
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
    
    
    
    
Survival Instinct, Hunter & Hunted Book V





Karin Sommers isn't her dead sister. She just pretends to be.

  

But she's good with living a lie if it means leaving her fugitive grifter days behind.  And the sisters had been fiercely protective of one another—Ellen would certainly understand Karin's pretense as the best way to hide from a dangerous past.  



Except it turns out that Ellen had her own deadly secrets, her own reasons for living so quietly on a small farmstead in the Blue Ridge Mountains.  And now Karin's borrowed identity might just be the death of her.



But ahh, not quite yet.   



Because Karin may have rejected her con girl upbringing, but she still has the touch.  She knows just how to mislead the private operative who comes hunting her sister—even if neither has any idea that the past now hunts them both. And even if it means playing the most dangerous long game she's ever imagined… 





A Reviewer's Choice romantic suspense from an eclectic award-winning author.
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“SURVIVAL INSTINCT by Doranna Durgin is nonstop   action from start to finish.”

  —Romantic Times 

  

  “Doranna Durgin writes a white-knuckle thriller that will have your   heart pounding in your chest from the very first page.... This is one   book that will leave you hanging off the cliff until the very last   second. And you'll love every minute of it.”

  —Romance Junkies 

  

  “SURVIVAL INSTINCT has to be the best Doranna Durgin book to   date...action packed and thrilling while at the same time loaded with an   emotional punch.”
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A Disclaimer Disguised as an Author Note

I was one of those good little girls. Really. I thought if I told a lie, my young world would end, and that my existence depended on the Everlasting Goodness of Me. (It made sense at the time.) But the heroine of this book, Karin Sommers? Her growing-up years depended on just how well she could lie and deceive.

You get the idea. If there were ever two people with more disparate personal foundations...

Okay, part of me is hoping that you won’t notice that Karin is so real to me that I just referred to her as an actual person. But the rest of me hopes that in reading this book, you’ll experience the same sense of discovery I did as I wrote it. The “Oh, wow, this is what it would be like...” experience. As well as the profound sense of pride in Karin as she discovers who she really is. And those con game details that I so gleefully worked up? Just don’t tell my mom, okay?

~Doranna

PS This book was originally published in 2006. I made up/anticipated some of the tech back then, but I imagine even the stuff that was "future tech" in 2006 is now outdated.  Have mercy! I also created a place or two, jammed in amongst real places. (But yes, there is a water tower on North Payne Street!)





Chapter 1

    

Karin Sommers’s Journal, March 12

    
      Dear Ellen—

      Happy birthday. I miss you terribly, and I’m sorry you’re dead.

      I wish it weren’t my fault.

    

    February 17, previous year

    Karin Sommers twisted in the front seat of the Subaru Outback, reaching for the bag of pretzels perched precariously on the clothes crammed behind her. Every nook of the car held the carefully chosen belongings she and her older sister, Ellen, had extracted from Karin’s small California apartment. Extracted, piled on and driven casually away as if it weren’t the biggest breakout since the Birdman of Alcatraz.

    But she wasn’t looking at her things, and she wasn’t really looking for the pretzels. She looked back at the dizzying curve of road disappearing into the darkness behind them. The sign for the Kentucky state line was already hidden behind a jut of construction-cut mountainside. The coal truck riding their bumper quickly lost ground as they hit this latest series of severe asphalt curlicues.

    Have we made it yet?

    “You’ll get carsick if you keep that up.” Ellen plied the wheel expertly, familiar with the abrupt and narrow Appalachian roads. “Besides, we’re two-thirds of the way across the country. If dear old stepdad had a clue where you were, he’d have been breathing down our necks a long time ago.”

    Karin settled back into place, smoothing the seat-belt strap as she reached for the warm pop in the cup holder. Sleet rattled against the windshield, then eased into spattering rain. “We’re not safe yet. If it occurs to him that you and I have been faking estrangement, he’s going to come looking.”

    “He doesn’t care about me,” Ellen said calmly. “He’d never even consider I could have the nerve to help you break away.”

    Have we made it yet? Am I almost there?

    But Karin had to grin at her sister—so alike in looks and close in age that they were often taken for twins, so dissimilar in temperament. They were still sisters at the core. They watched out for each other as they could, right up until the point Ellen had declared herself outta there and their stepfather Gregg Rumsey had declared himself glad to see her go.

    And Karin had stayed behind with Rumsey, trapped by years of control and entanglement in scams and petty schemes and thievery—starting in her childhood, taking advantage of her steady nerve, cultivating and training her natural ability to lie, cry on cue and play her mark. She’d had no way to understand the unusual nature of her life. By the time she had understood the true consequences of her actions, by the time she’d realized she hadn’t merely been playing games and skirting legalities at no real cost to anyone else, she had been irreparably tangled in her stepfather’s activities. And when she’d wanted to quit anyway, he’d had plenty to hold over her head. Quit, he’d told her, and you go straight to jail.

    And I can return the favor, she’d retorted—but had pretended to settle back into their routine. Unlike Rumsey, she hadn’t been gathering incriminating evidence. She had no doubt he’d play the legal system as easily as he played his marks, and that she’d end up in jail while he went free.

    Still, she’d always intended to leave. She’d contacted Ellen on the sly, made plans, skimmed Rumsey’s takes and bided her time. She’d limited her involvement to the Robin Hood scams—steal from the rich, pay the bills, squirrel away some of the take. And that had been enough. It had worked. Until now, when Rumsey had finally crossed her admittedly flexible line by killing an elderly couple who’d caught on to his latest investment scam. Until she’d suddenly wondered if this was the first time.

    Until she had wondered if she might one day be just as disposable.

    And then she and shy, nervous Ellen had finally colluded on her departure. Her breakout.

    The car swooped around another curve. On the other side of the guardrail, Pine Mountain plunged down to the Russell Fork in a drop steep enough to earn the area its nickname—the Grand Canyon of the South. Under any other circumstances, it would be a place at which to stop and marvel and snap endless touristy photos.

    But there’d be no stopping just now. She and Ellen wouldn’t slow down until they reached the Blue Ridge area just west of Roanoke. Ellen’s new home after years in Alexandria.

    Almost there.

    Actually, another six or seven hours of driving to go. And then she’d hide at Ellen’s little farmhouse until she could make her new life, using the money she’d taken from Rumsey. Money she’d earned. She’d leave Karin Sommers behind and become someone else. But still...she was so close. Seven hours. Compared to the years it had taken to make the break, compared to these past few weeks of heart-thumping stress...

    Yeah. Almost there.

    Karin laughed out loud, drawing Ellen’s bemused gaze—just for an instant, because in the darkness on these roads, no one could dare more. “Just thinking about the look on his face if he knew you’d helped me.”

    “Probably similar to the look he had when he first plugged me into a scam and I threw up all over him,” Ellen said drily.

    Karin crunched into a pretzel bow. “I only wish I’d thought of that. But no, I had to make it fun. A great big game.”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Ellen said, unexpected fierceness in her voice. “You’re the one who got us through those years, by playing his games.” She slowed the car, flicking off the brights as the sleet came down heavy in a sudden gust.

    “Hey,” Karin said, deliberately light in tone. “We should thank the old bastard. If he hadn’t taught me so well, I wouldn’t have been able to play him these past weeks.”

    Ellen snorted. “Don’t give him any credit. If he hadn’t been jerking us around, you’d not only have finished high school, you’d have been grabbing all the drama club’s juiciest parts. You’re a natural.”

    “Tsk.” Karin waved a pretzel in false admonition. “He ‘saved my ass from jail’ too many times to count. He told me so, after all, so it must be true—look out!”

    Ellen spit a panicked expletive as a deer exploded into motion from the darkness. She hit the brakes, cranking the steering wheel as they spun over the narrow, slushy asphalt. The car slid sideways, its four-wheel drive futilely hunting a grip—and then gently bumped to a stop against the guardrail.

    Karin glanced warily out her side window. A pitch black night couldn’t stop her imagination from filling in the details of the steep drop to the river below. Damn good thing she was already sitting down; her knees were weak as water. She found Ellen sitting frozen, her hands clenched around the steering wheel so tightly they trembled. The windshield wipers slid across glass in a precise dance; the deer was long gone.

    But we’re okay.

    When Ellen’s shaky gaze connected with Karin’s, a multihued gray so like her own, Karin deliberately looked over the side again and drawled most dramatically, “Cree-ap.”

    Ellen snorted, shaking herself free of her frozen fear. “That would so have sucked.”

    Karin looked down on the mess of pretzels and warm soda in her lap and lifted her hands away in disgust. “Cree—”

    Neither of them had time to scream as the coal truck came rumbling around the curve and slammed into the back of the car.

  







Chapter 2

    

    
      Karin Sommers’s Journal, March 13

      
        Dear Ellen,

        I love this little dormer. I love the way it feels like a place where only you and I go. I love the way it looks out over the driveway and the yard, letting me watch from high shadows.

        Things are so different here...I can see why you came here to think through your life. To make changes. I guess that’s my job now, but my decisions still seem a long way off.

        It’s easier to think about the work. I just finished tilling a truckload of manure into the garden. Mostly I used the tiller, but you know...there’s something fulfilling about doing it by hand. Almost...meditative. I bet you felt the same. Did you get blisters, too? And here I thought I’d gotten hardened up over the past year. I fit into your clothes, my hair’s as long as yours, and I’ve got your signature down pat. I even let my damned eyebrows fill in. I’m not the woman Rumsey made of me, not anymore.

        I have to say he taught me one thing, though...how to survive. You do what it takes, right? So here I am in the middle of Blue Ridge country, learning to be a country girl. And I’m damned good at it if I say so myself.

        Ah, lookie here. Your dog is barking. I’m not expecting anyone (as if I ever am). And it’s a city car, with a good-looking city guy. You forget to tell me about someone?

        I don’t think he likes dogs. The door’s open...no, I really don’t think he likes dogs. “Cautious” would be kind. I’m not laughing, really!

        Okay, yeah...I am.

      

      He remembered her as a quiet woman, someone suited to the solitude of these aged, rolling ridges north of Roanoke if not, perhaps, to the hard work of keeping up a little homestead with a small, rolling pasture, freshly turned soil for a garden in the flat area near the house and a chicken coop beyond. He couldn’t see the goats, but he heard them well enough.

      And then there was the dog.

      Dave Hunter spent his days tracking down children, facing predatory human monsters and occasionally lending a hand in his family’s privately funded security business. He’d seen the darkest alleys, the filthiest warehouses, the slimiest side of human nature. He’d built a reputation for success, for his commitment to finding children and for his unyielding values.

      But he didn’t like dogs.

      This was a mutt, a big one. He stood between Dave and the house, head lowered slightly, tail tight and high. He had a long white-and-reddish coat and a broad, handsome head with alert ears, and he looked very much in command. Dave stood beside the car and eyed the wraparound porch with some longing.

      As if you’re going to give up after coming all this way to talk to this woman.

      Dave looked back at the dog. “That’s enough now. Go away.” In spite of the cool day—a perfect day, actually, with a bright sky and the sun just warm enough to offset the mild breeze—he felt sweat prickle between his shoulder blades.

      The dog didn’t appear to be sweating. The dog appeared to know just exactly who was in control. He growled softly.

      Maybe she’s not home.

      And maybe Dave didn’t have all the time in the world. Maybe a little boy’s life hung in the balance.

      Looking the dog directly in the eye, Dave took a step forward.

      The creature dove for his ankle, gave his pants leg a good yank and backed off again before Dave could even react. Dave froze, heart pounding loud and fast. The damned dog probably knew it, too.

      “Standing still is the first smart thing you’ve done.”

      The voice was quiet, a smooth whiskey alto. Dave moved only his eyes to find her—there she was, leaning against the porch post with her arms crossed and no apparent sympathy for his predicament. He looked back at the dog. She made a tsking noise and said, “Stop meeting his eyes. You’re challenging him.”

      He looked away, reluctantly so. The growling quieted. Off balance and not used to it, he should have known to keep his mouth shut. “Will he really bite?”

      “What do you think?” Amusement colored that voice. He didn’t remember it being so low, so completely self-assured. In fact, he remembered a woman who often hesitated before speaking.

      “C’mon,” he said, and his desperation leaked through. “Cut me a break.” And then at her silence, he jerked his gaze over to her and said, “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      “Remind me,” she said.

      He fought to regain some composure. A little dignity, perhaps. “Dammit, call him off.”

      She might have smiled. Hard to tell from here. Without moving, she said, “Dewey,” and the dog trotted back toward the porch. But he sat in front of the house, with his uncompromising gaze on Dave.

      With effort, Dave looked away. Don’t challenge him.

      He looked at Ellen Sommers instead—and abruptly blinked, confused by the sudden impression that this wasn’t Ellen at all. Except...she had Ellen’s face, a lean face with a wide, expressive mouth. She had Ellen’s hair falling below her shoulders, the same deep brown with honey highlights. And she had Ellen’s dark, expressive brows—not plucked thin to be fashionable. But in the few conversations he’d had with Ellen Sommers, she’d kept her face smooth of expression. Now she looked at him with one eyebrow quirked in question.

      No. In demand.

      Well, country living certainly seemed to suit her, top to bottom. Before, she’d seemed thin. Now her jeans hugged an athletically lean figure, and under a sloppy hooded sweatshirt her baby-doll T-shirt showed a strip of toned belly without quite showing her belly button.

      He wondered if she was an innie or an outie.

      He closed his eyes, and breathed out slowly. “Dave Hunter,” he said. “I spoke to you about fourteen months ago.”

      “Did you?” She said it negligently, as if it wouldn’t have mattered one way or the other. Okay, now that stung. If she didn’t remember him specifically, surely she’d remember why they’d spoken.

      “About the missing boy? Terry Williams? It was right before you moved.” Not that he’d had any trouble tracking her down. It was what he did, after all.

      She hesitated. He took the opportunity to ease a few steps closer. Not so close as to set the dog off again, but close enough to see she did indeed have Ellen’s eyes, a piercing gray-blue. Those distinctive brows drew together, leaving her with a disturbed expression. Finally she said, “Shortly after I moved here, I was in a car accident. I’m afraid there are some things from that period that I just can’t remember. You seem to be one of them.” At his surprise, she added a sardonic, “Don’t take it personally. It was a pretty bad accident.”

      Held at bay by a mutt, lost for words before he even started...and a faint hope fast turning into a fading hope. If she didn’t remember...

      But he had to try, or it’d be Terry Williams all over again, lost and never found. “I do consultation work with various legal authorities—FBI, most often. Missing persons cases. Kidnapped children.”

      The eyebrow went up. “Not kidnapped adults?”

      “These days,” Dave said, somewhat reassured to hear the familiar dry tone in his own voice, “kids can use all the help they can get.”

      Her eyes widened but went so quickly back to normal that he almost missed it. Her assertive stance softened slightly, and he didn’t miss that, either. “I see. And you were asking me about—?”

      Finally. “Terry Williams—an eight-year-old who disappeared in Melton Run Park. You were there, not far away. We discussed who you’d seen there, and you looked at some mug shots for me.”

      She nodded vaguely; he wasn’t sure if that meant she remembered or simply that she understood. When she looked at him again, it was with such an intense expression that it took him unaware. “Did you find him? The boy?”

      Ah. She really didn’t remember. Regret tightened his chest. “No.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and this time she wasn’t sardonic or assertive or distant. Her honest response created a sudden connection between them, one strong enough to make Dave blink. And then it was gone, and she added, “But I don’t know why you’re here now. I do know you’ve interrupted my work and upset my dog, and that you’ll gain nothing from it.”

      Upset her dog. Right. Even now the damn dog eyed Dave, looking for an excuse to start it up all over again.

      But at last, they’d come to the point. “I’m here because I still think you might have seen something in the park that day. You might not even know it was of importance—”

      “What does it matter now, if he’s dead?”

      “Because now seven-year-old Rashawn Little is missing. I think the same man has him, and I need your help to find him.”

      o0o

      “You must be desperate.” That’s what Karin had said to Dave Hunter, but she might as well have said it to herself. Why else would she have let him on the porch, suggesting he have a seat on the picnic-table bench while she fixed some sun tea?

      Yeah, she was desperate, all right. Desperate to pull off her Ellen role in front of someone who’d known Ellen. Not someone who’d known her long or well, but a trained investigator. A man who drank in details—and remembered them.

      She’d seen his hesitation. He’d known she wasn’t the same woman. She’d managed to overcome the doubt with pure brazen bluffing, but deep down he still knew. He’d figure it out if she let him stick around, and then he’d figure out there was a California warrant out for her arrest.

      Problem was, she knew too well what it was like to be a child in trouble with no one to turn to.

      Problem was...she couldn’t afford to draw attention. To give Rumsey any excuse to contact her again—or to realize that Karin lived, in spite of the information the police had given him when he’d called after the accident.

      A year ago, maintaining Ellen’s identity wouldn’t have been so much of a problem. Ellen hadn’t known anyone here long enough to have close friends—and Karin had been careful to emulate every subtle thing Ellen had been. Finally she’d let the Karin side of her nature blend in. And she’d never intended to connect with anyone from Ellen’s city life, people with whom Ellen had cut ties so sufficiently that no one even called her in the hospital.

      You might have warned me, she told her sister. All that time in the car, and you couldn’t come up with one little word about something like this? About someone like this? She dropped a few ice cubes into a tall plastic cup—very classy—and closed her eyes. Broad shoulders meant to carry a suit, elegantly lean build, gold-glinting blond hair just long enough to get mussed, expression all business...

      At least, until he’d seen Dewey. She smiled, dropped ice into a cup for herself and smiled again. He’d tried so hard to look casual, standing there doing all the wrong things.

      But her smile was gone by the time she returned to the porch. She pulled Ellen’s sweatshirt closer and leaned against the house beside the bench on which Hunter sat. The bright March sun wasn’t enough to touch the chill of warning along her spine. She couldn’t afford the interest an investigation like Hunter’s could stir up. But she couldn’t send him away with a simple refusal; it would be like throwing away a boomerang.

      If he wasn’t the persistent type, he’d have gotten right back into that car when Dewey Lake showed those capable teeth.

      “Look,” she said, finding just the right note of reluctance, “I’d like to help you—”

      “But you won’t,” he finished for her.

      “I don’t think you were listening.” She kept her voice quiet. She couldn’t backstep all the way to Ellen-ness, not after the greeting he’d gotten, but she could lean that way. “What makes you think I can remember anything about that day?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, and he sounded so reasonable, sitting there on the hard picnic-table bench in his suit, that she became immediately wary. “You could look at some pictures. You could talk about it. Maybe you don’t remember because you haven’t tried.”

      Karin’s natural reaction was to snort. Wouldn’t it be nice if the world worked that way. If only you try hard enough— She covered it by quietly clearing her throat. “I’ve never been able to recall any of the things I forgot. And you might well imagine I’ve tried—there are things I still haven’t been able to find since the move.”

      “Well,” he said, and smiled in a most charming way, “that happens to all of us.”

      Karin didn’t roll her eyes. Instead she let Ellen smile back, and decided that she’d just keep saying no. No, no, no...for as long as it took. Besides, that smile of his didn’t charm her one bit. She knew when she was being played. She ought to. “It’s been over a year,” she said, and took a sip of tea. “What’s gone is really gone. Even if I did remember a moment or two, I’d hardly be your best witness.”

      She hadn’t realized his eyes were such a piercing ice blue, not until he turned them on her so directly. “I don’t need a witness,” he said, and he held everything in that gaze—the conviction, the determination...the commitment. “I need to find that little boy. I need your help to do it. He needs your help.”

      Holy crap. She’d been a kid in need, once. What if a man like this had been looking out for her then? Maybe Ellen would have stayed...maybe Karin would have made something of herself. Something more than living her sister’s life. If only for now.

      Dangerous thoughts. Regret only got in the way of survival choices.

      And besides, they were only eyes. No matter the emotion behind them or how that emotion touched her...they were only eyes. And the eyes of a stranger at that.

      Eyes that still watched her, waiting for reaction. For decision.

      The decision was made long before you got here, Dave Hunter.

      That she didn’t kick him right off the porch was Ellen’s doing. She restricted herself to the slightest shake of her head. In return she saw only a flicker of disappointment, followed close on by determination.

      “Look,” he said. “Let’s give the subject a break. I’ve got to eat—why don’t you come into town with me, have a late lunch?”

      She took a deep breath. And she was about to shake her head, more emphatically this time, when an unfamiliar car came around the curve just beyond her house, moving slowly. “Cree-ap,” she muttered. She took three long strides and tucked herself in behind the nearest porch post. It meant standing straight and tall—and it meant that Dave Hunter would give her away if he so much as asked her what the hell she was doing.

      He didn’t ask. He took a gulp of tea and rested his elbows on his somewhat spraddled knees, looking out over the little farm. Only when the car had moved out of sight did he say, “That was interesting.”

      “They don’t belong here.” As though that were explanation enough, she clicked her tongue at Dewey. It was enough to call the dog from his snooze, and she opened the screen door for him.

      “Probably not.” He’d straightened from his relaxed posture, setting the drink aside on the bench. “No dust on the car, that’s for sure. Should I be grateful you didn’t hide from—”

      By then she’d followed Dewey inside the house, hesitating in the mudroom to slant the blinds. The first car, not a big deal, especially not when she’d scoped Dave out from the dormer before greeting him. But two strange cars on this road in the same day? This wasn’t a main road; it wasn’t even a shortcut between here and there. It was the kind of road on which Karin could recognize every car she saw.

      She shouldn’t have hesitated. By the time she turned away from the window, Dave Hunter had invited himself inside after her. There wasn’t enough space for him to keep his distance; he was right up close when he trained those sharp eyes on her. “Ellen. What’s going on?”

      Some of the Karin in her sparked out. “You tell me,” she snapped, and gave him a little push back, remembering only at the last moment to moderate the force of it. Ellen might well push, but she wouldn’t shove.

      But he didn’t step back. He moved up on her, so quickly she didn’t realize she’d given ground until she was already backed up against the washing machine. He didn’t cage her in his arms, but she found herself just as trapped. Just as startled, looking up into his face with her mouth open in surprise.

      In that instant, everything changed. She saw it hit him—saw his eyes widen slightly, his jaw hardening and his shoulders going tense beneath the perfectly tailored suit. The air between them solidified into something alive; it tingled off her skin. Her chest ached and—breathe, Karin, breathe.

      He shook his head as though waking from a daze and shifted back slightly, a scant inch of relief.

      Because a normal tone of voice felt oddly as if it would come out as a shout, Karin whispered again, “You tell me. How often do you think two strange cars travel this road?”

      He didn’t whisper, but his voice stayed low. “So you hid. Sure. Doesn’t everyone?”

      She shrugged. It was much more casual than she felt. The sweatshirt slid off her shoulder. “I like my privacy.”

      He gently tugged the sweatshirt back into place.

      She closed her eyes and pretended not to notice. “They’re looking for you, aren’t they?”

      He responded evenly. “It’s just a car, Ellen.”

      Right, and this is just a conversation. Just any old conversation between two people who’ve just met and God, I can’t believe how much I want to—

      She overrode all those impulses to say, “I’m right, and you know it. You just won’t admit it, in case you lose one last chance at my cooperation. Well, there isn’t a one last chance.”

      “I can’t accept that.” But he turned away, leaving a tangible absence.

      Dewey took this first opportunity to get between them. Karin put her hand on his head. “Did you see that slow crawl? They’re looking for someone. They saw you on my porch, and they’ll be back for you.” Or for me.

      He shook his head with finality. “I’m not exactly hard to find. There’s no reason for anyone to come here looking for me. But...” He looked out the door, and his unfinished acknowledgment was clear enough.

      So was the sound of a slowly approaching car. An instant later, Dewey growled. Dave Hunter muttered softly, “Son of a bitch.”

      Karin pushed past him to confirm she’d heard someone making the turn into the driveway. “Son of a bitch,” she repeated, in a voice much sharper. “Dewey, let’s go—basement.”

      “Basement?” Hunter asked.

      “Damn straight, basement. I’m going to deal with these guys on my own terms.” That meant scoping them out before they saw her. Not dealing with them at all wasn’t much of an option, not with Dave’s car in the driveway. She led Dewey through the kitchen, toward the little shelf-lined reading den in the front corner of the house. “You’re welcome to come, if you don’t mind getting that suit messed up.”

      “Your dog has already seen to the suit.”

      She gave a little laugh. “He told you not to come any closer.” She pulled open the den’s closet door even as she glanced out the window. The car had stopped behind Hunter’s, and the occupants seemed engaged in conversation, but the driver already had his door open.

      “Charming,” Hunter said from behind as she reached down to the small rectangular rug on the floor of the closet, pushing aside winter clothing. “Your stairs are in your closet?”

      “It’s an old house.” Karin teased a tab out from beneath the edge of the rug and when she pulled it, up came a big square of the floor. “It didn’t come together all at once. And I’m not sure I’d call these stairs.” More like a ladder. She’d had it put in shortly after she’d taken Ellen’s name—and her house, and her dog, and all the rest of the things that came with her life. She might have picked up where Ellen had left off, but Karin never forgot she was a woman in hiding—a woman who might one day have to go on the run.

      Having a rug-covered floor hatch suited her dry sense of humor. She told Hunter, “I’d rather you came down than stay out where you’ll give them more to think about, but it’s up to you.”

      o0o

      Again, she’d surprised him. The car accident had changed her, all right...and it suited her.

      Or maybe it just suited him.

      He met her gaze, saw the impatience there. Reasonable impatience, given that they had only moments to get out of view. “You just want to keep an eye on me.”

      “You could say that.” She crouched, knees open, and held her arms out. Damned if the big mutt didn’t walk right up and put his front legs on her shoulders. She wrapped her arms around him and stood, staggering slightly under the weight. Undismayed, the dog wagged his tail.

      And here Dave stood, looking at the dog. “Do you want me to—?”

      She laughed, a short sound but with true amusement. “Do you really want to?”

      Hmm. Maybe not.

      But she didn’t wait for a response backing down the ladder. For a moment, Dave hesitated—he had no reason to duck these men, and plenty of reasons to ask blunt questions of them. But as the crown of her sun-streaked hair disappeared into the dim hole, he found himself compelled to follow. He pulled the rug-topped door closed as he descended, and by the time he hit the uneven dirt floor, she’d put the dog down and left him to scent the air at the front of the basement.

      Dave took in the lay of the basement—ceiling low enough so he had to duck the joists, a hodgepodge of pier supports, steel shelving and a big workbench along the back. Some of the walls were dirt; some were concrete block. The furnace and water heater sat up against a surprising stone interior wall, one that closed off a small room. Hand-set stone. Older than old.

      But most importantly, there were two doors. One at the back corner, and another on the front.

      Dave fought the sudden impulse to climb right back out and approach the men head-on. So far he’d kept a low profile as a special consultant in the FBI’s investigation—in truth, the feebs were putting up with him. Don’t make waves, he’d been told. And he needed to know more before he could define just what might make waves.

      Ellen went to the front of the basement, where a dirt wall ran next to the porch itself, offering a small crawl space. She looked back and gestured to him—come on over—and he did, just as the men mounted the steps to the porch. It was eavesdropping of a most creative sort.

      Dave leaned close to Ellen. “You’re sure a simple conversation wouldn’t do the trick?”

      One man went to the front door, and another to the mudroom; both knocked. She said, “Aren’t you the trusting one?”

      He muffled his short laugh. “Far from it. But I think you’ve got me beat. You’re sure nothing’s happened to you besides that car accident?”

      She closed her eyes, took a sudden sharp breath...let it out slowly. “The accident was enough.”

      A second thought sobered him. “Your former boyfriend hasn’t made any threats, has he?”

      That drew her gaze, hard and sharp, the blue-gray a haunting shade in this dim light. He could have sworn she was going to say, “My former what?” But then she gave a short shake of her head. “Not that I know of.”

      “You didn’t—” He stopped, cocked his head slightly. “Or maybe you did. Watch me when I first got here.”

      “Upstairs window.” And then she held up her hand. Listen.

      “I’m not sure this is the place,” one of the men said, a gravel-toned voice full of doubt. “He said she was the mousy sort. This place...someone’s working it.”

      “So maybe she hires out.”

      “He said she had a little money. What woman would live like this if she could afford a decent lifestyle?”

      Dave didn’t even have to be touching Ellen to feel her irritation. He had the uneasy feeling she’d turn out to be right after all—this visit had everything to do with his own arrival.

      The second man immediately confirmed his guess. “Who cares why she’s here? We’re supposed to find her, and we have. Too bad we didn’t beat Hunter to town, but we shouldn’t have any trouble.”

      Ellen stiffened. She turned to Dave with a glare that should have cut him in half; it struck unexpectedly deep. He shook his head slightly, just enough to tell her he had no idea who they were.

      Though he was getting one.

      The first man gave a little snort. “No, she shouldn’t be any trouble. That was the whole point of dating her, he said.”

      Ellen looked up at the porch with brows drawn, that wide mouth set in a hint of scowl. Dave leaned down, just enough to reach her ear, just enough to brush her hair. She’d been working that morning, all right; the salty scent of her skin tickled his nose just as her hair tickled his face. He murmured, “Do you know him?”

      She drew back from him, gave him a look he couldn’t decipher and finally shook her head. “Can’t remember,” she said, barely voicing the words at all. Just a hint of whiskey alto on the air.

      The men argued for a few moments. Ellen abruptly pushed away from the wall, moving silently through the basement. “What’re you—”

      “I’ve heard enough.” She picked a few gardening hand tools off the workbench—gloves, a trowel and a clawlike cultivator. “They’ll be back if they don’t talk to me now. At least this way I get to choose the moment.”

      “And you want me to just—”

      “Watch my back.” She raised an eyebrow. Expressive. “You can handle that, right?”

      “Yeah, and I can also go out there and ask—”

      She gave a sharp shake of her head. “I want answers, not confrontation.”

      He thought of how badly he needed his own answers. “I can—”

      Apparently she wasn’t in the habit of letting people finish what she thought would be stupid sentences. “Look, this isn’t your choice. You may have brought these two down on me, but I’ll decide how I deal with it.”

      Dave closed his eyes. He’d been in dim basements—some of them ominous, some of them stinking of the very person he’d hoped to find alive. And he’d dealt with irate witnesses. But not once had he envisioned himself lurking in a basement while the irate witness went out to play some sort of game with the questionable gentlemen who’d come to find her.

      But she was right. It was her home...her choice. And maybe, just maybe, she’d get answers that they wouldn’t give him. Watch it, Hunter. Don’t put her at risk for those answers. That wasn’t how he worked. He opened his eyes to find her impatient and somehow even less like the Ellen he remembered.

      “I’ll let you know if I want a hand,” she told him. Still softly, as had been all their conversation. Still very aware of the men on the porch—who now banged on the mudroom door hard enough to make their true intentions clear. Ellen told the dog to wait and then told Dave, “Just be ready.”

      And with that she marched to the nearest door, leaving him with a plethora of unanswered questions, a definite sense of skewed reality, his hands wishing for the weight of the Ruger he’d left in the car. Ready for what?

      To judge by the purpose in her stride, he was about to find out.

    

  







Chapter 3

    

    
      Karin paused at the basement’s side door, hefting the hand cultivator. She stuffed the worn leather gloves in her front jeans pocket and the trowel into her back pocket, and she glanced back at Dave Hunter. Assessing him.

      She needed him to wait, but she also wanted the backup if things went badly. She wasn’t sure if he’d do either.

      He stood in the filtered light, the posture of a man who was fit, who knew himself and knew what he could do. But she didn’t need him barging into the discussion, not when she still might chase these fellows off without too much fuss.

      Not a very big chance. But still a chance.

      He shifted his weight back. He’d wait, then. And in the end, he’d do what everyone did—serve their own best interests. She turned away, hesitating just long enough to swipe her fingers along the dirty windowsill and smear the dirt across her cheek, tugging a few strands of hair loose from her low ponytail.

      When she walked out the door, she put on an air of distraction. A woman at work, thinking about frost dates and soil preparation and just how many zucchini would that one plant produce, anyway? She walked uphill toward the porch steps, for the moment still hidden from the men—but only for a moment. They moved heavily down those concrete porch steps; they had none of Dave Hunter’s lightness of foot.

      Too much bulky muscle.

      She took a deep breath. God, they were big. And though she knew how to take care of herself, she was no wonder woman. She talked and flirted her way out of trouble. And even if she’d done fine when she’d had to get physical, she’d always known Rumsey was there.

      If nothing else, Rumsey had known how to protect an investment.

      And there. Now they’d spotted her. They stopped at the bottom of the steps and she slipped into her role. She started, raising a hand to the base of her throat as Ellen had often done when confounded. “I didn’t know—” She pressed her lips together as Ellen might have done, too. “Can I help you?”

      The two exchanged glances. At eye level, they turned out to be a Frick and Frack pairing—one swarthy, wavy black hair slicked back in...jeez, was that some updated version of a mullet? The gangster mullet. Great. The other fellow had the look of an ex-boxer, nose and ears damaged, his hair in a dull brown crew cut. It made his head look like a pasty football.

      Do not underestimate the pasty football.

      They made their tacit decision—yes, she was the right one—and the mullet-haired one said, “Barret wants to talk to you.”

      “I’m sorry...I don’t think I know—”

      The ex-boxer snorted. “He said you wouldn’t want to come.”

      “Look,” she said carefully. “I was in an accident. There’s a lot I don’t remember. I don’t know who Barret is.” And dammit, she didn’t.

      Although whoever Barret was, Ellen had come to his attention because of Dave Hunter.

      “Doesn’t matter,” said the ex-boxer, both to his partner and to Karin. “Barret wants to talk to you. So let’s go. He said you could pack a bag.” He looked her up and down, gaze hesitating at her artful smudge of dirt and then again where the breeze caressed her exposed stomach, and his lip lifted slightly.

      She couldn’t even begin to pretend that the rising goose bumps were a byproduct of that breeze. These men weren’t here to talk. They were here to fetch her to Barret, and they were already bored. Still, she got the distinct impression that they’d been given a hands-off directive. The ex-boxer had sneered at her appearance...but not leered.

      “I can’t go,” she said, hunting for strategy, finding nothing. Damn, these guys looked bigger every moment. And Barret, whoever he was, sounded like a man used to getting what he wanted.

      “I can’t go,” she repeated, a little louder. Just to make sure Dave Hunter knew exactly what was going on here. Just be ready, she’d told him. If Ellen’s memories really mattered to him, he’d try to protect them—and, by default, her. She gestured with the cultivator. “I can’t miss the planting season.” She cocked her head, pretending she didn’t see the impending escalation of the situation. Saint Arthelais, this potential kidnap victim could use a little help here. Thanks to Rumsey’s habit of creating absurd saints for his own purposes, she’d made a study of the real ones. She knew just who to invoke, if perhaps not as reverently as she might. “Can’t he just call me?”

      The ex-boxer rolled his eyes. “Not gonna happen.”

      Oh, Ellen, why didn’t you warn me?

      As if she’d had the time.

      Karin struggled to contain her resentment, channeling it into Ellen’s wary fear. “I’m sorry,” she said, lifting her chin slightly, a gesture opposite to her own habit of looking up from beneath her brow. “I don’t know you and I don’t know your boss and I want you to leave now.” If Dave Hunter didn’t take this hint, he was deaf and dumb—most particularly, dumb.

      “Let’s go,” the ex-boxer said, but he spoke to his companion, jerking his head toward their car. “We’re wasting time. She can pick up some things when she gets there.”

      Run, Karin, run. Surely they wouldn’t have her stamina. And they’d never find her once she hit the woods—

      Karin blinked down at her biceps, suddenly engulfed in the ex-boxer’s grip. Not so slow after all. And it hurt, dammit.

      Karin snarled—her own voice, her own words. “I said no!” She tightened her fingers around the cultivator as she jerked against his grip, feinting toward the obvious target with her knee. He looked smug as he straightened his arm, pushing her out of reach and leaning forward a little to do it.

      Not so smug as she whipped the cultivator up and buried it into the side of his face. Oh God. Blood spurted from somewhere near his eye. As he screamed, high and thin and disbelieving, he wheeled away from her and jerked the cultivator out of her hand.

      In his eye. Into his cheek, into the side of his nose—

      Oh God.

      His buddy leaped to reclaim her, his fist raised for a blow—and then hesitated. Karin had only an instant to register the blur of white and red fur before Ellen’s dog—her dog now—launched himself at the man’s forearm.

      Not a trained attack dog, no. But a dog who knew how to do battle, who regularly brought her groundhog and possum, undeterred by his own battle scars. The man scrabbled away as the ex-boxer hit his knees, his hands over his face to pluck at the cultivator with horror, still screaming. “My eye! My fucking eye!”

      Somewhere inside her own horror, Karin realized the second man was hunting for a gun, hampered by the twist of his ugly sport coat as Dewey hung from his arm. She snatched the trowel from her back pocket and threw herself at him, slamming the dull blade viciously into his arm. It bounced right off the rock-hard muscle, but it must have hurt wickedly all the same because he roared and shook them both off. He took assessment of his partner and of Dewey crouched ready to spring again, his lips pulled back in a horrible snarl—and he pinned Karin with a furious gaze. Then he dragged his partner to his feet.

      The ease with which he did it sent fear spearing through Karin’s chest. He could have smashed her down and carried her one-handed to the car...and she’d gone for him. Oh God.

      He hauled the ex-boxer back to the car, shoved him into the passenger seat and threw himself behind the wheel, backing up with such angry haste that the wheels spit gravel the whole way.

      They’d be back. She might not know who Barret was or why the hell Ellen had been acquainted with him; she might not know any of the things Dave Hunter wished she did...but she knew these men would be back.

      Well. At least one of them would be back. The other...

      Karin looked down at her hands, found blood. And down at the cultivator, lying where the ex-boxer had dropped it...more blood. Back at her hands, to discover them shaking. Of course they’re shaking. She’d never attacked anyone before. A slap, a shove, some bluster to establish she wasn’t to be trifled with. Rumsey had wanted people’s money? Fine. She’d done what she had to, what she’d thought she had to. She’d even learned to enjoy being good at it, and to ride the jazz of a good scam coming together. She sure hadn’t hesitated to steal from Rumsey, to take her sister’s name, to lie her way through life while she decided what next.

      But she’d never hurt anyone before. Not truly. Not violently, with spattered blood and screams.

      She had to get her rifle and get it loaded. She had to double-check her escape stash in the trunk, make sure that she could run at any moment if she had to, even if she didn’t plan on it. This was her home, now—a life Ellen had given her, and which Karin didn’t intend to waste. Still, she’d be ready.

      But first she had to get this damned blood off her hands.

      She crouched on jellied knees, wiping her hands on the lawn. Scrubbing them. Dewey came to her, uncertain; he ducked his nose under her forearm and flipped up, his not-so-subtle request for reassurance. Blood smeared his muzzle.

      Crap.

      o0o

      When Karin stood, her knees steadier but a cold sick spot at her stomach and her thoughts still tumbling around from one extreme to another, she finally spotted Dave Hunter.

      Over by his car.

      Well, crap. She’d thought better of him than that.

      He turned away from the road, heading for her with long strides—any faster and he’d have broken into a jog. “Gone for now,” he said. “I thought for a moment there he was going to come back and ram my car, but...hey, are you okay?”

      She didn’t have any warning. It just happened. As soon as he pulled up in front of her, her bloodstained, grass stained, dirt stained hand whipped out and slapped him. Hard.

      Unlike her actions of a moment earlier, it felt right.

      He stared at her, stunned. Hurt, even, in those ice blue eyes. “What the hell—?”

      “What part of ‘just be ready’ didn’t you understand? What part of ‘just be ready’ sounded like ‘run away’?”

      “Hey,” he said, and the hurt had sparked to anger, “if you’d let me in on your plans before you went charging out, I would have told you my gun was in the car.”

      “And there’s a handy two-by-four next to the basement door, so don’t aim those baby blues at me. You didn’t have to leave me hanging, especially since you brought them to this party.” Okay, maybe she wasn’t being quite fair. She was the one who’d come outside alone, preferring to handle things her way. But the feel of the cultivator sinking into flesh made her scrub that hand against her jeans again, and he had brought them here.

      Even if you could never really call those eyes “baby” anything.

      He looked at her, his face going still as he processed the moment—her anger, and the turmoil beneath. His shoulders relaxed slightly. “I saw the size of those guys. I think the two-by-four would have lost. Besides, I wanted to get between them and their car in case they dragged you off.” He tipped his head, not so much in inquiry as in observation. Maybe even dry humor. “You took care of them well enough.”

      She hadn’t wanted to take care of them at all. Not like that.

      “Dewey took care of them,” she said shortly, bending to give the dog another tight hug. His tail thumped. “And they’ll be back. So if you’ll excuse me, I need to go think about that.”

      “You’re kidding,” he said, blunt in his surprise. “You can’t stay here and wait for them.”

      But she had nowhere else to go, not unless she abandoned what Ellen had died to give her. Rumsey would still have all his feelers out for her, for years he’d have his feelers out for her. Let him figure out that she lived, and he’d rat her out in an instant.

      And that meant she couldn’t simply leave. In fact, she couldn’t do anything out of the ordinary for Ellen.

      Dave shifted his weight, hip-shot and out of place on her lawn. He looked like a model who’d been torn from a catalog, not someone who should be in her life. Not before her escape from Rumsey, not after. “Look,” he said. “You’re right. I brought them. I’m here to save a child, and I’ll never be sorry for that. But I’m sorry they followed. I can find you a safe house until this is over.”

      She’d had a safe house until he’d gotten here. “You don’t get it,” she told him, only then realizing that she’d totally lost her Ellen-ness. Too late to go back now; maybe he’d rightly chalk the change up to the shock of it all. But it rattled her; she couldn’t remember losing character before. “This is over. I can’t help you. I don’t have the memories you need.” Literally.

      “You haven’t even tried.”

      She stood, letting her hand trail off the dog’s ear. She couldn’t help but sound tired. It was a chance to ease back into character. “It’s been a year. What I’ve lost...I’ve lost.”

      Too true. Just not in the way he thought.

      In fact, his expression glinted with stubborn refusal to believe her. She forestalled the impending argument. “Who is this guy, anyway? Barret? What’s he got to do with me?” And then as something changed in his face, she added, “Or maybe I don’t want to know.”

      But she did.

      o0o

      His face still stung from her slap. He relaxed only with effort, with his body still pounding at him to finish a fight he’d never really started. She was right enough; he’d left her to it. Not by design, but it hardly mattered. The most he’d done was release the dog. Also not really by design; he’d been headed for his car. So she’d been left alone, and first she’d softened into the woman he’d met a year before, and then she’d—

      Wow. Boy, had she.

      Ellen Sommers. Who’d have thought it?

      They said sometimes head injuries caused a change in personality.

      She dropped her chin, looking at him from beneath those expressive brows in a way that deepened the gray of her eyes. He recognized an ultimatum when he saw it. “Barret Longsford,” he said, “is the son of a senior senator, being groomed to take his mother’s place. He’s also a player. He likes money, he likes power...he likes to get his own way.”

      “And he likes little boys? I dated a man who likes little boys?”

      “Likes them and hates them,” Dave said, unable to help a flinch—there, at the corner of his eye where it always seemed to come out—at the thought of Terry Williams. He did his damnedest to make sure his cases didn’t end like that. “The FBI profiler thinks the perp is killing himself.”

      She looked a little baffled, and the ultimatum turned to a faint knitting between her brows. “That just doesn’t seem—I mean, I just can’t imagine myself dating a man like that.”

      Dave shook his head. “He’s fooling a lot of people, and he’s doing it every day.”

      “And you’re sure I—?”

      “I’m sorry. Yes.”

      “Doesn’t sound like my type,” she muttered, and gave him a deliberate glance. An up-and-down glance.

      Good God. The hair on the back of his neck stood up.

      It came only as a second thought that she’d done it on purpose. Manipulating him.

      Oh, yeah, Ellen Sommers had changed all right.

      She moved on before he could call her on it. “I still don’t remember any of it. And why haven’t the Feds grabbed him?”

      He grimaced, a fleeting expression. “You think it’s easy to close in on someone with his influence?”

      The dog decided Dave wasn’t part of the problem and ambled over to the shade cast by the porch, flopping down to maintain his alert watch from there. Ellen let him go; her narrowed gaze stayed pinned to Dave—and then she lifted her head with dawning understanding. “No one else believes you.”

      He did little to hide his annoyance, both because she was right, and because she’d figured it out at all. “They can’t afford to believe me. Not with the little evidence we’ve got.”

      “But you know better,” she said flatly.

      He did. He was the only one who’d received a phone call from Barret Longsford, a condolence call for Dave’s failure to find Terry Williams in time. On the surface, a perfectly normal call, made by a man with political aspirations who’d been questioned simply because, like Ellen, he’d been in the park the day Terry disappeared. But his voice...

      Something in his voice had chilled Dave on the spot. He’d made the required polite small talk, all the while his mind racing, trying to make connections...

      He couldn’t. Not then, not now. Not the solid connections necessary to push an investigation, not when the feebs had already been warned to tread lightly—and when they were just putting up with him after his failure.

      Good health insurance, good retirement benefits, a chance to keep jobs about which they were otherwise passionate...Dave didn’t blame them for their caution.

      But Dave paid for his own bennies. He had nothing to lose.

      Nothing but an already damaged reputation.

      Ellen waited, more patiently than before, and he nodded. “I know better. And you’re my chance to prove it. You were with Barret the day Terry was taken from Melton Run Park. You know his habits, his emotional buttons, his private hangouts. You might well not remember, but somewhere in your head are all the details I need. Because Barret Longsford has Rashawn Little.”

      Ellen stirred uneasily—and then she winced, looking down at her bruised arm in surprise. The man who’d grabbed her hadn’t been gentle. When she looked at Dave again, she left her eyes in shadow. But her voice was resolute. “Then you’d better get back to the city and find him,” she said. “Because I can’t do anything to help you.”
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