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Dawn caught Joan Archer on the Pennsylvania Turnpike, half an hour from her target. As the headlights in her rearview mirror turned into cars, she decided she had a tail.

"Niobe," she muttered.

Suddenly, everything made sense. All the trouble Matt had been facing lately—the competitors trying to steal and patent his designs out from under him, trying to get Homeland Security and the Pentagon to distrust him after six years of partnership—Niobe’s fingerprints were all over it. A classic tactic. Attack Joan's friends, keep her busy helping them, and when she was distracted, sneak up on her for the death blow.

Joan thought she was heading to Pennsylvania to investigate one of Matt's enemies, when actually, Mohammed had tricked the mountain into coming to her.

The problem with studying her enemy in the rearview mirror was that all black SUVs looked alike, and Joan wasn't paying attention to where she was going. She had messed up. After four years of security and obscurity in her new identity, she had actually relaxed.

When are you going to learn? There's no such thing as safety. Not until you're sure she's dead, or you're dead. If you ever had a chance of your prayers being answered, now's the time...

Before Joan laughed aloud at the idiocy of thinking God would ever listen to her prayers, a rest stop sign brought a plan. She pulled over and drove down the long ramp. The black SUV followed. Slowing, she caught the license plate number.

Fury and laughter and fear erupted into a knot that threatened to choke her. This was worse than if Niobe had discovered her new identity. Worse than if the vengeful psychotic arrived with an army to destroy Joan's new life, the quiet college town where she had made that new life, and all the friends who didn't know she had killed at age eight.

"Idiot." She slammed her car into a parking spot and nearly forgot to put it in park before jumping out to confront the driver of the black SUV.

He parked on her left, got out and looked over the hood, with the same smug smile he wore when he beat her at Risk or solved a crossword puzzle question that stumped her.

"What are you doing here?" She knew better than to ask how he had followed her.

Matt Cameron designed security systems. Including tracking systems that couldn't be detected with the standard radio frequency sweeps. A dozen times over the last week, while they worked on identifying his enemy, he could have planted a homing signal in her car.

His smile changed to scorn and he shook his head. His short cap of ebony curls looked mussed, like he had raked his fingers through it a dozen times in the last two hours. Joan felt a little better, knowing she had inflicted that frustration on him.

"My contacts at the DHS think it's the guy in Denver." He rested his elbows on his hood, stretching his deep emerald polo shirt. "I'm guessing your military contacts think the same. And you disagree."

Usually Joan could come up with a dozen lies without even trying. Her tongue tangled at the idea of lying to Matt. Especially when he had to know—this time at least—that she lied. Which made no sense. Their entire four years of friendship was based on lies. So what if some philosophers argued that if you told a lie enough times it became reality?

"If we're both right," she said, to silence the arguments in the back of her mind, "and Carr is stealing your work, this could be dangerous. As in guns and people who shoot and don't care about questions."

"And you're planning on going in there alone?" he countered. He leaned his weight further into the SUV, rocking it a little. "Not smart."

"Recon only. Get pictures, get proof, and get out of there."

After she sent the evidence to her partner-in-crime, Sophie, and to Col. Sidarkis, their Pentagon contact, to get working on that evidence. That was what her custom-designed computer tucked under the passenger seat of her car was for.

"What a coincidence. My plan exactly." He gestured at the passenger side of his SUV. "Get in."

Joan opened her mouth to refuse. She wanted to accuse him of following her to stop her, not to investigate the man trying to destroy his life. But that was ridiculous. The only person who had ever looked out for her and put her interests first was hundreds of miles away. At least if Niobe had targeted Matt to use him to destroy her, she wasn't gunning for Sophie. Joan calculated what had happened, like a video playing in her head. Matt woke up in the middle of the night with a new brainstorm in the search for his enemy. He had called her and when she didn't answer after repeated tries, he had come to the apartment, saw she was gone, and turned on the homing signal/GPS she theorized he had put in her car.

Knowing Matt, he blamed himself and came running to protect her.

When had anyone ever done that for her, in her entire life?

She complied because she knew if she didn't go with him now, Matt would check out Jonas Carr's warehouse on his own. Despite being a genius with electronics and security programming, he didn't know diddly-squat when it came to keeping alive in tense situations.

By contrast, her infancy and childhood had been one long, tense situation. Complete with guns, plastic explosives, and enough hatred to make the Klan seem like a bunch of Mr. Rogers clones.

"Okay, let's get going." In moments she got her backpack and computer out of her blue sedan, locked up, and got in Matt's SUV.

He didn't start the engine. The silvery light of pre-dawn took on the first peachy tint of true dawn.

"Matt?"

"Why are you making like Joan of Arc, sneaking off to go slay some dragons that are technically my dragons, not yours?"

For the first time since they had met at a Butler-Williams University evening class, he didn't smile when he made the joke with her name. Not that Joan would ever admit she had indeed chosen her most recent name because she admired the Maid of Orleans. Even if she had died in flames. At least St. Joan had stuck to her guns and done the right thing.

"Maybe because..." She rubbed at her dry eyes, prickly with weariness. Why not tell him the truth? She owed him that, after all. If her theory was correct. "Because I'm pretty sure my enemies are behind your enemies, helping them attack you. To get at me."

She watched Matt, his face going impassive, eyes half-hooded. Joan imagined gears whirring and circuits flashing as he put things together, all the cryptic phrases, all the questions she answered with jokes or simply changed the subject.

"Wow, that's the most information you've volunteered about yourself in a long time." He slid the key back into the ignition but didn't turn it. "Makes me wonder what other secrets you're keeping from me, that might actually affect me."

"A secret shared isn't one any longer. You're better off not knowing." She inhaled sharply. "Please, trust me on this."

"Uh huh." Which meant the exact opposite.

"Look, we need to get moving. I planned on coming in from behind Carr's warehouse while there are still plenty of shadows and lots of movement all over the place from one shift starting and one shift ending. The best time to spy on someone—when everything is in shadows, they can't see you. Not at night, when people who have something to hide expect people to target them. And not in daylight, when they can see you."

"If you can see the enemy, they can see you." One corner of his mouth quirked up. That was a favorite line from the evil overlord handbook some friends had passed along as a joke. "If they are in firing range, so are you."

"Exactly."

"We're getting off at the next exit. Twenty minutes. Plenty of time to fill me in on all the extra data you didn't bother sharing with me before."

Joan's phone rang, the opening bars of the Westminster Chimes.

"Hello, Sophie," Matt muttered.

Joan glared at him and slid her phone from her pocket. Sometimes she wondered why she had introduced Matt and Sophie. There were plenty of ways she could have applied Sophie's computer and Internet wizardry to Matt's business needs without the two of them ever hearing each other's voice. She should have known better. They got along like a house on fire. Things just got worse when Matt became a Christian, and he and Sophie teamed up to pray for her.

Didn't they know it was useless? Joan didn't have a soul to be saved.

"Data dump," Sophie reported, when Joan opened the connection. "Bottom feeders, chattering about DHS intel coming through on a new ID program. Whatever this guy got, infiltrating Matt's system, he's ready to start the auction, and then it's bye-bye, Ma-Car Tech, hello, federal prison."

"Duh. We're heading over there to check out Carr. Fiver put something in our back door files yesterday. Check it and give me your view on it?" Joan glanced at Matt. He finally started the engine.

"You think Sidarkis will laugh if you ever tell him you named him for a rabbit?"

"You're the one who read Watership Down, not me." She grinned and dug her thumb knuckle into her aching temple to relieve the pressure.

Joan referred to Col. Sidarkis as Fiver, meaning the five sides of the Pentagon. Sophie insisted he got the code name because of the mystical prophet rabbit in the fantasy novel, and because there were many levels and hidden pathways to the Colonel, like a rabbit's warren.

Either one fit, actually.

"When you say we... don't tell me you invited Matt along?"

"I didn't. He bugged my car and followed me." Joan grimaced when Sophie's chiming laughter rang through the phone. "Soph, this isn't funny. If the Colonel is wrong and we're right, Matt and I could be heading into trouble. Even though I swear, all we're doing is recon." She glared at Matt as she said it. He didn’t look at her as he backed out of the parking spot. "How soon can you give me your take? And an aerial view of his property? A current one, not Google Earth six months old?"

"I'm on it. Tell Matt I'm praying for the two of you."

"Thanks." Joan swallowed a lump with sharp edges. She wanted all the prayers on her behalf she could get. When she put her phone away, Matt was grinning at her. "What?"

"I was just thinking how comfortable you are with this spy stuff."

"We all have our specialties." Hers was living a lie. Ironic, because she hated lying to Matt. Sophie was the only person she had ever been fully honest with.

Joan watched the horizon as the silver streak turned to gold and pink and wished she could pray. Matt belonged to God. That would have to be enough to guarantee them some safety.

"Ready?" Matt said, as he moved over into the exit lane. Jonas Carr's warehouse sat at the back of an industrial park close to the Turnpike exit.

Their gazes locked. Something fierce and alert in his expression made her throat close up and put hot pressure at the back of her eyes.

"No. But that never stopped me before," she lied.

Navigating the back roads to the industrial parkway took more time than she anticipated. Monday morning traffic was at full speed by the time they found the street with Jonas Carr's warehouse. Matt coasted up to the gate in the tall, rusty, chain link fence and they got their first look at the warehouse. Grass stood tall around it. Taller weeds poked up through the cracked asphalt and gravel pits of the parking lot. No cars were visible between fence and warehouse. Matt nodded when she pointed out the electronic gate and the shiny new barbed wire at the top of the fence.

"I counted four cameras," he offered, once they had driven two hundred yards past the warehouse, and down a street that would take them behind the acres that belonged to Carr.

Two low, sprawling buildings had plenty of traffic on this street. Workers were arriving, others leaving. Joan counted a dozen semis at loading bays. This traffic could cover their presence. She preferred crowded conditions to help her be invisible.

Matt continued down the street and made a right turn, exactly where Joan had planned on going. He had clearly done his own research. Soon, there was nothing but trees and high grass everywhere they looked, with a derelict building in the distance and a gravel drive that led into woods tangled with ivy. Matt pulled the SUV into the thick shadows provided by a tall clump of trees.

"One more check, in case Sophie or my military friends sent something." Joan slid her computer out of its case. Matt stayed silent as she checked her robot search engines in case something new had come in during the last four hours on Jonas Carr. When she closed her computer ten minutes later, she looked up from her screen to tell Matt that nothing had changed and found him sitting with his head bowed and eyes closed. He held that little green leather Bible Xander had given him for Christmas when the three of them first started hanging around together. Xander had given her one just like it. She had read it four times, but it never gave her the peace she saw on Matt's face while he prayed.

Her throat and chest ached. Matt opened his eyes and looked straight into hers. For just two seconds, he looked a little startled, then he smiled, shrugged, and ducked his head.

Joan looked away, swallowing hard. Unwanted memories sprang up, Niobe's voice spewing all the venom the woman had expressed for any religious belief.

Ivy made a shaggy, vibrant carpet from the trees and over the fence separating the abandoned property from Carr's. From the dark green thickness of it over layers of years of dried vines, Joan estimated no one had been back here to inspect the security situation for years. If ever.

"It's a given there's no electricity running through the fence here," Matt said. He grasped the rusty bar of the fence, just above his head, where it showed through the tangle of old and new vines. "Wouldn't be surprised to find out the ivy's holding up the fence by now."

"So is this a new lair for these people, or they just don't care, they figure they're safe here?" Joan grasped handfuls of vines in front of her and pulled, testing how strong they were.

"Let's find out."

She reached the top of the fence just a few seconds ahead of him, and paused, holding onto the vines and just poking her head above the top. The back of Carr's property seemed to be in pretty much the same condition as its neighbor: vines and trees and nearly half a dozen outbuildings. Rusty corrugated metal roofs and cinderblock walls, pitted and stained by weather and age and pollution, and weeds growing in the cracks in the mortar. The only difference was tire tracks that had crushed weeds and dug ruts the last time it rained.

They investigated the closest outbuilding and found the inside very different from the outside. Bright lights, metal shelving without a speck of dust or rust, and crates with bright red stenciled codes, stacked up to the ceiling. Joan and Matt both took pictures with their cell phones. Before they got out of the SUV, she had programmed them both to automatically send pictures to her computer and his, and not leave anything in the cell phone memory. Just in case their cell phones fell into the wrong hands, there would be no evidence of what they had seen.

The next building brought them closer to the warehouse, where men's voices and the sounds of truck engines and heavy objects being dragged and dropped filtered faintly through the morning air. Joan stayed outside, watching the warehouse while Matt looked inside.

"More of the same," he said as he shut the door behind him.

A loud creaking followed by low rumbles of metal wheels on cement came from the warehouse. One side of the door that stretched up to the roof, two stories high, slid across the other. Inside was darkness, and a handful of men stepped out into the daylight.

Joan pushed Matt to go right as she ducked to the left. She scrambled behind the building, bent over to try to hide among the hip-high weeds. Another building, smaller, sat in a thick puddle of shadow from the warehouse. She aimed for it.

Her right foot came down on empty air. She tried to throw herself backward. Her left foot slipped downward. The long patch of darkness changed from shadows to a weed-fringed rectangular pit. The darkness swallowed her. She hit hard on her right foot and pitched forward, slamming her forehead into a wall.

Joan saw stars. Fire radiated up through her leg, making her collapse to the ground. She swallowed down the need to shriek as she struggled against the grayness that collected around the edges of her vision. Biting her bottom lip hard and using the pain and the taste of her blood to hold onto consciousness, she scrambled backward, seeking shelter.

Rule one: Get invisible.

Rule two: Get silent.

Rule three: Get out of there as soon as you can.

She pressed a scraped and bleeding hand over her mouth and nose to muffle the sound of her gasping, pain-filled breaths. Joan felt around with her other hand, willing the shadows to be real shadows, and not fading consciousness. She felt slightly damp concrete walls and tucked herself into a corner. The pain in her forehead and ankle kept sending gray sparkles around the edges of her vision.

Gradually, her vision cleared. Joan studied the straight lines among the shadows and decided she had fallen into some sort of maintenance pit. Long abandoned, judging by the weeds hanging down over the sides. That darker, rectangular blot in the shadows at the other end of the pit was probably an access door. Did it lead into the building she had planned to hide behind, or somewhere else?

Her phone buzzed between her hip and the wall and she muffled a sob as she shifted around to pull it out, making more sharp streaks race up her ankle. Matt. She flipped it open.

"Where are you?" Matt whispered, before she could even speak.

"Some sort of maintenance pit. Where are you?"

"Back over the fence. Hold on and I'll—”

"No. They'll see you." She glared at her ankle. "I'm fine. Just let me catch my breath and find my way out of here."

"They have guns."

Joan muffled a choked giggle. Usually, she could detect guns from a mile away. Four years of safety and peace in Tabor Heights had certainly dulled her survival instincts.

"Guess we were right about this guy, huh?" She leaned back against the wall and looked around the pit. Why couldn't she have landed next to the door?

"Too right. You call your friends and I'll call mine. Then I'm coming in for you."

"No. The less movement, the less chance of getting caught."

"Joan—”

"Stay there." She cut the connection, then scrolled down through her menu to “Fiver.” Sidarkis would laugh. They hadn't talked so much in the last five months as they did in the last three days, when he called to tell her one of her friends was being framed for treason.

He didn't pick up his phone. She left a message and wondered if he could hear her whisper on his voicemail. Then she called up a map of the area on her cell phone and pinpointed the coordinates, sending them via email to both Sophie and Sidarkis. Her phone buzzed in her hand as she finished sending. Matt. She ignored him, knowing what he would say.

Her ankle and the arch of her foot hurt. She tried to distract herself by planning an icily vicious letter of complaint for the manufacturer of her cross-trainer. It promised support and protection across all terrains. She would have to depend on the high sides of her shoe to keep down the swelling, because she couldn't risk taking her shoe off to examine her foot and then not being able to get it back on again. Besides, she didn't have ice, and she didn't have anything to wrap her ankle.

Now to get out of here.

Joan pulled herself to her feet and hobbled around the edge of the pit to the darkness of the possible door. Every other step, she paused and held her breath and listened, and looked up at the rectangle of increasing sunlight overhead.

Twigs, bones of assorted animals that had fallen in here over the years, dirt, and blown leaves littered the floor of the pit. Nothing to help her climb out or to use as a weapon.

She called Matt, to tell him to go away and wait until dark, then come back for her. He didn't pick up. Joan supposed that was fair, since she had ignored him before.

A chill crept up her back. Matt wasn't the kind of guy to play childish games at a time like this. So why didn't he answer his phone?

She checked her email. Sophie had acknowledged receipt of the information and passed on new data about Carr. At the bottom of the message, she noted that she had forwarded the information to Sidarkis but hadn't heard from him.

Of course not. Joan grunted softly and leaned against the wall to take the weight off her foot. Why did this pit have to be a mile long? He's busy, probably overseeing the raid on the Denver guy.

She called Matt. No answer.

Sweat beaded her forehead by the time Joan limped up to the big, rusty, dirt-crusted metal door at the other end of the pit. She felt nauseous from the regular stabs of pain through her ankle. She took it as a good sign that her ankle didn't fold on her, meaning it was only strained, sprained, no broken bones. Maybe her shoe was living up to the manufacturer's promises after all?

"Straighten up, stupid," she muttered, teeth clenched. Was thinking about totally useless things part of having a concussion?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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It was almost an anti-climax to dig at the protrusion crusted with dirt, at the spot where a doorknob or latch belonged, and find a simple lever and handle. Joan honestly expected to find no way to open it from inside the pit.

"Please," she whispered, and pressed down on the latch.

It didn't move. She pressed until her thumb ached. Did she imagine that little bit of give, like it fought against dirt inside the mechanism? She made a fist and pounded on the latch. It gave with a dull click.

More sweat beaded her forehead and trickled down her temples. It wasn't that hot already, was it? How long had she been in this pit? Joan glanced behind herself and considered the length of the shadows. Maybe twenty minutes, half an hour at the most.

She pulled out her cell phone and called Matt. No answer.

One last check of her email. Nothing further from Sophie. No response from Sidarkis.

When are you going to learn not to depend on anyone?

Home means trust, she responded to the voice in her head that sounded a little too much like Niobe.

Joan pulled on the door, using action, effort, to keep the voices in her head from resuming the argument that continued ad infinitum, ad nauseum, waking or sleeping.

It took all her strength to pull the door open, heavy and stiff on dirt-caked hinges. With a groan, it swung open. Losing her balance, she barely avoided knocking herself on the other side of her forehead with the door. But it was open. The angle of the light falling into the pit behind her didn't touch the dark behind the door. She braced herself on the doorframe and leaned forward and sniffed, ready for the thick stench of mold and damp and dirt from enclosed places.

It smelled of dirt and oil and engine exhaust. It was in use.

Where did this dark hole go? Only one way to find out. Joan hesitated before stepping all the way into the room, and that didn't make any sense.

She liked the darkness. She had always felt safest in shadows.

Not because Niobe had trained her to walk in shadows, but because she had made darkness her friend. When she was thirteen, a year after Niobe had left the baby in a stolen car in a river, Joan failed an important assignment. Niobe made her carry a backpack full of explosives into an Allen Michaels crusade, to put under the speaker's platform when the children came forward for the story. The explosion never happened, Allen Michaels didn't die, and Niobe locked Joan in a bug-infested closet for two days. Joan preferred the darkness. She couldn't see Niobe, and Niobe couldn't see her. The longing to run away had crystallized into a plan during those two days of silence, thirst, stench, and darkness.

First step: Escape.

Second step: Find out what happened to the baby.

Third step: Find out who her father was and get his help to get revenge.

Joan had learned revenge was never worth the planning and effort, and justice never paid back the pain. While she still wondered about her nameless father, she had given up trying to find clues, mostly because it meant going into Niobe's sphere of influence to find information. She had learned to find satisfaction in living quietly, in safety, in the shadows, and wait patiently for her enemies to trip up and punish themselves.

Matt, however, hadn't learned patience and the benefits of shadows. Joan punched in his speed dial number.

"Look, right now isn't a good time," he said, answering on the second ring. "We'll talk when I get back into town, okay?"

"Ah... sure. Where are you, anyway?" Joan held her breath, trying to figure out what was different about the reception between their phones. Something was wrong. Did it sound tinny? Was he somewhere that interfered with the reception?

She nearly banged her head back against the wall when his words suddenly made sense. Why pretend she was bothering him, unless he didn't want anyone to know she had come to Pennsylvania with him?

He had company, unfriendly people listening in on this call. Even if it turned out Jonas Carr really was a legitimate businessman, and not trying to destroy Matt, he wouldn't be inclined to be friendly. Matt had refused to do business with him, and now he had been caught trespassing.

And he wouldn't have been caught trespassing if she hadn't given him Sidarkis's information, if she hadn't helped him identify his enemy, and if she hadn't fallen into this maintenance pit. Knowing Matt, he had gotten caught when he tried to come back for her.

Why hadn't she heard any ruckus when he was caught?

Silence usually meant trouble.

"It doesn't matter," Matt said, after only a few seconds of hesitation, while the realization of their situation swirled through her brain. "I'll talk to you later." He cut the connection.

"I have to get out of here," Joan murmured. If she could get to Matt's SUV, then she could take leverage out of their enemy's hands.

One last attempt to reach Sidarkis yielded another request to leave a message. She switched to email and briefly outlined Matt's theoretical situation. Then she stepped into the darkness.

Micro-steps took her across gritty-crunchy cement. She tried to rein in her imagination, insisting it was just crumbling cement and not tiny animal bones and insect carcasses. If this was a former maintenance pit, logic said the entrance was through the nearest building. Joan reached to her right and immediately found a railing. Two steps, and she banged her injured foot against the riser of the first step.

She was sweating, breathing in gasps through her nose and trembling by the time she dragged herself to the top of the steps. Into more darkness. She waited a few moments with her leg bent, leaning against the cinderblock wall, taking the weight off her ankle. Her first step smacked her into more crates. She choked on a cloud of dust brought down by the impact. No one had disturbed anything in this room in a long time.

Eight steps took her around the pile of crates and revealed a line of daylight coming under a door. Joan grinned and hobbled to the door. In her experience, storage sheds rarely were made to lock anyone in, only lock intruders and thieves out. She still held her breath as she found the doorknob and turned it. For three frustrating heartbeats, it stuck. Then it let out a crack and jerk and moved in toward her. Joan opened it an inch and pressed her face against the opening to look out.

No movement. She couldn't see much of the yard, and the door faced the warehouse, which meant as soon as she stepped out, she would be visible to anyone looking her way. She contemplated taking the time to wrap her ankle with strips from her t-shirt to brace it for fast movement, but could she afford that much time, especially when she didn't have anything but her teeth to tear her shirt? She had a vision of the search for Matt's accomplice leading someone to this outbuilding, and the door being flung open while she was sitting there in her bra, her torn shirt in her hands. Not a good situation.

Bottom line: time was running out.

"Not for me, God," she whispered. "I have to get out of here to get help for Matt. He belongs to You. Please?"

She pulled the door open just enough to let her tip her head out and look further around. Still no movement in the yard between the outbuilding and the warehouse. No signs of movement or sounds in the warehouse itself.

Joan pulled the door open a few more inches, to let her slide out. Her ankle wobbled on the edge of the crumbling step. She caught herself on the doorframe and swallowed down the yelp of pain. The best she could do was muffle it into a grunt that ended in a whimper and gasp. She almost forgot to close the door behind her. The smallest anomalies could attract the worst kind of attention. The tension bowing her shoulders eased as she moved around the side of the building, keeping it between her and the pit she had originally fallen into, away from the warehouse.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, startling her. Joan pulled it out. Matt. Swallowing hard, she flipped it open.

"Hey, Matt." She kept her voice soft. The silence filling this acreage behind the warehouse made her uneasy. People without things to hide or defend were free to make noise.

"Peekaboo," an unfamiliar male voice said.

"Who is this?" She muffled a groan. Not a smooth move at all, Archer.

"The man who has a gun pointed at your back," he said from behind her.

Joan closed the phone. Pressing the tiny pressure-sensitive inserts on the end, she locked down the phone's access and slipped it into her pocket. When—not if—these people took her phone from her, they wouldn't be able to access any of her files. Holding onto the building for support, she turned around.

Three men. With big, glossy, nasty-looking guns straight out of the latest destroying-the-terrorists-to-protect-our-future movie.

~~~~~
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EXHAUSTION AND HEAT worked together against the pain in her ankle and fiery thirst. After two hours sitting in the darkness of a filthy storage shed that smelled of oil and grime, Joan slept sitting up, her back tucked into a corner of the shed furthest from the door.

When the nightmare struck, she almost wasn't surprised. Joan knew she was dreaming as she followed the taillights of the stolen car through the rainy darkness of Tabor Heights in a summer night storm. The wind pushed her sideways and rain drenched and blinded her, but she felt nothing, heard nothing, as she chased the car, trying to beat it to the river like she did every time the nightmare attacked.

Again, she reached the river to see the car in the water. Joan stood on the riverbank and watched until the sound of a baby crying in terror filled her ears, drowning out the drumming of her heart. The car rode the racing current and sank deeper into the water until only the top half of the windows and the roof still showed. When the face appeared in the rear window of the car, it wasn't the baby, or Nikki, the girl the baby had grown up to be...but Matt.

Joan jerked awake, gasping, nearly blinded by the salty, rancid pain-filled sweat spilling down her face. She sat up, leaning forward to rest her face on her bent knees, and pressed her hands over her mouth to muffle the sound of her breathing.

It didn't take a degree in psychology to understand the dream. Despite knowing the baby condemned to die in that stolen car had been rescued and raised in Tabor Heights by foster parents who couldn't have loved her more if she was their own flesh and blood, Joan still worried about Nikki. There was always the chance that Niobe would find her, see the resemblance between Joan and Nikki, and realize they were sisters. And in her twisted reasoning that made her keep one daughter and try to kill the other, Niobe would decide to finish the job.

That was why Joan dreamed of Nikki drowning in the car.

Matt was now in the dream because her subconscious agreed: his present trouble was Joan's fault. Niobe knew about him, and before she punished Joan for escaping her so many years ago, she would destroy everyone who mattered to her.

"Please, God, I know You don't want me," Joan whispered, "but please, don't let them hurt Matt because of me?"

~~~~~
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WHAT KIND OF VILLAIN used twine to tie up his victims?

Joan's wrists itched from the fibers as she hobbled down the aisle between tall metal shelves full of grimy crates and packing boxes and gave another testing tug with her wrists bound behind her back. A sharp sensation flashed up her arm, followed by warm wet. Sweat, or she had cut herself with the effort. She was betting on blood, because she had sat for four hours in that dark, grimy storage shed, sweating. All the time she sat there, no one had asked her any questions. She could have been another crate, for all the attention her captors paid her.

That was about to end, obviously. She would have preferred that they had put a hood over her head, but maybe that was a waste of time, since she had seen three of them. They didn't care what she saw, meaning they could keep her quiet and unable to use what she knew against them.

The man leading the way opened a door at the end of the shadowy aisle. Joan guessed the room was a prefabricated module, meant for dividing up large spaces to make them usable. This room sat near the center of the warehouse. The man walking behind her grabbed her shoulder and half-guided, half-shoved her into the room. She stumbled, but the man who went in first, the beardless, taller one of the two, caught her. He copped a feel before pivoting her around, shoving her into a chair in the corner.

Matt sat in the other corner, hands bound behind him, his ankles tied to the battered wood-and-metal-tube chair with the same brown twine her captors had used on Joan. From the sweat and grime marking his face, darkening his clothes, matting his hair, he had been given the same temporary storage shed treatment. He had some bruises on his face and his bared arms, but no other signs of rough treatment. What was happening now, that they were brought together?

His eyes asked a thousand questions, but he didn't say anything.

"So this is Joan. Otherwise known as Nobody." The beardless man settled down at a table on the far side of the room, maybe fifteen by fifteen.

Joan's computer sat on the table, open, and from the blue light reflected on the man's neat green Oxford shirt, turned on.

He couldn't get into it, though. Joan fought a smile as she pictured their captors' frustration.

Of course, if they had her computer, that meant they had the SUV. She and Matt weren't going to escape while their backs were turned, climb over the ivy-covered fence, and drive away.

"Nobody, as in Cameron said nobody was with him. But he had a hard time backing up that story, when he couldn't open his own computer," the man continued, when Joan just looked at him.

She wanted to remark that she didn't think he was referring to the scene in The Odyssey, where Odysseus faced down the Cyclops in his cave. She wouldn't help matters any by being a smart mouth.

"Just what did the two of you find, when you were sneaking around back there, hmm?" He turned the computer around so the password screen faced Joan. "Maybe the better question is, what were you two looking for?"

"You know what we were looking for." Matt’s voice was quiet and thin, a bad sign of just how far he had been pushed, how angry he had grown since he had been caught. Joan had only heard him use that voice once before, only a few months after they had become friends. He had been in a courtroom, facing three high school boys who had tried to drag Tris, his cousin, into the woods to punish her for not being "friendly." Their attorney had claimed Tris, thirteen years old, had been the instigator, using language more appropriate to a porn star.

"Maybe I do, and maybe I don't," their captor said, with a slow grin better suited to a crocodile. He nodded to the bearded man, who looked enough like him to be a brother. The bearded man tossed him his gun, and their captor stood guard while he tied Joan to her chair and searched her. He didn't find anything, just like the last two times he searched her, other than her cell phone. That already sat on the table next to her computer, which the first man now closed with a hard slap that got a sharp cracking sound from the case.

Then the two left them alone, in the dark.

"So that's Jonas Carr?" Joan said, when their retreating footsteps faded to silence.

"Just as nasty in person as his bio says." Matt grunted, and a scraping sound told Joan he was trying to adjust his chair. "You were limping."

"Fell into some kind of service pit."

"How'd they find you?"

"If I'd stayed in that pit, they wouldn't have." She couldn't decide if she should laugh at herself, or waste energy being angry. "I figured if I got free, that'd take a bargaining chip out of their hands. Did you get any response from your friends?"

"I left a message. You?"

"Same." Joan closed her eyes and tipped her head back, trying to stretch muscles that ached from her exertions and fall.

"Sorry."

"For what?"

"Getting you involved in this." Matt's voice came out a low, tense rumble with some growing heat.

"You're forgetting something. Most of our info came from my sources. So it's my fault we came here, if you really want to get picky."

"No, I really don't." He sighed, followed by that scraping sound again.

They stayed alone, in the dark. From banging and dragging and thumping sounds out in the warehouse, on all sides, something big was happening. The only place without movement was in their prison. That included the ventilation system. The still air grew warmer, staler.

Joan tried several times to adjust the twine tied around her wrists, to find the end, but only succeeded in tangling it tighter, cutting into her skin and cutting off circulation. Matt reported the same results. He managed to work his way across the little room, shuffling his chair over until his knee rubbed up against Joan's. That little bit of contact made a world of difference for her.

At first, they tried to pass the time by talking, careful to avoid mentioning their quest for information and their government contacts, in case someone was listening. They discussed the schedule of summer concerts on the lawn at the Blossom outdoor music venue near Akron. They debated the Guardians' chances for making it to the division finals this season, and how well they were doing so far that summer. Matt, Joan and Xander had invested in a six-pack of tickets for the season and still had three more games to go. They talked about how the twins, Rocky and Tris, were doing in their inter-church sports league.

The air grew warmer, closer, staler. Their conversation trailed off when they discussed the possible evening classes that Butler-Williams University would offer that fall. That was how they had met four years ago, when Joan first settled in Tabor Heights. Matt, Joan and Xander had taken an evening class in literature. Matt and Xander had taken the class just to learn something new. Joan had taken it because the teacher, Dr. Holwood, was Nikki's foster-father. Her plan to get to know her half-sister by insinuating herself into the community around her had given Joan her first real friends, other than Sophie.

Please, God, don't let Matt get hurt. He means too much to me.

Joan swallowed, wincing at the ache in her dry throat, and fought not to let out bitter laughter. What made her think God would take care of Matt because she asked?

The sounds of activity in the warehouse petered out. With a little maneuvering of the chair, making the twine cut deeper, Joan pivoted herself behind Matt enough to see his watch. He twisted his hands around enough to press the button that lit up the face of it.

"Almost three," she reported, and muffled a hiss when a drop of sweat rolled into her eye.

She nearly twisted around to rub her face against her shoulder and clear her eyes. She couldn't waste that moisture. There was no telling when or even if Carr or any of his men would come back to the room and give them something to eat or even drink. For all she knew, their captors were going to leave her and Matt in that room to die of thirst.

The silence changed. Joan wasn't sure what she heard, but she thought it came from Matt. She leaned forward as far as her bindings would let her, until she felt blood collecting along the twine and wicking down to her fingertips. Any other time, she would have been frightened to realize she didn't feel it cutting into her hands anymore. Just how quickly did someone start suffering delusions from dehydration, anyway?

Matt was whispering, little more than sub-vocalized breaths. Joan shivered, afraid for him... until she heard him whisper, "Lord."

Matt was praying.

She shivered, chilled down to her guts in a way that made her want to get up and run. But she couldn't. Joan closed her eyes, though it didn't make any difference, and thought about Nikki to block out the softly breathed words as Matt prayed.

She should have told Nikki they were sisters, but when? Certainly not that first day they came face-to-face, when she saw the thirteen-year-old using the cut-through behind the optician's shop to go to Heinke's Grocery. And not the first time she was invited to the Holwoods' house with the other students who had Dr. Holwood as their advisor. After they became friends, but when, exactly?

If she died here, Nikki would never know who had put her in that car when she was a baby. Maybe Nikki didn't need to know all that. What good would it do her, anyway?

"Joan?" Matt hopped his chair enough to let him nudge her knee with his. "Are you okay?"

"And if I said yes?" She wanted to scream at him, demand to know how he could ask such a stupid question, but she feared sounding like Niobe. Joan refused to die with angry words on her lips.

"Where did you go?" He pressed his knee against hers and kept the pressure up. "I've been trying to talk to you, but you're totally spaced out."

"Thinking."

"I don't suppose you remembered you had a blade in the sole of your shoe? Maybe a remote-control gizmo that'll fly down through the roof and break us free?"

"That's a deus ex machina. Dr. Holwood would be really disappointed in you, expecting a deus ex machina, after you aced his class." She grinned at him through the hot darkness.

"I got an idea. They left your phone and computer on the table."

"Because they don't need whatever we found. Which wasn't anything."
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Chapter Three
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"I'm thinking if I tip the chair over, maybe I can wiggle myself over to the table, get your phone and call for help."

"Problem. Security codes to lock down my phone."

"And you don't trust your good friend with the codes for your phone at a time like this?" His voice sounded thick. Joan hoped it was because he was trying to joke with her.

"It's not numbers, it's a sequence on tiny pressure plates in the case of the phone." She sighed. Now was not the time to explain all the security precautions she and Sophie used. Joan had monsters in her past, and Sophie had hers, and they tried to keep the big uglies of their lives from meeting or using either of them to get to the other. "Sophie and I do a lot of beta testing for developers, so we get prototypes, okay? That's the simple explanation."

"Very simple." He sighed. His chair creaked and the pressure of his knee against hers left. Joan missed it. "Okay, if I can get over there and get your phone, I should be able to get it back to you. Here goes."

His chair creaked. Matt grunted with the effort. The smell of blood came stronger through the thick darkness and Joan imagined that twine cutting deeper channels into his wrists. Metal groaned against wood. The groans went up a few notes. The thumps of the chair legs gained a rhythm, and she felt a faint movement in the air, generated by Matt's efforts.

Please, God...

"There!" Matt's yelp ended with a crash-thud and the sound of metal shrieking and wood groaning, and the sound of a sweaty man hitting the floor. He grunted and then there was a silence that was too complete.

Joan imagined he had fallen face-first and knocked himself out. With the smell of sweat and blood in the air, she couldn't tell if he had hurt himself. She couldn't hear him breathing.

Matt groaned, and she choked, fighting back a sob of relief. She sat still, listening, trying to find his location by the sounds. She flinched when she heard wood clatter and hit the cement floor. Then he laughed, the sound turning into a groan.

"Thank You, Lord." He gasped, and more wood clattered.

"Matt?"

"I broke the chair. If I can get my hands free of the pieces, there might be enough slack to untie them. Then we're home free."

"I'm going to start calling you Houdini."

"Not quite." The next few minutes were filled with the sounds of Matt struggling to break free of the remains of the chair. He provided a running progress report as he maneuvered around, trying to slam the pieces of the chair against the floor to break them. They both laughed when he reported that he got his feet free first and could stand. Joan suspected they were going loopy from thirst. Matt separated the back of the chair from the seat. He now could bring his bound hands and the chair back under himself and slide his legs through the loop of his arms. Then he banged the chair back against the floor until it splintered and set his hands free.

All the time he banged and struggled, no one came running to investigate. Joan mentioned that little detail as he struggled to untie the knots in the blood-soaked twine.

"Makes me wonder where everybody is," Matt said. "Either they've abandoned this place, or they're busy somewhere else, or they're waiting to spring something a lot worse on us the moment we step out the door."

"Then let's not step out the door."

"Uh huh. And just what do you suggest?" He grunted. "And we're on our way."

Joan jumped when his feet shuffled toward her and he touched her shoulder, then followed the line of her arm down to her hands.

"What were you saying about not using the door?" Matt prompted, when he had settled down behind her and got to work on her wrists.

"This room is a module. Prefab pieces brought into the warehouse. I bet we can climb up through the ceiling, and from there work our way along the shelves. Nobody ever looks up anymore. Even if we can't walk the shelves all the way to the door, we'll see them coming."

"If they leave the lights on in here."

"Pessimist."

"Not on your life. We are proof that God answers prayers." He slapped her shoulder. "Done. How does that feel?"

"I'm not sure I want to." Joan blinked hard, fighting tears, as she brought her freed hands in front of herself. Her arms felt stiff and tingly-prickly from being held in the same position for so long. Her shoulders and elbows felt like they had been frozen in place. She rubbed her wrists and palms, wincing at the swollen flesh, the fresh blood that made everything she touched sticky.

Matt made short work of the ties on her ankles. Then he laughed.

"What?" Something in the sound made her shiver, despite the heavy heat of the stale air.

Matt didn't answer, but she heard him get up and walk away from her. A moment later, light flooded the room. She muffled a hiss from the sharp pain in her eyes.

"Should have done that first." He hobbled over to the table to pick up her phone. He made a move to toss it to her, then shook his head and crossed the room to hand it to her.

Joan pressed the sequence and powered up her phone. She wasn't surprised to see five emails from Sophie in her inbox and pulled up the last one first.

"Sophie says to sit tight, the cavalry is on its way."

"What cavalry?" Matt had climbed up on the table to investigate the ceiling tiles while she worked on her phone. He paused with his arms raised, lifting a tile out of the frame.

"Hopefully not the kind that shoots anything that moves." She got up, groaning when her hips didn't want to move.

"Joan..." Matt grinned and shook his head.

"What?"

"You know I love you, but there are times I want to just shake you until your eyeballs rattle."

"You have to catch me first." She stuck her tongue out at him, grateful that he turned back to the ceiling tiles before her eyes filled with tears.

"Cavalry?"

"My military contacts."

"Duh," he muttered, followed by a clatter as he shoved the ceiling tile out of the way. Matt grabbed hold of the support bars for the ceiling and rested his weight on them. They didn't make a sound, but Joan saw dust come sifting down, indicating movement.

"Safe to climb up? Matt?" she said, when he didn't answer.

He waved his hand, shushing her, and the next moment pulled himself up into the ceiling. Joan held her breath, watching him struggle to get up, and imagined what the last six or seven hours of immobility and thirst had done to his body. She waited until his legs vanished into the darkness of the ceiling. Was he on top of the module, or was there another layer to get through before he was out into the warehouse? She couldn't tell, everything was dark above the hole Matt had climbed through.

There was a time for sitting still, but that had passed. Joan filled up her waiting by bringing her chair over and putting it up on the table, so she could climb up. Every step was a dull ache, like molars rather than canine teeth digging into her ankle, so she sat on the table to wait. She checked her notebook to make sure Carr hadn't damaged it while trying to get into it. Matt still hadn't come back, though by her phone he had been gone ten minutes. She slid her notebook inside her t-shirt and tucked it into her jeans, then tied her sweatshirt around her abdomen by its arms, to hold everything secure.

A rattle at the door sent her stumbling across the room, snatching up a leg from Matt's broken chair for a club. Joan looked back at the table with the chair under the hole in the ceiling and wished she had taken it down. Too late. The door was opening.

She crouched down, wishing for some furniture to hide behind. The door creaked softly as it swung open.

"Clear," a man said.

Three men in black jeans and long-sleeve t-shirts, rifles slung over their shoulders and handguns at their belts, stepped into the room. The last man inside turned to face out the door. The second stepped over to look up at the gap in the ceiling. The first man in crossed the room halfway and held out a hand to her.

"Joan Archer?" His mouth tipped up in a one-sided grin when she nodded and adjusted her grip on her makeshift club. "Colonel Sidarkis sends his compliments."

"Where's your friend?" the second man said.

"Finding a way out." She set the club down and let the nominal leader reach down to help her to her feet. He whistled and shook his head and turned her wrists to see the damage the twine had done.

"How bad off is he?"

"Other than some bruises and his wrists..." She shrugged.

"We have most of the warehouse secure, but not all the tangos are accounted for," the third man said. "It might be touch-and-go, and we don't want to shoot your friend."

"Cap?" The man at the door looked over his shoulder at them, then gestured with his rifle out into the darkness. He stepped out. Matt came through the door, his hands raised to shoulder height, with another man escorting him from behind, a gun pointed at the middle of his back.

"Your friend?" Cap said. When Joan nodded, the man holding a gun on Matt stepped out of sight again, down the hallway.

"You okay?" Matt said.

"For now." She tried to smile, but suddenly everything inside her skin ached.

He looked back and forth between the two men in the office with them. "Cavalry?"

~~~~~
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A FIRE BROKE OUT BEFORE their rescuers got them to the door of the warehouse. Cap sent them to an outbuilding they had taken over as a command center, under the care of Lindstrom, a woman who seemed to rise up from the ground when they emerged into daylight. Joan and Matt sat in a corner of the command center, listening to the chatter on Lindstrom's radio, and waited for the news that Carr and his people had been captured.

Joan learned Col. Sidarkis had sent teams to investigate both men that her and Matt's search had pinpointed as suspects, but he had led the larger team to the other target. Carr and his men had been distracted for a short time, dealing with Matt and then looking for Joan, which allowed Cap's team to get into position, observe, infiltrate, and obtain the last pieces of incriminating evidence. While the two of them had sat in the dark office, Carr and his men had been loading up trucks and dismantling equipment, preparing to abandon their operations in the warehouse. By the trails of gasoline spilled around the foundations, they intended to burn it to the ground, presumably with Matt and Joan still inside.
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