the gut. Stumbling backward, Michael had grabbed the iron shovel from the fireplace and swung it with all his might. Brewer had been leaning down to pick up Joshua from the floor when Michael had hit him in the head with the shovel. Brewer had gone down on his knees and Michael had pushed him away from his little brother.

			Who had been breathing. Thank God.

			Then Michael had picked Joshua up and run.

			Wincing at the pain in his shoulder, Michael pushed to his knees, gently settling Joshua on the ground so that he could do a three-sixty search.

			So many times in his life he’d wished he could hear. Never so much as this moment. If Brewer was following, Michael wouldn’t be able to hear a twig breaking or the sound of labored breathing.

			Brewer could be hiding anywhere. Michael didn’t trust the bastard as far as he could throw him.

			Stop wasting time. Get to the road.

			Drawing a deep breath, he picked Joshua up and cradled him against his good shoulder. He took a step and had to bite back a scream.

			It hurts. God, it hurts. The pain was shooting from his shoulder, up his neck, to the back of his head now. He hoped he hadn’t whimpered.

			Taking another look around, he started walking again, slowly. Yeah, it hurt. But he’d suck it up. He’d had worse, after all. Lots of times. Thanks to Brewer.

			For a moment he wished the man was dead, then he shook his head hard. No. Not dead. Just in jail. Where other bad guys – bigger, meaner bad guys – will hurt him every day of every year for the rest of his miserable life.

			That would be . . . What had his teacher called it? Oh, right. Poetic justice.

			He came to the edge of the old orchard and peered into the night. He could see the flickering light at the end of the driveway again. He was glad he knew it had always flickered. Otherwise he might be worried that he had a concussion.

			He took a step out of the trees, then froze. Shit. Oh shit.

			He scrambled back under cover and lay down out of sight, the pain in his shoulder making his eyes tear up. He blinked the wetness away and stared at the car making its way down the driveway toward the main road. It was too dark to see the make, model, or color, but that didn’t matter, because Michael already knew it was a 2018 BMW 530i. Alpine-white exterior with a tan leather interior. Brewer was very proud of his car.

			The car was moving super-slowly. Maybe five miles per hour, if that. It stopped, then crawled another few feet forward.

			He’s looking for us. Oh God. What do I do? Pulse rocketing, Michael tightened his hold on his brother. He’ll kill me. And then he’ll take Joshua. To where, he had no idea. But it would be bad.

			And then . . . another set of headlights pulled into the driveway from the main road. The vehicle was barely visible in the flickering light, but Michael could make out a dark SUV. Maybe black.

			The SUV stopped and a man got out. A big man. A big bald man. The flickering light reflected off his head as he strode from the SUV to Brewer’s BMW, now at a complete stop.

			Because the SUV had blocked its exit.

			The man crossed around to Brewer’s door and yanked it open. A second later, he was pulling Brewer from his car by the shirt collar and dragging him to the SUV. Once they were on the driver’s side, Michael could see that Brewer was oddly limp.

			If Michael hadn’t been so scared, he would have cheered. Finally someone was bigger than Brewer and giving him a taste of his own medicine.

			Michael frowned when Brewer twisted in the man’s grip, because he looked like he was moving in slo-mo. Brewer reached into his pocket, but the man threw him to the ground and grabbed something from his hand.

			Oh my God. It was a gun. Brewer had brought one of his guns. He would have killed me with it.

			But now Brewer’s gun was in the big man’s hand. Michael held his breath, waiting for the man to shoot the monster who’d made their lives a living hell for nearly five years – ever since the day he’d married their mother, Stella.

			Who was as useless as spit.

			But the man didn’t shoot Brewer. He pocketed the gun, then yanked Brewer to his feet and pinned him against the SUV. Then he put his big hands around Brewer’s throat.

			Brewer struggled.

			Until he didn’t anymore.

			Michael’s mouth fell open as Brewer’s body went limp once again, falling to the ground in a crumpled heap. The big man took a step back, fists on his hips as he stared down, shaking his head.

			Oh my God. He’d killed him. The big bald man had killed him.

			Abruptly aware that he was breathing hard, Michael clenched his jaws closed so that the man wouldn’t hear him.

			Luckily the man was focused on Brewer. He opened the hatch of the SUV and tossed Brewer in, as if he weighed no more than one of Joshua’s action figures.

			Slamming the hatch closed, he walked to the BMW’s driver’s side and leaned in. When he straightened, he tossed something in the air and caught it one-handed.

			The keys. He’d taken Brewer’s car keys.

			The man then opened all four of the BMW’s doors and the trunk, searching for something. When he didn’t find it, he closed the doors, pocketed Brewer’s keys, backed the SUV to the main road, and drove away.

			Michael let out a quiet breath. No keys. He didn’t know how to drive yet, but he could have figured it out. Now the car was no longer an escape option.

			But now I don’t need to escape. Brewer is gone.

			And Michael was so tired. His mother wasn’t home tonight. She was out partying with her friends, getting stoned again. Which was probably the reason Brewer had been so bold. He usually snuck around to do his dirty work.

			But now there would be no one in the house to hurt them.

			Besides, Michael knew where Brewer kept the rest of his guns, and he knew how to use them to keep his little brother safe. I’ll take Joshua home. Get some sleep. And in the morning I’ll figure out what to do next.

			He’d made it back through the orchard when Joshua’s eyes blinked open. His mouth curved when he saw Michael’s face.

			‘Hi,’ Joshua said.

			Or at least that was what it looked like he’d said, and Michael was pretty good at guessing people’s speech. Especially Joshua’s. Michael had been watching his brother speak since he’d uttered his first words.

			Michael smiled down at him, despite the pain in his shoulder. ‘You okay?’ he voiced, because his arms were full and he couldn’t sign.

			Joshua nodded sleepily, his eyes closing once again.

			Michael shuddered with relief. They’d dodged a bullet tonight and Joshua seemed none the wiser.

			And Brewer? Good riddance. I’m glad he’s dead.

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 9 March, 2.15 A.M.

			The river was high tonight, Cade thought as he watched the churning water flow past his vantage point above the bank. Nowhere near flood stage, but the current was still fast and deadly. Perfect for his needs.

			Turning from the river, he stared down at the body in the back of his SUV, glad the miserable SOB was dead. Good riddance.

			It had been close tonight. Too close. He’d assumed the asshole had been incapacitated by the Taser that he’d fired into the back of his neck, but somehow John Brewer had managed to move his arm enough to draw a weapon.

			That hadn’t happened before, not in the four years that he’d been performing this service for the community.

			He drew the Taser from his coat pocket and held it up to the rear hatch light, studying it. It looked okay. Maybe it hadn’t been fully charged? Or maybe it was broken. That did happen from time to time. He’d read news stories of police being forced to shoot a suspect with their gun after the Taser didn’t work, but he’d always figured it was the cops making excuses.

			He pressed it to Brewer’s chest and squeezed the trigger, causing the body to twitch.

			‘Well, fuck.’ The Taser did function. At least some of the time. Maybe Brewer had been on something. That might account for it. However he sliced it, the man’s response had thrown him off his game.

			He hadn’t planned to kill the bastard in his own driveway. He’d planned to wait. To do it here, on the riverbank, miles from the nearest neighbor, where no one would hear his screams.

			He scowled at John Brewer’s handsome face. Sonofabitch got off too damn easy. Too many people had been taken in by his fake charm.

			My boss included. Normally Richard was a shrewd judge of character. Me excluded, of course. Cade was pretty sure that Richard wouldn’t condone his extracurricular ‘service’ to the community, were he to find out. Although, who knew? Stranger things had happened.

			He’d never considered that Richard would engage in human trafficking, but that was exactly what his boss had done earlier that evening. Brewer had been trying to win back the property title he’d lost before, and Richard had allowed the slimy bastard to add his five-year-old stepson to his stake, when the small stash of heroin he’d brought to the game didn’t meet the minimum table requirements.

			The super-secret game that Richard hosted allowed no actual currency to be wagered. Instead, a constant flow of unique and valuable items – some legal, but most black-market – changed hands from week to week. Cade had often wondered what the winners did with some of the stuff, which had included land, luxury vehicles, stolen masterpieces, and exotic animals – live and parts.

			He’d concluded that the participants often had their eye on a specific prize, and that they probably sold off the rest of what they won as quickly as possible. Usually through Richard.

			In addition to running a successful gambling operation on the Ohio River, his boss was also a ‘procurer’ for the wealthy in the Midwest and beyond. Richard knew what some people wanted and what others had. He brought them together, enabling them to trade in a civilized fashion.

			Up until tonight, people had never been included among the prizes to be won. A few times there had been offers of human organs brought to the table, which had shocked Cade enough. But never people. At least to my knowledge.

			That was a troubling thought. Cade wondered how many times items had been traded under the table while he’d stood guard outside the door. He wondered if Richard had allowed Brewer to participate tonight because he’d known one of the others at the table would want the boy.

			He wondered if he’d have to kill Richard, too.

			It was with disgust that Cade realized that Brewer had wanted his house back enough to sacrifice his own stepson. It hadn’t even been Brewer’s own house. Up until a week before the game, the property had belonged to his wife. Richard nearly hadn’t allowed it, but then Brewer had wagered something else that technically belonged to his wife – her little boy.

			Richard always said that desperate men played lousy poker, and Brewer proved that true. He’d lost big and left the game shaking and pale.

			The winner of tonight’s game had gleefully arranged to meet Brewer to take possession of the boy, but the exchange wasn’t going to happen, because that man was currently . . . indisposed.

			Cade yanked away the blanket covering the figure lying in the back of his car. Eyes that were wide and full of horror stared back at him. And perhaps a little defiance? If that’s what it is, I’ll get rid of it with my first slice.

			He was always glad to rid the world of a pedo. Seeing the pure fear in their eyes, hearing their screams? It made his chosen crusade all the sweeter.

			He smiled down at Blake Emerson, the pedophile who’d been bold enough to buy a little boy at a poker game. ‘Hi,’ he said to the appropriately terrified man, then pointed to Brewer’s dead body lying beside his captive. ‘You two have already met, so I won’t bother introducing you. Not that he’ll say much, because, y’know, he’s dead. It’s true that he had a less painful death than you’ll have, but that isn’t my fault.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s sometimes how it goes. But please know that if he’d lived, I would have given you both equal torture. It doesn’t really matter at the end of the day, though. You’ll both be as dead as each other.’

			And Brewer’s five-year-old stepson would be safe, as would other kids who might have been future victims of this particular pedophile.

			On the other hand, the boy hadn’t been in Brewer’s car, so maybe the asshole hadn’t been planning to make the transfer after all. Maybe Brewer had just been intending to escape. Which didn’t matter, because he’d made the offer in the first place.

			Cade frowned. Or maybe Brewer had already taken the child. Maybe he’d hidden him somewhere he could easily retrieve him. Maybe he had been on his way to collect the boy so he could give him over to his new ‘owner’.

			Bile burned his throat.

			‘Shit,’ he muttered. He needed to make sure the kid was okay, but he couldn’t drive back to Brewer’s house with a live prisoner and a dead body in the back. It was too risky. He pulled the Sawzall from its box in the back of the SUV and waved it in front of the pedophile.

			‘You want me to saw off a piece of you first? No?’ he answered for the man, who couldn’t speak through his gag. ‘Good choice. Now you can see exactly what’s going to happen to you. And you’ll still be alive to feel every slice.’

			He dragged Brewer’s body from the back of the SUV to the ground and fired up the saw, making sure the bound pedophile had a clear view.

			‘First his fingers,’ he explained to his terrified audience, ‘then his dick, because he was willing to sell his kid to you. I’ll start with your dick, though. Because you would have taken that little boy and destroyed his life. From there on, it’s pretty standard. Arms and legs. Then his head. That’s where it gets nasty, especially if you’re still alive, like you will be. Really, it’s a shame that Brewer’s dead. I would have liked watching him struggle and squirm. You’ll give me that, though.’

			And when they were through, Cade would check on the boy. Just to make sure he was okay.

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 9 March, 5.40 A.M.

			Michael shifted in the chair in the corner of Joshua’s bedroom, trying to get comfortable as he kept watch over his little brother, who slept peacefully, unaware that anything had happened tonight. At least there was that. Joshua wouldn’t have the memory of being drugged by their stepfather. Of their escape through the old orchard.

			Michael had tried to sleep in his own bed. He truly had. God only knew he was exhausted enough. But every time he closed his eyes, he saw Brewer jabbing Joshua with a syringe and carrying him away. He’d tried to force his brain to see Brewer going limp under the big bald man’s hands, but he kept seeing the bastard getting up and walking off. That wasn’t what had happened, but until Michael knew for sure that Brewer really was dead, he’d be on pins and needles, waiting for his mother’s husband to come home.

			And watching over Joshua. It wasn’t like anyone else was going to. Their mother had never been what anyone would call maternal, but she’d gotten much worse since Brewer had entered their lives.

			He shifted again, then froze as a familiar rumble beneath his feet sent an even more familiar bolt of fear through his body.

			The garage door. Someone had opened it.

			Someone is here.

			Michael shot to his feet, fumbling for the gun he’d taken from Brewer’s safe. Tucking it into the waist of his jeans at his back, he looked around the room wildly, nearly scooping Joshua up into his arms.

			But again he froze. There was no time. Someone was coming.

			Someone is here.

			Brewer? Or . . . He remembered the big bald man tossing Brewer’s keys into the air. Had the man come back? Had he killed Brewer and come back? For us?

			Oh God. He saw me. Knows I saw him kill Brewer. He thinks I’ll tell. He’ll kill me too.

			Michael’s brain told him to run, until his gaze fell to his little brother, still asleep. I’ll keep you safe. I won’t let him touch you. I promise.

			Stepping back, he hid behind the chair and drew the gun. He’d kill whoever walked through that door. Unless it was his mother. Her, he’d let live. Although she didn’t deserve to.

			He’d gone to her, terrified and bleeding. Scared. He’d told her what her husband had done, the first time it had happened, more than two years ago. And the second. And the third. But she hadn’t believed him. Or she’d claimed as much.

			You’re lying, she’d told him. Michael could still feel the sting of her slap across his face. It was a wonder she hadn’t broken any of his teeth. But he hadn’t been lying about all the things her husband had done to him.

			He’d threatened to go to the police, hoping they’d believe him, but his mother told him that they’d take him away – and maybe her, too. He and Joshua would go to foster care, but not together. They’d be separated, she’d told him, and everyone knew what happened to kids in those homes. Joshua would be hurt and it would be Michael’s fault. Unless he stayed quiet. So he had, enduring his stepfather’s visits in the night, hoping that Brewer would just go away.

			Now he had. Because he’s dead.

			He shuddered, pushing those thoughts from his mind. Not now. He couldn’t lose it now. Later, he’d fall apart. Later, when Joshua was safe.

			Joshua, the only reason he’d stayed in this house. This hell.

			Michael clutched the gun in both hands, willing them not to shake. Willing his eyes to stay open even though he wanted to clench them shut and pretend that none of this was happening. Because the door was opening. Slowly.

			He held his breath, his heart hammering in his chest. No, no, no. It couldn’t be Brewer. Brewer was dead. Please let him be dead. Please let this be Mom. Please.

			A shadow appeared in the doorway. Big. Hulking.

			It was the man. The bald man. The man who’d killed Brewer with his bare hands. He was here. He stepped into the room, the moonlight from the window reflecting off his head as he stopped at the foot of Joshua’s bed.

			Michael could see his face clearly. Memorized his features. Every detail, so that he could tell the police.

			No, no you won’t. You can’t tell the police. Because they wouldn’t believe him. His mother would tell them that he was a liar. Just like she’d done when he’d told her that her new husband came to his bed at night.

			She’ll find a way to blame me. That’s the way it’s always been.

			He glanced at the gun he held in his shaking hands. I won’t need to tell the police because I’m going to kill him.

			Except the man didn’t touch his brother. He simply stood there, his gaze fixed on Joshua. There was no anger in his face. None of the lustful leering that Michael had seen so often in Brewer’s eyes. Actually he looked . . . relieved. And that didn’t make sense.

			The man’s gaze jerked up and Michael wondered if he’d made a sound. But the man didn’t come closer. He just turned on his heel and left the room.

			Michael sagged back against the bedroom wall, letting out the breath he’d been holding. A few minutes later, he felt the rumble of the garage door going back down.

			He crept to the window and peeked out into the night. And sucked in a breath when he saw the big man running down the driveway, toward the flickering light at the road, a suitcase in his hand.

			He was gone.

			Michael and Joshua were alone again.

			Michael’s entire body began to shake. He stumbled to the chair just as his legs gave out. He didn’t have to wonder what would have happened if the man had discovered him there. He’d have put his hands on Michael’s throat and choked him until he’d gone limp, just as he’d done to Brewer.

			Oh God. Oh God. I would have been dead. And Joshua would be all alone, unprotected. He glared at the gun in his hand. He’d frozen. He should have shot the man as he’d stood next to Joshua’s bed, but he’d frozen.

			I won’t freeze next time. If he comes back, I’ll be ready.

		

	
		
			One

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 11.30 A.M.

			Diesel Kennedy blew his whistle and gestured for the kids to join him on the sideline. ‘That’s good for today, guys. Come on over.’

			He smiled at the ten kindergartners ambling off the field. They were all too cute in their shin guards and little cleats. Only two of the boys had any soccer competence at all. The others missed the ball, fell down, ran into each other, and generally looked like they were doing a Three Stooges routine. But they tried so hard and seemed to be having fun, which was the real win Diesel was looking for when he coached their team.

			He’d been coaching for the past five years, determined that no child under his care would experience what he had growing up. He’d had no male role models and the one man in his young life, the one who should have protected him, had left him forever scarred. Diesel strove to teach good values to every child he coached, how to win and lose, how to work together. But he also taught them how to speak up for themselves. How to ask for help.

			He knew the signs of abuse and, as a state mandatory reporter, informed Children’s Services when he suspected a child was being harmed. Over the last five years of coaching, he’d been involved in rescuing four children from abusive situations.

			He wasn’t saving the whole world through coaching, but he could take comfort in knowing that four little boys were safe today who might not have been. He’d continue to save one child at a time. In the meantime, he’d continue teaching sportsmanship and teamwork – beneficial to any child.

			He held up a hand for them to high-five as the team gathered around him, many having to jump up to reach his palm. At six-six, he towered over the five-year-olds, making them crane their necks to meet his gaze.

			‘You guys did so well today. You made me very proud.’ Ten little faces beamed up at him. ‘Now, let’s talk about next week. We have our first game! Are we excited?’

			‘Yes, Coach Diesel!’ they replied.

			‘What happens if we win?’ he asked.

			‘Ice cream!’ they shouted.

			‘That’s right.’ He lifted his brows. ‘What happens if we lose?’

			They looked at one other, then one of the boys frowned, likely searching his memory, because Diesel had delivered this spiel before and after every practice for the past two weeks. ‘Ice cream?’ he asked timidly.

			Diesel gave him a grin, extending his fist for the boy to bump. He searched his own memory for the name of the boy with the dark hair and dark eyes, and the dent in his little chin . . . Right. Joshua Rowland. ‘That’s right, Joshua! Whether we win or not, we get ice cream. Winning is fun, but not the most important thing. The three most important things are what?’ He held up three fingers, waiting expectantly.

			‘Have fun!’ they shouted.

			He nodded. ‘That’s one. And two?’

			‘Do our best!’

			‘Very good. And the third?’

			They looked at each other again quizzically, then back up at him for the answer.

			Joshua raised his hand once more. ‘Be nice?’

			The other boys repeated the answer, nodding fiercely, expressions abashed at not remembering.

			Diesel hid his smile. They really were too cute. ‘Exactly. Be good sports, which means we’ll be nice. If we lose, we smile. We congratulate the winners. And then after the game, we go out for ice cream. If we win, we accept their congratulations and go out for ice cream. Either way, we get ice cream. Except . . . what one thing might keep us from getting ice cream?’

			‘Being bad sports,’ they said.

			‘You got it.’ He looked over his shoulder at the parents who’d gathered to pick up their children. ‘Moms and dads are here. Line up, shoulder to shoulder, and wait until I call your name. Mrs Moody will pass out your snacks. What do you say to Mrs Moody?’

			‘Thank you, Mrs Moody!’ they chorused as his assistant coach got them lined up and handed out the snacks and juice boxes. Shauna Moody was a nice, motherly woman whose son had played soccer with their league all through school and was now in college and doing well. She credited the league with keeping him engaged and out of trouble, and now that he’d graduated, she wanted to give back. She showed up every week to hand out snacks and bandage boo-boos.

			Diesel turned to the waiting parents with his clipboard. He made it a point to greet each adult doing pick-up before allowing them to leave with a child. Over the years, he’d coached kids stuck in the middle of custody disputes, and he always wanted to be sure he recognized the person doing the picking up. The last thing he wanted was to allow a child to be taken by the wrong person. Terrible things could happen when the wrong person had access to a child.

			This Diesel knew from experience.

			The parent of the ninth child on his list hesitated before smiling timidly. ‘You’re really good with them,’ she said, sounding surprised.

			He steeled himself for what he thought might be coming, because he’d seen the censure and suspicion in this mother’s eyes from the first practice. ‘I do my best.’

			And he did. No one had given him any kind of good attention when he was five years old. He wanted these kids to have a better role model than he’d had. Which, honestly, wasn’t too hard to achieve. Most of the adults in his life hadn’t given him very much at all.

			If this mother wanted to remove her son from his team, he’d be polite. And then he’d call the first child on his waiting list, which right now was at about twenty-five names.

			The parent – Mrs Jacobsen – tilted her head as she studied him. ‘I owe you an apology, Mr Kennedy. The first time we showed up with Liam for practice, I saw your tattoos and . . . well, I thought you would be . . .’

			Diesel’s lips curved, because it appeared the conversation wasn’t going to go as he’d feared. ‘Mean? A thug?’

			She laughed nervously. ‘Something like that. We try to teach our son not to judge a person by their appearance, but I’m afraid I did that with you. But you came highly recommended by my friends, so I allowed Liam to join the team. I’m so glad I did. I was wrong, and I’m sorry.’

			‘Thank you,’ he said graciously. ‘I hope Liam enjoys himself.’ He looked down at the boy and gave him a wink. ‘He’s a neat kid.’

			Liam beamed. ‘Bye, Coach Diesel.’

			Diesel waved as they left, then looked down at his list with a silent sigh. One name left unchecked. One child unclaimed. He turned to find Joshua Rowland sitting on one of the folding chairs with Mrs Moody, his little face pinched as he searched the parking lot for his mother’s car.

			Mrs Brewer had been late picking up her son from every practice. Diesel had needed to call her cell phone to remind her. She always gushed that she’d been so busy and was so sorry, but Diesel got the feeling that the woman was more concerned with attracting attention to herself than with caring for her son.

			He dialed her cell, got her voicemail, and left a polite message. Then he gave Joshua a bright smile. ‘Your mom’s running a little late. Maybe you could help me put away the soccer balls while we’re waiting for her.’

			Joshua jumped up, eager to help. So eager to please.

			Diesel’s heart hurt. The boy reminded him of himself. Children this eager to please were prime prey for predators.

			They put the equipment in the bed of Diesel’s truck, and he let Joshua shove the tailgate closed, unable to keep from smiling at the way the child dusted his hands together and gave him a satisfied nod.

			But the boy’s satisfaction was a facade, because he was searching the parking lot from the corner of his eye. The pinched look returned when there was still no sign of his mother.

			He looked up at Diesel, tears filling his eyes. ‘What do I do? I don’t know the way home.’

			Mrs Moody, who’d been silently watching them from the sideline, came over and gave the boy a hug. ‘We won’t make you go home by yourself, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘We can take you.’

			Joshua glanced at her, then back up at Diesel. ‘Okay. I’m sorry.’

			Diesel crouched down so that he was on Joshua’s level. ‘No need to be sorry, my man. Things happen.’

			Joshua swallowed hard. ‘She’s been really sad lately. She . . .’ He bit his lip. ‘She sleeps a lot.’

			Diesel’s jaw tightened. These were dicey situations. A parent suffering from depression wasn’t necessarily unfit. He needed to tread carefully here. Joshua’s mother had appeared normal when she’d dropped him off, and he didn’t seem to be neglected. His clothes were dirty now, but they’d been clean when he’d arrived. He looked to be well fed, and Diesel had never seen suspicious bruises on him.

			‘Who watches you when she sleeps, Joshua?’ he asked.

			Joshua brightened. ‘Michael does. He takes care of me.’

			Diesel made his lips curve, even though his trouble-meter was pinging loudly. Michael was Joshua’s older brother, but the boy was only fourteen. Diesel had seen enough of these situations while investigating story leads at the Ledger, the newspaper he’d worked at for the past seven years. Too many older siblings were left to care for the younger ones. Sometimes this was necessary, like when a single parent had to work multiple jobs to keep the family fed, but Joshua Rowland’s mother wasn’t a single parent. She was married to a man named John Brewer, whom Diesel had never met. He assumed that Brewer hadn’t adopted the boys, as they had a different last name, but that could be for any number of reasons and didn’t indicate an issue in and of itself.

			Brewer appeared to be financially successful. The family lived in a well-to-do part of town, where homes were huge and called ‘estates’. Mrs Brewer wore designer clothes and drove an expensive car. According to her parent info sheet, she didn’t work one job, much less multiples.

			She should have had time to take care of her children, or money to hire a nanny. If she was leaving childcare to her older son, that meant something else was going on.

			He forced his voice to be as gentle as he could make it, which wasn’t easy. It was normally gravelly and rough, so he made sure he was smiling benignly. ‘What does Michael do for you?’

			‘Washes my clothes. Plays with me. Reads me stories at night and fixes my breakfast when I wake up. Eggs and bacon,’ Joshua added proudly. ‘Because he says I’m growing and cereal’s not good enough.’

			‘He’s right,’ Diesel said. ‘I can see you growing right now.’

			Joshua giggled, as Diesel had hoped he would. ‘No, you can’t.’

			Diesel’s lips twitched. ‘Well, maybe not right now, but I did before. Who picks you up from school?’

			‘Michael does. He walks me home.’ Joshua’s smile dimmed and he bit his lip again. ‘But Michael’s sad, too. And I can’t make him be happy.’

			Diesel glanced at a sympathetic Mrs Moody before returning his attention to the forlorn little boy. ‘Why is Michael sad?’ he asked softly.

			Joshua shrugged, looking down at his feet. ‘Mama yells at him a lot. Especially since Uncle John left.’

			Oh, shit. Diesel’s trouble-meter started pinging again. ‘Uncle John?’

			‘Her husband.’ Joshua frowned. ‘But not my daddy. My daddy’s gone. To heaven.’

			‘Okay.’ Calling his stepfather ‘uncle’ also wasn’t an issue in and of itself. But all together . . . ‘And why did Uncle John leave?’

			Another shrug. ‘Mama says it’s Michael’s fault. But Michael’s good.’

			‘I’m sure he is, honey,’ Diesel murmured. ‘Does . . .’ He drew a breath. ‘Joshua, does your mom ever . . . hit your brother? Or you?’

			The misery in Joshua’s eyes was his answer.

			Fuck. Diesel’s heart sank even as his resolve grew. No one would hurt this child. No one had saved Diesel, but by God, he’d make sure no child that crossed his path would endure what he had.

			His heart hurt for these kids, the neglected ones. The abused ones. He felt a physical pressure on his chest and realized he’d pushed the heel of his hand to his heart, reminding him that he’d been living on borrowed time for years. There were whole blocks of time when he nearly forgot that he carried a bullet in his chest, courtesy of an al-Qaeda insurgent. A bullet hovering too close to his heart to be removed. One day it would move, piercing his heart and ending his life.

			But he was used to it now, the notion that his personal clock was running down. He was going to make the most of however many years – or days – he had left. Taking care of other people’s kids was his life’s mission.

			Joshua Rowland had just become priority one.

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 11.30 A.M.

			‘Mom!’ Glancing at the clock on the wall, Michael shook his mother’s shoulder, roughly voicing her name even though she hated to hear him speak.

			It hadn’t always been that way. She’d never encouraged him, but she hadn’t hated him. But that was before Brewer came into their lives. It hadn’t been perfect before the bastard, but once he’d moved in with them? That was when everything had gone to hell.

			She’d been erratic before meeting the man, but not a drug user. All that changed. And in the last year it had gotten much, much worse. She’d never hit him before Brewer, either. Now . . .

			She sometimes used her fists, but usually she’d hurl whatever happened to be in her hand at the time. This morning it had been a bowl. He’d been busy cooking Joshua’s breakfast and hadn’t seen her coming at him.

			He touched the side of his head gingerly, grimacing at the blood on his fingers. He’d cleaned it as best he could. It would stop bleeding eventually. His head would stop pounding. Eventually.

			Right now, Joshua was more important.

			‘Mom.’ She should have been at the soccer field, picking up Joshua. She should have stayed there, waiting for him. But she hadn’t. She’d come home, staggering inside with that glassy-eyed look that never boded well.

			She’d been high, probably popping pills while in the car. And now she was passed out, a syringe on the end table. But she was breathing, so at least she wasn’t dying. He had half a mind to contact the cops and have her sorry ass carted off to jail for heroin possession and child neglect, but for now, his main concern was Joshua.

			He was supposed to be picked up by now. What if the coach left him there? What if Joshua tried to walk home? The practice field was six miles away. What if some pervert stole him? What if the big bald guy was waiting for him?

			Oh God. Oh God.

			Michael grabbed his phone and house keys. He stole a quick look at his mother’s car keys, then shook his head, immediately regretting the action. His head hurt and he was dizzy. He couldn’t have driven a car even if he knew how. His bicycle would have been just as dicey, but that wasn’t an option anymore.

			John had sold his bike a few months back. Said he’d needed a little cash. Which would have been bad enough, but John hadn’t paid for the bike to begin with. Michael had bought it with the money he’d made mowing lawns.

			But none of that was important now. He had to get to Joshua. He was going to have to run.

			He was glad he was fast.

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 12.05 P.M.

			Fuck. Diesel shoved back the rage. Kept his voice calm. ‘Does your mother hit both of you?’ he pressed, and felt a small frisson of relief when Joshua shook his head.

			‘Just Michael,’ he whispered. He blinked, sending tears streaking down his face. ‘She throws stuff at him. Says he ruined her life. Why is she so mean to him?’

			Diesel drew another steadying breath. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, then shifted his gaze behind him when Joshua’s eyes abruptly lit up with relieved joy.

			‘It’s him. Michael’s here!’ He ran for his brother, who was crossing the parking lot at a sprint. When he got to Joshua, he dropped to one knee and opened his arms, breathing hard.

			Until Diesel stood up and turned to face him. Then Michael Rowland’s face drained of all color and he fell backward, landing on his ass. His arms came around Joshua and he held him so tightly that the little boy squirmed. All while Michael stared at Diesel like he’d seen a ghost. He was no longer breathing hard. Diesel wasn’t sure if the kid was breathing at all.

			‘Michael, lemme go!’ Joshua pushed on Michael’s chest, trying to free himself. ‘You’re squishing my hands.’

			The teenager didn’t let go, continuing to stare at Diesel. Diesel had seen that expression before. Stark terror.

			But why? To his knowledge, he’d never seen Michael Rowland before. He shot Mrs Moody a quick look, seeing that she was as bewildered as he was.

			Carefully, Diesel approached the brothers, his hands lifted, palms out. ‘Michael?’

			‘He can’t hear you!’ Joshua panted, still trying to get free of his brother’s viselike grip. ‘He talks with his hands.’

			Oh. Okay. Diesel knew a few signs. Well, more than a few, actually. He’d been studying for a year and a half. Ever since he’d first laid eyes on Dr Danika Novak, whose younger brother Greg was deaf.

			Greg had approached him more than two years ago for help doing a little ‘computer sleuthing’, as Diesel liked to call it, because ‘hacking’ sounded clumsy, lacking in finesse, and he took pride in his art. Diesel had hoped that spending more time with Greg meant that he’d be spending even more time with Greg’s sister, but so far that hadn’t happened. Not yet.

			Diesel hadn’t lost hope. Not yet.

			He wished that Dani were here right now. She’d know what to say. What to do to calm this terrified kid. But she wasn’t here. I’m on my own.

			Slowly, he dropped to his knees, trying to make himself smaller. Less threatening. He signed haltingly, hoping the kid understood him.

			‘Don’t be scared. I won’t hurt you. Promise.’

			Michael blinked, his gaze focusing on Diesel’s hands, so Diesel repeated the signs, then added, ‘I’m Coach Diesel.’ He spelled the letters of Coach and his name, because he didn’t know the signs for those words. ‘It’s nice to meet you, Michael.’

			Michael stared another moment longer, then lifted his eyes to study Diesel’s face. He seemed . . . there now. Coherent. Back from wherever his mind had gone when he’d first seen Diesel.

			‘Are you okay?’ Diesel signed.

			Very slowly, Michael nodded, his shoulders visibly relaxing. He loosened his hold on Joshua, who wiggled out of his grasp, his little hands flying like the wind as he signed to his brother.

			Blinking, Michael turned his attention to Joshua and signed back.

			Diesel caught enough of the signs to know that Joshua had demanded to know what was wrong with Michael – and to ask where their mother was. Michael’s reply was less frenetic, telling Joshua that he was sorry. That he’d thought . . .

			Diesel frowned, unable to understand what the teenager was saying. He wasn’t sure what Michael had thought. But he did see the boy tell Joshua that their mother was asleep.

			The slight hesitation as Michael signed ‘asleep’ told Diesel that the woman was either stoned or drunk. How Mrs Brewer could have gotten wasted so quickly was puzzling. She’d dropped her son off less than two hours ago. She hadn’t seemed impaired at the time, but he’d known enough functional addicts to realize that she could have become adept at hiding a buzz.

			‘He says he’s sorry,’ Joshua supplied. ‘He thought you were someone else. You look like someone else.’

			Someone else who’d had the power to terrify this young man. Another uncle, maybe? Diesel couldn’t be sure, but he was sure that he didn’t want to take these kids back to that home. Not until he was sure they’d be safe.

			‘He says that my mom is asleep,’ Joshua continued. ‘He tried to wake her up to come get me, but he couldn’t, so he came instead.’

			‘Okay,’ Diesel said aloud, then signed, ‘Does your mother need a doctor?’

			Joshua’s eyes grew wide. ‘You can sign?’ His back had been to Diesel when he’d signed the first time.

			‘A little,’ Diesel answered, both speaking and signing, but his attention was back on Michael. ‘How did you get here?’

			The boy shrugged, wincing as he did so. ‘Ran.’

			It was Diesel’s turn to stare. He knew where the family lived from the address Mrs Brewer had listed on the registration form. ‘That’s . . .’ He held up his fingers, trying to remember the sign, and finally spelled it. ‘That’s five miles.’

			‘Six.’ Michael shrugged again, this time with only one shoulder. ‘I’m fast.’

			‘He’s a soccer star at his school,’ Joshua said proudly.

			Michael rolled his eyes and shook his head.

			Diesel was still stunned. ‘How long did it take you?’

			‘Thirty minutes.’

			Which meant he’d probably set off when his mother should have been leaving to drive here. It also meant this kid wasn’t just fast. He was record-setting fast.

			Which wasn’t important right now. ‘Does your mother need a doctor?’ he repeated.

			Michael stiffened again. ‘No,’ he replied, the sign terse and final. ‘She is sleeping.’ He put emphasis on the final sign, letting Diesel know that the teenager understood what he was really asking.

			Diesel rubbed his head, the slightest stubble tickling his palm. He needed to shave it again soon. ‘Okay, Joshua, I don’t sign well enough to say the next stuff, so you’re going to need to interpret, okay?’

			Michael poked Joshua with a scowl, and Joshua signed what Diesel had said. Both brothers nodded.

			‘I can’t let Michael take you home. He’s not on my approved list.’ Michael started to protest, but Diesel held up his hand and continued. ‘I can drive you both home. Mrs Moody will come with us.’

			He considered Michael’s wince when he’d shrugged. Something wasn’t right and Diesel was going to find out what. ‘But before we leave, I noticed your shoulder seems to be hurting. Are you okay?’

			Michael nodded, his eyes narrowing. ‘Yes,’ he signed, just as tersely as he’d signed the ‘no’.

			‘No, he’s not,’ Joshua protested, and Michael turned to him with a glare. ‘You’re not,’ Joshua insisted, his signs as curt as Michael’s had been. ‘His shoulder hurts. His head, too. It was bleeding this morning.’

			Jaw taut, Michael signed, ‘I’m fine,’ with enough force to hurt himself.

			Once again, Diesel held up his hands, palms out. ‘If you’re bleeding, you should let Mrs Moody check you out. She’s a retired nurse.’

			‘She’s real nice, Michael,’ Joshua added after he’d relayed Diesel’s words.

			Mrs Moody came forward slowly, as if approaching a wounded animal. She smiled that motherly smile that Diesel had loved at first glance. ‘How do I sign “please”, Joshua?’ she asked.

			He showed her and she followed his instructions, circling her flat palm over her heart. ‘Please?’

			Michael took a mutinous step back, arms crossed over his chest.

			Diesel sighed and started to sign again. ‘If it gets infected’ – he had to spell that word out – ’you’ll get sick and then who will take care of Joshua?’

			Michael met and held his gaze for a long, long moment. Then he finally nodded and bowed his head, so that Mrs Moody could take a look.

			Mrs Moody was gentle and quick, her expression telling Diesel that what she saw wasn’t good. ‘It’s a bad cut,’ she murmured. ‘It needs a thorough cleaning and stitches. At least two or three. It’s still oozing blood.’ She took a step back. ‘Joshua, can you ask him when this happened?’

			Joshua apparently didn’t need to ask. ‘At breakfast,’ he said, signing as he spoke. ‘Mama hit him with a bowl.’ He then relayed to his brother what Mrs Moody had said about stitches.

			‘No.’ Michael voiced the word, his tone flat and unyielding.

			‘It’s still bleeding,’ Mrs Moody said softly. ‘You could get very sick.’

			Fear flashed in Michael’s eyes as Joshua interpreted. ‘No doctors,’ Michael signed. ‘Mom . . . will be mad. She won’t pay.’

			Diesel had to swallow back his rage once again. ‘What if I could take you to a doctor who would fix you up for free?’ he signed. ‘She signs, too. Her name is Dr Novak. She’s very nice.’ And never far from his thoughts. His pulse skittered at the chance of seeing her today.

			She’d made it very clear that her rejection of his clumsy advances had had ‘nothing to do with him’. He hadn’t believed her, of course, but had foolishly held out hope, just the same. Today, he’d be content with just seeing her.

			Her presence calmed him like no one else’s could. He’d even conquered his idiotic phobia of white lab coats, just to be near her without a panic attack. And in the end, he hoped his patience would be rewarded.

			He hoped he could be hers, for just a little while.

			It was pathetic. He knew that. But he was okay with it.

			Michael stared at him for a long moment, clearly considering a visit to Dani’s clinic. ‘She’s Greg’s sister?’

			Diesel was surprised. ‘You know Greg Novak?’

			A nod. ‘He goes to my school. He’s a senior.’

			That made sense. Greg lived with his older brother Deacon, not far from Joshua and Michael’s house. ‘Yes. Dr Novak is Greg’s sister. Can we take you to her?’

			He held his breath until Michael reluctantly nodded.

			Relieved, Diesel smiled. ‘Good. Mrs Moody, can you get up into my truck?’

			She chuckled. ‘I might need a boost.’ She held out her hand. ‘Joshua?’

			Joshua trustingly put his hand in hers and walked to Diesel’s truck. Diesel turned to Michael. ‘Ready?’ he signed.

			Michael’s nod was sullen, but at this point Diesel didn’t care. He’d get the kid stitched up, then he’d get Dani to find out why Michael had been so terrified.

			Diesel had seen terror like that before and it was never caused by something small. A man who looked like him had hurt that boy. Or threatened to hurt him.

			He was going to find out who that man was. And he’d make sure that Michael and Joshua were safe.

			Indian Hill, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 12.25 P.M.

			Finally, for fuck’s sake. Cade rolled his eyes. If his leg wasn’t cramping, he might be impressed with his boss’s stamina. But his leg was cramping and he needed to piss something fierce because he’d been hiding in Richard Fischer’s bedroom closet for the past four fucking hours, listening to his boss grunt and moan as he’d pounded into whichever one-night stand he’d brought home from the casino the night before. Every time he thought they were finished – or unconscious – they’d start back up again.

			Cade didn’t know the woman’s name. He didn’t care. He just wanted her to leave. Luckily Richard wasn’t one to cuddle. His boss was already trying to get rid of the woman.

			‘But I thought we could have lunch,’ the woman whined.

			‘Nope.’ Richard’s flat refusal was followed by a slap.

			The woman yelped. ‘That hurt!’

			‘You know you love it,’ Richard said with a lewd chuckle.

			‘I’d love it more with lunch,’ she grumbled. Her tone went sly. ‘Come on, baby. We can go out to eat then come back and fuck some more.’

			‘I said no.’ Richard’s voice had grown abruptly cold. ‘My guests never stay over. You’re lucky I didn’t throw you out after the first round.’

			Cade could hear shuffling sounds outside the closet door. She was gathering her clothes, which – thankfully – she’d left on the floor. The clothes had been his first warning that Richard’s date was still in the house when he’d slipped into his boss’s bedroom four fucking hours ago, thinking the man would be sleeping alone. Because Richard never allowed his dates to sleep over.

			Cade had heard the toilet flush and jumped into the closet seconds before a nude woman had sauntered out of the en suite bathroom and back into Richard’s bed, where she’d woken him up for ‘round two’. Cade had been lucky to duck out of sight in time. He didn’t want to have to kill the woman too. He would have, of course, but then he’d have to deal with her body and he didn’t know who might look for her afterward.

			Plus, it sounded like she’d suffered enough by simply enduring sex with Richard.

			The woman huffed. ‘Like you could have thrown me out. I had to roll you off me. You fell asleep as soon as you came. Which I didn’t, by the way,’ she added viciously. ‘Not once. I faked it. Every single time.’

			The closet door abruptly shook as Richard shoved the woman against it, and Cade pulled his Sig from his pocket. If Richard opened the door now, Cade would have to shoot them both. This wasn’t what he’d planned. Richard was supposed to have been alone and his death was supposed to look like an accident.

			He held his breath, eyeing the door as it rattled, but it didn’t open.

			‘You’re a fucking liar,’ Richard snarled, and the woman cried out.

			‘You’re hurting me. Take your hands off me. I’ll tell everyone that you’re a lousy lay. That you can only get it up with Viagra.’

			Well, Cade thought, that made sense. Richard was a diabetic, on insulin. But still. I’m not sure I could keep it up for four hours even with Viagra. Richard had done the woman at least three times since Cade had arrived. There was no telling how many times they’d gone at it before he’d fallen asleep on her.

			‘You’re lucky I don’t snap your neck,’ Richard growled. ‘If I hear one whisper of your lies in my club, I will.’

			Cade rolled his eyes again. Like Richard can snap anything more than his fingers. Although he might rethink that. A certain level of fitness was required to go for four hours. According to the Viagra ads, Richard should probably be consulting his doctor.

			The door shook once more and the woman whimpered as her head thudded against the thin wood. ‘Now get out,’ Richard snarled.

			‘Let go of me,’ she protested. ‘I’m going. I’m going!’

			‘Yes, you are. And I’m going to escort you out, to make sure you don’t steal anything on your way.’

			Their footsteps faded along with their arguing voices and Cade let out a sigh of relief. Opening the door enough to confirm he was alone, he slipped out of the closet and into the bathroom, where he emptied his bladder, pulled on a pair of surgical gloves, then waited for Richard to return.

			He heard the front door slam and Richard’s muttering as he stomped back into his bedroom. Cade peeked around the bathroom door in time to watch Richard slump onto his bed, loosening the tie on his robe. ‘Motherfucking bitch.’

			Cade stepped out of the bathroom. ‘Yes, she was.’

			Richard sat bolt upright. ‘What the hell? What are you doing here, King?’

			Scott King was the name Cade had given Richard when he’d applied for the casino’s head of security position. King, because its original owner wasn’t using it. Because the original owner was long dead, at Cade’s hand. King, because the irony always made him smile.

			If good old Dad could only see me now. Cade’s smile seemed to relax Richard a bit. ‘I’m going to kill you,’ Cade said cheerfully.

			Richard gave him a sour look and pulled his robe tighter. ‘That’s not funny. How did you get in here?’

			‘You gave me a key, remember?’

			‘So that you could feed the damn cat!’

			‘And water the plants. And bring in the mail. Et cetera.’ Cade pulled a velvet tie from his pocket and had Richard’s wrists bound before the man could react. It had taken years to perfect that move, especially while wearing gloves, but the practice had been well worth it. ‘Looks like you shouldn’t have trusted me.’

			Richard stared at him. ‘What the fuck?’ He yanked at his bonds. ‘Untie me. Now.’

			‘Sorry,’ Cade said, then paused, considering the word. ‘No, I’m not. I’m not sorry at all. But you will be.’ He forced Richard’s hands over his head and secured the bindings to the wrought-iron headboard.

			Richard seemed to finally realize that Cade meant business. He jerked, but Cade was already restraining his ankles the same way as he had Richard’s hands.

			‘Stop this,’ Richard demanded. ‘What is this? What the fuck are you doing?’

			‘I told you. I’m killing you.’

			Richard stopped his thrashing, the color draining from his face. ‘What? Why?’ When Cade didn’t answer, Richard sucked in a huge breath, preparing to scream. Ready for this, Cade stuffed a gag in his boss’s mouth.

			‘I’d planned to do this while you were asleep, but your lady friend was still here,’ Cade said conversationally. ‘Have to admit, that startled me. I’d figured she’d be long gone. I had to hide in the closet. But no worries. I’ll dose you up and be on my way.’

			The vial and needle he pulled from his pocket had Richard’s eyes widening comically. Cade chuckled. ‘You really should have been more careful with your insulin dosage.’ He stuck the needle into the vial and pulled the plunger until the syringe was full.

			Terror had filled Richard’s eyes and he tried to thrash some more, panic making him strong. His muffled pleas were like music to Cade’s ears.

			Cade pulled Richard’s robe away from his abdomen, pushed the needle into his skin and emptied the syringe, despite the man’s desperate movements. When he was finished, he set the bottle and syringe on the bedside table, arranging them as if Richard had dropped them there. He then pulled his stethoscope from his pocket. He’d wait until he was positive that Richard was completely dead.

			He sat down on the edge of the bed, Richard’s eyes following his every move. Cade knew it was time to get serious.

			‘I was hoping last week’s transaction during the poker game was a one-time thing,’ he said coldly. ‘That maybe you hadn’t known that John Brewer was using his five-year-old stepson as his stake so that he could stay in the game. That maybe you hadn’t known that Blake Emerson was a pedophile and had bought Brewer’s stepson. But you did.’ Richard shook his head hard, but Cade ignored him. ‘Brewer’s dead, by the way. So is Emerson. I killed them.’

			Richard’s muffled ‘no’ was to be expected. Cade was unmoved.

			‘I might have believed you, but I listened carefully last night. You know, through the door where you were having your super-secret poker game. I heard Brian Carlyle say that he had “seasoned merchandise” that hadn’t yet been branded. You know what his merchandise was? Of course you do. You vetted Carlyle and his stake, just like you vetted all the others. I found your database, Richard. I’m not sure why you kept such detailed records. That was asking for trouble.’ Cade never recorded his kills. He didn’t need to. He remembered each one.

			‘Carlyle’s merchandise was his fifteen-year-old niece.’ Cade leaned in, furious. ‘You knew,’ he hissed. ‘Just like you knew Paul Engel liked young girls. You knew and you allowed it. You profited from it. You’re disgusting.’

			He leaned back, noting the cold sweat on Richard’s forehead, the way his breathing had slowed. Excellent. ‘You might have noted that I said Paul Engel liked young girls. Past tense. He’s dead. He died very painfully. So did Brian Carlyle. Unfortunately, I want your death to appear to be an accident, otherwise the cops will start looking at me for it. If I had my way, I’d be cutting off your fingers and then your toes. Then all the other parts you hold dear. Just like I did to them. While you were sleeping with Miss Motherfucking Bitch, I was busy cutting up your clients and throwing them in the river. I’m sure you’ll be quite relieved to know that Carlyle’s niece is safe and her creepy uncle won’t ever touch her again.’

			Richard’s eyes slid closed.

			Cade nodded, satisfied. ‘I’ll take that as a yes. Now, hurry up and die. I have places I need to be.’

		

	
		
			Two

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 12.45 P.M.

			Dani Novak closed her eyes wearily. Conversations with her aunt and uncle never ended well these days. Who am I kidding? There was no ‘these days’ about it. Conversations with Jim and Tammy Kimble had never ended well. They had ended less well since Jim had lost his insurance benefits along with his police pension. Which was something Jim had a way of blaming on everyone except himself, of course.

			‘You said this was an emergency, Uncle Jim.’ She gritted her teeth, trying to keep her voice low because she wasn’t alone in the little exam room. ‘Aunt Tammy needing a refill on her anxiety medication is not an emergency, and I’m not her doctor. Call her actual doctor. I’m with a patient.’

			She knew she would be ignored. Trying to reason with her uncle was like spitting into the wind. Her words were always flung back at her, somehow worse on the return trip.

			‘Oh yeah,’ Jim said sarcastically. ‘All those patients at that clinic.’ He said clinic like it was a dirty word. To him, it probably was. The Meadow Free Clinic served the lowest economic bracket of the city, the people Jim had always looked down on. ‘You’d rather sew up gangbangers than take care of your actual flesh and blood. Well, I guess your patients get what they pay for. It’s not like you’re going to get anyone else to come to you, seeing as you’re . . . y’know.’

			Dani drew a breath, trying not to show that the arrows had found their mark, because they had. Your patients get what they pay for. Which was nothing, in Jim’s mind.

			Seeing as you’re . . . y’know. Yes, she knew. Jim hadn’t spared the descriptors since learning that she was HIV positive, and today would be no exception. Whore. Stupid. Dirty.

			Believing her ex-fiancé when he’d said he was clean might have been stupid, but she was no whore. Nor was she dirty or even ashamed of her HIV status. She fervently wished that the whole world didn’t know about it, but she’d been outed against her will by one of her brother’s former classmates. How the kid had found out, she didn’t know. She didn’t really want to know. She could only push forward and make the best of the hand she’d been dealt, which included refusing to cower to bigots.

			Even when they were her own family. Especially then.

			Seeing as you’re . . . y’know. Yes, she did know. She lifted her chin. ‘A good doctor.’

			‘Diseased,’ Jim spat. ‘God, I can’t believe how stupid you were. And that you touched people without them knowing. Your aunt can barely hold her head up in church. I thought I raised you better, but I can see—’

			She wanted to remind him that she could not transmit the virus to anyone as long as her viral levels were undetectable, which hers had been for years. She wanted to remind him that even if she was detectable, HIV wasn’t transmitted through touch, and that she’d followed every rule and policy put in place by County General Hospital while she’d been an attending physician in the emergency department. But she’d been down that road before and knew it was useless. Her uncle didn’t want to believe facts.

			He’s an asshole and abusive. Let it go. ‘Goodbye,’ she interrupted. ‘Call Tammy’s doctor.’ She ended the call and took a few seconds to regroup and force her lips to curve in a smile before turning back to the others in the room.

			Tommy and Edna watched her, pity in their old eyes. Dani’s friend Scarlett Bishop was visibly angry, but Scarlett knew the family well. She had worked with Dani’s cousin Adam on the homicide squad for years, and he had gotten it from Jim and Tammy worse than Dani had. God only knew how he had survived growing up in the Kimble house.

			Dani’s older brother Deacon barely had survived. And her younger brother Greg? I should have gotten him out. I should never have let Jim raise him.

			But she’d been too young to fight Jim back then. Young and confused and grieving the loss of her parents. At least Greg didn’t have to live with Jim and Tammy anymore, having moved in with Deacon and his wife, Faith.

			And none of that belonged in her mind right now. She needed to focus on the elderly man on her exam table. ‘So where were we?’ she asked Tommy. ‘Oh, right. Pneumonia with a side of gout.’

			‘I’m fine.’ Tommy negated his claim with a racking cough. He fell back against the exam table, exhausted. ‘I’m fine, Dr Dani,’ he wheezed. ‘Just fine.’

			Dani lifted her brows. ‘Really, Tommy? That’s what you’re going with?’ The older man had already survived two bouts of pneumonia. This was his third.

			Edna, his street companion, shook her head. ‘He’s a stubborn fool, Dr D.’

			Tommy set his mouth as stubbornly as described. ‘Shut up, Edna. I’m fine.’

			‘You’re not fine.’ Scarlett Bishop pushed away from the wall in impatience. She had a soft spot for Tommy and Edna, who’d lived on the street for years. But every time she or Dani tried to get them into housing, the pair would return to the street. ‘You promised me that you’d listen to what the doctor said. Tommy, you promised.’

			Tommy looked away. ‘Not goin’ to a shelter.’

			‘No,’ Dani said softly. ‘You’re going to the hospital, Tommy. You’re really sick. You have pneumonia. Again.’

			Edna’s sigh was heavy. ‘The winter was too hard on him. You’ll go to the hospital, Tommy, and that’s that.’

			‘Tommy.’ Dani met his eyes, hoping like hell that he saw the truth in hers. ‘If you want to see the summer, you will go to the hospital. Detective Bishop will take you. Won’t you, Detective?’

			Scarlett nodded. ‘Absolutely. Please, Tommy. I’ve gotten used to seeing that face of yours. I want to see it – and you – on your stoop this summer.’ She gave the man a sweet smile. ‘Please? For me?’

			He sighed. ‘What about Edna? Where will she go tonight? She can’t be alone on the street and somebody could hurt her if she goes to the shelter.’

			‘She can go to the hospital with you,’ Dani said. ‘Tell them she’s your wife.’

			Edna snorted. ‘I ain’t his wife. I’d’a killed him years ago if I’d married him.’

			Dani chuckled. ‘Just say it, Edna. They’ll probably bring in a comfortable chair for you to sleep in and give you a breakfast tray in the morning.’

			Edna rolled her eyes. ‘Okay. Just this once.’ She glared at Tommy. ‘Don’t you be gettin’ any ideas, old man.’

			‘Wouldn’t think of it.’ Struggling to sit up, Tommy accepted Dani’s gloved hand, grunting his thanks. ‘Fine. I’ll go.’ He wagged a finger at Scarlett. ‘But only for you.’

			Scarlett’s smile was relieved. ‘Thank you. Come on. I’ll take you and Edna to County right now.’ She helped Tommy down from the exam table and into the wheelchair he’d been put into the moment he’d walked into the clinic.

			Dani gave Edna her cane, then opened the office door. ‘Nurse Jenny? Can you call County and let them know Mr Jenkins is coming in?’ She squeezed Tommy’s hand. ‘Be nice to the hospital nurses, okay? They can make or break you.’

			Scarlett took hold of the wheelchair handles and pushed Tommy into the waiting room. And stopped short.

			‘Diesel?’ Scarlett asked. ‘What brings you here?’

			Dani sucked in a startled breath. Diesel. He’s here. Oh God. He’s here.

			She closed her eyes for the briefest of moments, calming her racing heart and schooling her features into the mask she always wore around him. The one that said she didn’t notice him. That she didn’t care. That she didn’t want him.

			Because she did care, and she did want him. She really did. But she didn’t want him to know. Didn’t want to give him hope.

			Because he did hope. Still. It was common knowledge among their circle of friends that Diesel Kennedy had been head over heels for her for a long, long time. They thought she didn’t see it. But she saw. She’d seen from the very beginning.

			From that first moment when he’d walked into her clinic nineteen months ago – all six feet six inches and two hundred seventy-five pounds of solid muscle – she’d known. He’d stopped short, dark brown eyes going wide, skin abruptly paling so that his magnificent tattoos had stood out in stark contrast. He’d staggered backward out of the door that day, never saying a word. But there’d been want in his eyes, want that she’d understood, because she’d wanted him, too, just as suddenly. And so very much.

			He was everything she’d ever desired. Big. Built. Bald. Tats covering his skin. She’d wanted to touch them that day. And every day thereafter.

			But that was an impossibility.

			She’d tried to let him down easily, with as much of the truth as she was able – or willing – to tell. She’d tried the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech, except she’d let him believe that she meant her positive status and not that she’d poisoned the only other relationship she’d had. The memory of her final moments with Adrian intruded, leaving her shaken and bitter. She wasn’t going to hurt Diesel the way she’d hurt Adrian. She couldn’t.

			So she’d told him a partial truth, citing her status, tried to convince him that any kind of relationship was hopeless. He hadn’t cursed or whined or stomped off. He’d just looked her in the eye and nodded with that quiet reserve he wore so well.

			He hadn’t gone on to someone else.

			She wished he would. And was perversely glad he hadn’t.

			He’d simply gone on doing the same things he always did. He worked for Marcus O’Bannion at the Cincinnati Ledger. Diesel was their IT guy, using his online skills partly to support investigations for their reporting, and partly to dig up extortable dirt on lowlifes who preyed on defenseless women and children. He and Marcus continued to build houses for those in need through the organization Marcus had founded modeled on Habitat for Humanity. He continued to coach kids’ sports. He continued being a good friend to them all, their entire circle of friends.

			All except me. Because they both knew that he wanted to be more than friends. And so do I. God help me, so do I.

			And because she wanted him so damn badly, because he was such a good person, she’d stepped back, intent on letting him live his life. Without me.

			It was for the best.

			Lifting her head, she pasted a professional smile on her face and followed Scarlett into the waiting room, turning to her nurse as she passed. ‘Jenny, can you get the room ready for the next patient?’

			‘Sure, Dani.’ Jenny’s eyes flicked to the doorway, where Diesel stood with an older woman and two boys, brothers from the look of them. The little one looked warily hopeful. The older one appeared sullen and ready to bolt. ‘Mr Kennedy called about ten minutes ago. Asked if you were on duty today. The older boy is deaf.’

			‘Ah. Makes sense.’ Dani nodded, hoping like hell her mask held up. Because Diesel was looking at her longingly, hiding nothing. Everything he felt – and wanted – was right there in his gaze. He was an open book. Hardcover. Each page clean and white.

			And I’m a tattered comic book, she thought derisively. With every page encrypted so completely that even the NSA couldn’t make a lick of sense out of a single word.

			Shoving all thoughts aside, she focused on the sullen teenager at Diesel’s side. ‘Hi,’ she signed. ‘I’m Dr Dani.’

			The teenager nodded stiffly. ‘Michael Rowland,’ he spelled.

			‘Your name sign?’ she asked, and signed hers – her right hand in the letter D, following the sweep of the white streak in the front of her otherwise black hair. There since birth, it was her most distinctive feature.

			Michael signed his – left hand in an M, right hand kicking up into it.

			She smiled at him. ‘So you love soccer.’

			‘He does,’ the little boy said, signing simultaneously. ‘Me too. I’m on Coach Diesel’s team.’

			She lifted her eyes to Diesel, steeling herself for the now-familiar look in his eyes. ‘Coach Diesel. It’s always a pleasure to see you.’

			He nodded once. ‘And you, Dr Dani. This is my assistant coach, Mrs Moody. She’s a retired nurse.’

			‘Mrs Moody,’ Dani said with a nod, then leaned down, not needing a fake smile for the little boy. He was a darling. ‘And who are you?’

			‘Joshua,’ he said, showing her his name sign. ‘My brother’s head is hurt. It’s bleeding. His shoulder, too.’

			‘We’ll get him all fixed up,’ Dani promised, still signing so that Michael could follow the conversation. ‘Just give me a few minutes to talk to your coach, okay?’

			Joshua’s expression was sober. ‘He said you’d take care of everything.’

			Dani’s eyes shot up to Diesel’s in question. ‘Well, I’ll do my best. Why don’t you sit over there with Mrs Moody and your brother? I’ll be back in a sec.’

			Diesel leaned into Scarlett and murmured something that Dani didn’t catch. She reached behind her ear to hike the volume on her processor, wincing when the sounds flooded in. She’d been born deaf in her right ear and wore a hearing device that diverted all the sound into her left ear. Usually having it at a low setting was fine for one on one, but if someone was whispering, she needed to turn it up.

			‘. . . need CPS,’ Diesel was saying, and Dani’s heart sank.

			‘I’ll call Adam to come in,’ Scarlett said, nodding her understanding. ‘He signs too. We’ll get a statement.’

			‘I’ll call him,’ Dani said, her smile tight because she was annoyed, actually. Had I known parental abuse was an issue, I would have called Adam myself.

			Scarlett gave her a nod. ‘Thanks, Dani.’

			Joshua’s curious stare had locked on Tommy in the wheelchair. ‘What happened to you?’ he asked the old man, his small hands unmoving at his sides.

			Michael nudged his brother and gave his head a hard shake. ‘Not polite,’ he signed. ‘Apologize.’

			So Michael can speech-read, Dani thought. Just a little, perhaps, but that’s enough for me to be on guard. Good to know.

			Joshua obediently apologized, and Tommy patted his head, telling him that it was good that he was willing to admit when he was wrong. Tommy glanced ruefully at Dani as he said the words, and she knew that was all the apology she’d get from the old charmer.

			‘See you soon, Tommy, Edna. Coach Diesel? Let’s talk.’

			Cleveland, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 12.55 P.M.

			Grant Masterson cursed under his breath as he searched the stack of paperwork for a copy of his client’s 1099. He’d just had it in his hands. Dammit.

			He paused to close his eyes and take a deep breath to calm his racing heart. He was exhausted. The last time he’d slept? He opened his eyes to glance over at the cot he brought into his office every year at the beginning of tax season. Whenever it was, it was too long ago.

			Maybe he’d take a quick—

			‘Grant?’

			His gaze swung to his open door, where his assistant stood, looking nervous. Grant swallowed what would have been a nasty reply. ‘Yes, MaryBeth?’ he asked, as civilly as he could. MaryBeth had been working the same hours he had, and the dark circles under her eyes confirmed it.

			I need to hire more people.

			‘There’s a woman who says she needs to see you.’ She held up her hand when he started to repeat his instructions that he not be disturbed. ‘Her name is Tracy Simon. She says it’s urgent.’

			Grant felt the blood drain from his face. No. Please, no. Tracy was his brother’s partner on the force. No good came of visits from police officers to the next of kin.

			Let him be alive. Please.

			He stood, his legs like rubber. ‘Send her in, please.’

			MaryBeth gave him a concerned look, but knew better than to ask him if he was all right. Or maybe she was simply tired of his reply of fine whenever she did.

			She didn’t ask much anymore, he thought numbly. Not since January, more than a year ago.

			My God. Had it been that long since . . . He shook his head hard. He still couldn’t think his sister’s name without a sharp stab of pain. He sent up a silent prayer. Please don’t let me lose Wesley, too.

			Except those prayers hadn’t been answered with his sister, so why would God start listening now?

			Tracy Simon entered his office and quietly closed the door. She was normally a cheerful woman, but today she looked grim.

			Grant choked out his question before she could begin. ‘Is he alive?’

			She swallowed hard. ‘I don’t know.’

			Grant sank into his chair. ‘What does that mean?’ he whispered.

			She sat in the client chair. ‘Wesley’s been taking a lot of weekends off lately. For some of them he’s used his vacation time, others he’s taken sick leave. A lot of sick leave, Grant.’

			Grant shook his head, confused. ‘Is he sick? He hasn’t said a word.’

			She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. All I know is that he took vacation days this time. When I saw him last Friday morning, he said he’d be back Thursday morning. He never showed up for our shift. For the last three days I’ve called his cell and his home phone and got no answer. He’s going to be put on suspension, although I’m surprised it hasn’t happened before now. I’d hoped you’d know what was going on, but it doesn’t look like you do.’

			‘No,’ Grant murmured. ‘I don’t. Do you know where he’s been going?’

			‘No. Again, I hoped you’d know.’ She hesitated. ‘I think he might be drinking. I mean, like, a lot.’ She shrugged again. ‘Something’s wrong. I stopped by his place and knocked, but he didn’t answer. I’m afraid he’s somewhere hurt or sick.’

			Grant scrubbed his hands down his face. Not again, he wanted to groan, but kept it silent. Wesley’s partner didn’t need to know that he’d likely thrown away a whole year of sobriety. Or maybe not a whole year, if he’d been disappearing for a long time.

			Goddammit, Wes. You would pick the busiest fucking time of the year to go AWOL. You’d better be sick or hurt, or you will be when I find your drunk ass in whatever gutter you’ve passed out in.

			He took another deep breath, then another. Yes, his brother had suffered a loss. But we all did. I miss her, too, but you don’t see me crawling into a fucking bottle.

			Because Grant had responsibilities.

			He lifted his gaze to meet Tracy’s sympathetic one. ‘I’ll ask my wife to stop by his apartment. We have a key for emergencies.’ Not to feed a pet or water plants, because Wesley had nothing alive in his apartment. If you don’t count the mold growing on the old food in his fridge.

			Tracy rose, a faint smile on her face. ‘Thank you. Let me know what you find, okay? I like him. He’s been a good mentor to me. I’ve covered for him a time or two, but I can’t do that anymore.’

			‘Of course you can’t,’ Grant said gently when he really wanted to scream. ‘I’ll let you know whatever I find.’

			‘Take care,’ Tracy said. ‘And try to get some rest.’

			‘After April fifteenth,’ he said wearily.

			When the door had closed behind her, he called his wife with a sigh. Then winced when he heard screaming children in the background. ‘Hey, Cora,’ he said, hoping she wouldn’t sound too frazzled.

			‘Grant,’ she breathed hopefully, and his heart squeezed. She was hoping he was calling to say he was coming home to give her a break.

			He was going to disappoint her again.

			‘I need a favor.’

			There was a beat of harsh silence on the other end, followed by a tense ‘What?’

			‘It’s Wes. He’s disappeared. His partner just left my office. He’s gone AWOL.’

			Cora sighed. ‘Oh no. You don’t think he’s . . . you know.’

			Yes, Grant knew. ‘I don’t know if he’s drinking again or not. I was hoping you could get a sitter and go check on him.’

			She sighed again, exasperated. ‘Like I’ll be able to find a sitter at this short notice. It’s Saturday afternoon, Grant. Besides, if I could get a sitter, I’d go to the spa or the mall or the gym or anywhere but your brother’s apartment.’

			‘Cora—’ he started, but she cut him off, her tone shrill and exhausted.

			‘I have an idea. Why don’t you come home and watch your children and then I can go?’

			Their three children – fourteen-month-old twins and a month-old singlet – were enough to exhaust an Olympic athlete. It was no wonder Cora was tired. She had no help, because he’d been working ridiculous hours. Guilt pierced him. Sometimes he hated his job. Especially in March and April.

			He gentled his voice. ‘Tell you what, honey. I’ll get you a sitter and I’ll go to Wes’s to check on him. You can take the afternoon to do anything you want to do.’

			‘I want to have a few hours with you,’ she whispered. ‘I miss you.’

			‘I miss you too, baby,’ he said regretfully, understanding why a third of his peers were divorced. He hoped he could make it up to her after April fifteenth. ‘Soon we’ll have a lot of time. I’m sorry.’

			She sighed again, this one sounding defeated. ‘I know. I’m sorry to be demanding. I know you’re upset about Wesley. I’m just so tired.’

			‘I know, baby. I’ll find you a sitter.’

			‘That’s okay, Grant. I’ll get some sleep when I put them all down for a nap. Go check on your brother. We’re fine here.’

			‘I love you. I don’t deserve you.’

			She chuckled, and he felt better. ‘I love you, too. And no, you don’t. Call me when you find Wes.’

			‘I will.’ Grant disconnected, then grabbed his keys and wallet. ‘MaryBeth?’ She met him in the hallway, clearly curious about his visitor but too polite to ask. ‘Does your niece still do nanny work?’

			‘Au pair,’ she corrected primly. ‘And yes. She’s just returned from a year in Germany. Would you like me to send her to your house?’

			He smiled. ‘Yes, please. And call my wife to let her know that she’s coming. I’ll be back soon.’ He hoped.

			He gave a last look at his desk, its surface barely visible under all the stacks of tax returns. Goddammit, Wes. Couldn’t you have fallen off the wagon on April sixteenth?

			Cincinnati, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 1.05 P.M.

			Keenly aware of the big man behind her, Dani walked to her office and sat behind her desk, waiting until Diesel came in and closed the door. There were so many things she wanted to say to him. Do to him. But she knew any relationship with Diesel Kennedy would only end in heartbreak for both of them.

			So she kept her thoughts focused on the most important thing – the two boys in her waiting room. ‘You asked Scarlett to call CPS?’

			‘Yes,’ he said, and she winced, his booming voice sending a shard of pain through her ear and into her head.

			‘Sorry,’ she said, and turned the volume down. ‘I turned it up to hear what you were whispering to Scarlett. In here, I don’t need it at all. Have a seat, Coach.’

			He met her gaze unflinchingly, clearly understanding what she’d done by putting the desk between them. Distance was key to her sanity.

			He was close enough, though, that she could detect his scent, and it was as it always was – delicious. Like verbena soap and light sweat. Common enough, but on him? Really, really good.

			She concentrated on not sniffing the air like a puppy. That would be humiliating.

			He was close enough that she could read his lips. Which were firm and full and . . . No, no, no. Do not look at his lips. He’ll know.

			He was too damn close. That was all.

			So find out what’s going on so that you can open the door and air the room out. You don’t want to be leaping over the desk and into his lap.

			She cleared her throat. ‘I’m wearing my lab coat.’

			Which was so not what she’d planned to say.

			He nodded. ‘I’ve been working on that phobia. Desensitizing.’

			When he’d first met her, he’d experienced panic attacks whenever he saw her in a white lab coat. But not today.

			‘Why?’ she asked, and clenched her jaw. She hadn’t meant to ask that either.

			He tilted his head, the light from the window highlighting his jaw, which was square and strong.

			Like all of him.

			‘I didn’t want to be triggered by doctors anymore,’ he said. His gaze dropped to her mouth briefly before rising to her eyes.

			She nearly fanned herself. ‘That’s good. I mean . . . good.’ She closed her eyes and drew a breath, aware that her nostrils were flaring but unable to change the fact. ‘So . . . Michael Rowland.’

			‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘I need your help. He needs your help.’

			She opened her eyes, locked onto his. ‘Why CPS, Diesel? What’s going on at his home?’

			He settled his big body into the chair. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on that man. Anywhere. ‘I don’t know exactly,’ he finally answered. ‘Joshua said that their mother hits Michael. She threw a bowl at him this morning. That’s what needs to be stitched. I also saw him wincing when he shrugged, then later he only used one shoulder.’ The side of his mouth lifted sadly. ‘I guess teenagers have to shrug to communicate, so he couldn’t stop altogether.’

			She couldn’t help it. She smiled at him. Really smiled. ‘Yeah, I know that from experience. My brother Greg has the shrug down to an art form.’

			He swallowed hard, his chest rising as he drew a breath of his own. He was staring at her mouth again. Then he blinked, jerking his chin up.

			‘Michael says he knows your brother. From school. That you’re Greg’s sister was the one thing that convinced him it was okay to come in.’

			‘I’ll use that then. I’ve got contacts in CPS.’ She lifted a brow. ‘As do you.’

			Scarlett had told her long ago that some of Diesel and Marcus’s best tips for Ledger investigations had come from social workers who’d been frustrated at being unable to remove children from abusive parents who knew how to work the system in their favor. Or rich parents who knew how to buy their way out.

			His only reaction to her statement was a slow blink. ‘Yours are more appropriate for today’s problem, though.’

			‘True. I’ll call Maddie Shafer. She’s quick and sensitive to kids with special needs like Michael. I take it that you don’t want to take the boys back to their home.’

			‘No. Joshua is mine to keep safe.’

			Her heart squeezed so hard that it hurt. This big, scary-looking man was as protective as the day was long. She should know. He’d once saved her life.

			She had the scar to remind her of the day she’d been dragged away by a killer who’d plunged a knife into her gut and left her for dead. She’d been caring for Decker Davenport, an FBI agent who worked with her brother Deacon, after Decker was shot by a local gang to stop him from sharing what he’d learned while undercover. Dani’s attacker had been a supplier of drugs to the gang and had feared Decker’s information could bring him down as well. Knowing that Dani was Decker’s private physician, he’d tried to use her to obtain Decker’s location. It had been Diesel who’d been watching over her, who’d stopped her abduction, and who’d gotten her to the hospital after her attacker’s knife sliced her open. She still remembered the feel of his big hands as he’d carried her into the closest ER.

			He hadn’t known that he was risking his own life that day. But he’d found out in a hurry. They’d taken the clothes he’d been wearing and tossed them into a biohazard bag because they’d been covered in her blood. Her HIV-positive blood.

			She’d expected the knowledge to drive him away, but it hadn’t. Not in all this time.

			Diesel Kennedy was a protector. She’d do her best to help him, because the world needed men like him. Children needed to know that there were still people to protect them, especially kids whose parents had abdicated that responsibility.

			‘Do you have any kind of parental permission to have Michael treated?’ she asked.

			He shook his head. ‘He’s not on my team. Only Joshua is.’

			She sighed. ‘I can’t treat him then, not until CPS tells me to.’

			‘His head’s bleeding, Dani,’ Diesel said quietly. ‘Can you at least bandage him up, even if you can’t do stitches?’

			‘Of course. I’ll ready a room for him,’ she said, standing. ‘And as soon as CPS arrives, I can stitch him up.’

			Diesel stood as well. ‘He ran six miles in thirty minutes with a head wound,’ he offered. ‘I don’t know if that has worsened his injury or not.’

			Dani’s eyes grew wide. ‘Wow. The kid is fast. Let’s make sure he doesn’t run from us.’

			His lips quirked again. ‘From us. Sounds like a plan.’

			She needed to correct him. Needed to tell him that nothing had changed for her. That there was no ‘us’. It wouldn’t be a lie. She wanted him as much as she always had. But that there could never be a ‘them’ remained equally true.

			She needed to say the words, but they would not come. ‘Right,’ she murmured, then waited for him to leave first. But he remained where he stood, silently challenging her to move past him. She should have told him to go, but those words wouldn’t come either.

			She squeezed by him, unable to keep from drawing one last breath to fill her head with his scent.

			And watched him do the same.

			God. She opened the door, let the cooler non-Diesel-scented air of the waiting room fill her lungs. ‘Jenny, can you prep a room for Michael, please? I’ll need a suture kit.’ She moved closer to her nurse and murmured, ‘I need to call Maddie Shafer at CPS and my cousin Adam. We need them here for the exam.’

			Jenny nodded. ‘Will do.’

			Dani turned to Michael to tell him what would happen next, but froze once again, her mouth dropping open in shock. Diesel was signing to Michael. Diesel. And he was doing pretty well, too.

			She didn’t know he could sign. Where had he learned? When had he learned?

			Why had he learned?

			‘You can sign?’ she blurted.

			He turned to her, his eyes more compelling than they’d ever been before. He nodded, holding her gaze for a moment that seemed to stretch on and on.

			‘I thought I might need it in the future,’ he said quietly. ‘To talk to Greg.’ He didn’t even blink, his message coming across loud and clear.

			Game on.

			Dani swallowed hard, her control faltering. He’d learned to sign to talk to Greg? He didn’t interact with Greg except at holiday parties.

			He’d only interact one on one with Greg if . . . if we become ‘us’.

			She took a giant step back, bumping into the counter. Unable to say a word, she turned and fled to her office to make her calls. She needed a few minutes to shore up her defenses. And then she’d tell Diesel Kennedy, once and for all, to back off.

			And then?

			I’ll be lonely. But he’ll be safe.

			Indian Hill, Ohio
Saturday, 16 March, 1.45 P.M.

			Cade pulled the stethoscope away from Richard’s chest. Finally. It had taken hours longer than he’d expected. But his boss was finally and definitely dead.

			An insulin overdose would do that to a man. Unfortunately, Richard hadn’t died as painfully as he’d deserved. He’d died in his own bed, in his own house. He’d probably been unconscious for most of the fun. He should have been awake, meeting the same fate as the others.

			Richard had known. He’d done it twice – trafficked human beings twice. Actually he’d done it more than twice, but Cade hadn’t been aware of that until he’d broken into Richard’s very private database. Twice, however, would have been enough.

			Cade would have preferred to kill him with the Sawzall, dumping him in the river, too, but Richard would be missed and possibly connected to his missing guests. That would connect to Cade, and that would be bad.

			Plus, he needed Richard’s death to appear natural, if premature, so that he could get another job. It was easier to say you’d left your old job because your boss had had a heart attack. Far more difficult if the guy had mysteriously gone missing.

			So he’d used Richard’s body against him. The man had suffered from Type 1 diabetes and had been insulin dependent for years. Cade had seen him injecting himself a number of times.

			He’d given him an extra dose. Or ten. The timing was convenient. Richard wouldn’t be expected back at the riverboat casino until Wednesday night, and by then all the insulin would be out of his system.

			There were no super-secret poker games during that time, and Richard often left the normal casino operation to his manager. There would be no suspicion of any foul play.

			Cade would show up on time for his shifts, behaving as if nothing was wrong. And then when Richard’s body was finally found, he’d be so damn sad.

			He turned to Richard’s mirror and practiced his sad face. Then laughed because his sad face needed some work. That was okay. He had a few days to perfect it.

			Cade quickly removed the soft velvet ties from Richard’s wrist, ensuring that there were no bruises or abrasions before stowing his stethoscope in his gym bag. Then he slipped out of Richard’s house via the basement door, setting the alarm and locking it behind him with the key Richard had given him months ago. He had a minute to get past the cameras before the security system engaged.

			The basement door opened to the backyard, which had an eight-foot-high privacy fence. Tall enough that Cade didn’t have to slouch to keep his head from being seen as he jogged to the back gate. His SUV was parked on the next street. He needed to hurry. He had an appointment with his father in the nursing home.

			He visited his dad every Saturday, rain or shine. The old man couldn’t say anything to him, but he listened. Cade never held back.

			Major Konrad Kaiser – US Army JAG Corps, Retired – had controlled Cade’s life when he was younger. He’d been a firm believer in ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’. No one could ever say that Cade had been spoiled. Or that his mother had.

			But Konrad was smart enough to know where to hit. And when. There were never visible marks for a teacher to see and report. Not that it would have stuck.

			Major Konrad Kaiser – US Army JAG Corps, Retired – knew the law. Knew how to get around the law.

			And knew powerful people who’d gotten him out of trouble the two times he’d ‘gone too far’. That was what he’d called it, both times he’d hit Cade’s mother too hard. The first time, she’d landed in the hospital. Cade had been ten.

			The second time, she’d landed at the bottom of the basement stairs after Konrad had snapped her neck with his bare hands. Cade had been almost twenty-one and he still had nightmares about what he’d seen that night.

			God, he hated the SOB. His father had never let Cade have the last word. Until he’d had a ‘stroke’ four years before. He was supposed to have died, but he’d been found too soon. That had taught Cade the value of proper planning. And making sure that his victim was actually dead before he walked away. He’d bought the stethoscope the very next day.

			That particular outcome, however, hadn’t been a bad one. Cade liked this version of his father – a pathetic old man who was dependent on strangers to feed him, wash him, and change his diapers.

			Cade got the last word every single week now.

		

OEBPS/image/Intothedark_cover.jpg
The Sunday Times Bestselling Author

High-wire suspense that keeps you riveted'
Lisa'Gardner






OEBPS/image/Headlinelogo_2016.jpg
HEADLINE





OEBPS/image/KR_photo_wc.jpg





OEBPS/image/IntoDark_TTP.jpg
Karen

into the dark





