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Chapter One
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The great thing about working for the Arc Foundation... well, there were so many great things to list, it would take forever. Right now, however, Anne appreciated and enjoyed the chance to learn new skills. Specifically, installing micro-miniaturized security equipment and feeling like a super-spy while doing so.

She paused and glanced over her shoulder. She had gotten used to working while wearing night-vision goggles, but her eyes still caught phantom movement in the green-lit darkness. She depended on Argus, her bodyguard and nursemaid, to watch behind her while she worked. 

No, she hadn't heard anyone creeping up behind her through the public rooms of the battered women's shelter. However, she had felt something. Not quite a breath of air, not quite that creeping sense that someone watched her. She trusted her sense of trouble, even though that sense had come too late to save her great pain in her childhood.

Argus whined like a fretful puppy instead of a full-grown German Shepherd, and walked across the big room full of folding tables where the women and children ate and socialized and worked on crafts. He stopped and looked out into the hallway that led to the kitchen on the right, and the bathrooms and sleeping rooms on the left. Anne waited, until his tail switched back and forth three times and he turned his head to look at her. She smiled, shook her head, and turned to finish her task. Four rooms with cameras and microphones installed, two more to go. Equipment, courtesy of Ma-Car Tech. When Joan Archer came to Quarry Hall, she had done more than answer her father's prayers. She had brought powerful friends and new allies: Sophie Atreides, as their Internet genius, and all the technology wizardry of Ma-Car Tech that Matt Cameron could offer.

In several ways, Joan was the reason Anne was here, sneaking around at 2am, upping the shelter's security systems. Granted, without their knowledge. As the Arc Foundation grew, gaining allies and partners, investigating worthy causes to determine if they were indeed worthy, the information network it belonged to grew as well. A disturbing pattern of accusations against women's shelters had emerged over the last year, only recognizable as a pattern to the practiced eyes of people who learned to see them everywhere for the sake of survival: Joan and Sophie. 

Five times in the last year, a woman with two daughters and one son came to a shelter, seeking protection from a man—father, brother-in-law, another male with authority over them—who hunted them. This man abused the mother, one daughter, both daughters, the son—the story changed each time. After a stay of only a few days, not even enough time to settle in, a worker in the shelter would be accused of a horrific crime against the children or the mother. Threats, physical abuse, or theft. Government regulations and the way the media always handled such accusations meant the shelter workers were essentially considered guilty until proven innocent. The accusers were always assumed to be the victims until proven otherwise. Then the mother or some new friend at the shelter threatened to take the story to the media, destroy the shelter, shut it down, and humiliate whatever organization sponsored the shelter, unless they paid large sums of money. Money always seemed to be the cure-all. That should have been the first sign to the shelters that something more was amiss, but they were too frantic to protect their reputations and keep their workers out of jail to think clearly. As soon as the money turned to cash in their hands, the alleged victims and their new friend vanished.

The shelters appeared on a map in a zigzag pattern, crossing state lines, curving as if it would eventually return to where it started, in a large circle. Joan, Sophie, and Harrison Carter believed the scam artists masquerading as a destitute, terrified family had a home base where they stayed between their money-making forays. They were smart enough not to move in a straight line or use the same story and accusation twice. Hopefully they were arrogant and confident enough not to realize they had established a pattern. The goal was to catch these people before they added one more shelter to their list of victims or moved on to another hunting territory. Anne, Kathryn, Joan, Jennifer, and Brenda had each gone to a women's shelter in the theorized target area, equipped with the best of Ma-Car Tech, to set up extra eyes and ears and hopefully catch the accusers in their lies before any more damage was done. 

The money paid to the accusers was enough in three cases to shut down the shelters. The women and children who had found refuge under those roofs had to go out onto the street again, putting them within reach of the people they had been fleeing in the first place. 

Anne knew intimately what it was like to be cast adrift, thinking no one cared or even believed her when she was the victim. Knowing gave her reason to walk into a place like this that reeked of despair and fear and pain, despite the pretty decorations and comfortable beds and the shutters that wouldn't let people see in. Knowing she offered help to those who were where she had once been made her feel stronger. She imagined herself a knight errant, hiding her mortal wounds under her armor, earning another drop of healing salve for every soul she defended.

"Yeah," she muttered as she walked away from the last microphone-and-camera setup tucked inside the valance for the curtains. "I know I see everything as a faerie tale. Tell me something I don't know."

Argus nudged her thigh with his head and whined. It wasn't his "someone is coming, you have to hide" whine, but the one she thought of as his nursemaid whine. Essentially, he urged her to stop playing secret agent and go to bed.

"Just a little bit more, fur-ball," she whispered, and stroked from between his eyes, across the top of his head and down his neck to the thicker ruff of fur by his shoulders. Argus closed his eyes and swished his tail like a windshield wiper in a driving rain. 

Muffling a chuckle, she slid her night-vision goggles up onto her forehead and stepped into the hallway. The small nightlights installed there, ten feet apart, played havoc with the goggles. Moving down the hallway to the first security door, she only heard her own breathing and the soft clicking of Argus’s claws on the tile floor. Anne made a mental note to get him to a veterinarian soon and get those claws filed down. Just a little. The Arc Foundation's dogs depended on their weight and menacing postures to ward off danger. Usually they could stop attackers by barreling into them and knocking them down, even breaking ribs if necessary, but claws sometimes came in handy too.

"Either the pedicure or take you home and let you run wild and dig to your heart's content," she whispered, her voice barely louder than her breath. "Would you like that? Can you hold on for that?"

Argus didn't respond with even a tail wag. He knew when they were in a fragile situation. Until Anne tapped out the security code at that locked door, they were in danger of being caught. Not that she would get in trouble for moving around when everyone was supposed to be in their beds, but questions were so awkward at the start of an investigation.

The keypad on the security door didn't even ping, but the lock made several audible clicks and a softly buzzing hum as it opened. Anne knew the comparative quiet of the night made those noises seem so loud. She slipped through into the next room, what the staff referred to as the "air lock," a buffer zone between the front reception room and the living quarters. It cut down the chances of someone who bullied or lied their way into the shelter getting a look at the fugitives who might be his—or her—target.

Anne shivered, remembering that evening by the fire in the Great Hall at Quarry Hall, when Joan had told the story of how she obtained her only childhood friend, a now-threadbare teddy bear she had called Fuppy. 

Her mother had been on the hunt for the fugitive girlfriend of one of her associates. As a favor to him, and ensure he owed her help in the future, she tracked down the woman by pretending to be an abused, destitute mother. Three-year-old Joan, big-eyed, hollow-cheeked, and unusually quiet, had opened the doors of the shelter. A social worker there gave her Fuppy Bear. Her mother's target had died only a few days later, either a suicide or murdered and made to look like a suicide. 

After hearing that story, the daughters of Quarry Hall understood a little bit better why Joan had a passion for helping shelters enhance their security and their ability to screen the people who came to them.

Newcomers to this shelter stayed in the "airlock" area for a day or two, while a search was made for arrest warrants, missing people reports, and information from local, state, and federal law enforcement. If nothing showed up to indicate guilt, they were assumed to be victims, even without evidence to prove their stories, and allowed into the secured part of the building.

Anne moved around the two public rooms of the airlock and the bathroom facility, installing more camera-microphone packs. All four bedrooms were occupied tonight. She couldn't go inside those bedrooms until the women and children passed on to the inner rooms.

That task finished, she keyed in the code for the door that led into the reception area, placed two more equipment packs, and went out the side door to the parking lot. A grin spread wide enough to make her cheeks ache, as she thumbed the control of her truck’s augmented key fob and got no response from the dark green extended cab pickup sitting in a sheltered corner inside the high fence of the parking lot. Sophie and Joan were geniuses in their own right. One little button made it possible for Anne to know if someone had tried to tamper with her truck while her back was turned. Installing a homing signal or slitting a tire wouldn't set off the regular alarms built into her truck, but the sensors added to all the vehicles belonging to the Arc Foundation—again courtesy of Ma-Car Tech—indicated if something had changed on the truck. No tiny blue pin lights flashed on the bumper or fender or the frame of the rearview mirror, meaning no tampering.

"Sometimes, this job is way too much fun," she told Argus as they reached her truck and she opened the door to let him climb in first.

The passenger seat flipped up, revealing the hiding place for her notebook computer, along with the controls for the camera-microphone packs installed throughout the shelter. They provided the energy needed to run the equipment, and enough storage to collect two weeks' worth of images from all the cameras. The pattern so far had the false charges levied within the first week, before anyone could learn enough about the invaders to help track them down after they left the shelter. 

Once she verified the signals were coming in clear and the recording equipment functioned as intended, Anne pulled out her cell phone and dialed Quarry Hall. Sophie would be on duty in the communications center until all the field agents had reported in, verifying the installation was complete. Brenda had done her installation two days ago. Her assignment had been easy, because it had been at a shelter run by the Arc Foundation. She didn't need to sneak around at night, worrying about offending someone who thought they were being investigated as a possible recipient of Arc funding. Jennifer also had a slightly easier assignment, sent to a shelter she had actually worked at for a year when she was gaining her degree in childhood education and psychology. Still, she hadn't been able to openly install the equipment, but she had instant access. Joan, Kathryn and Anne all had to pass inspection and have their credentials verified before they were given security codes and access to the whole shelter. Which was proper procedure.

"Hey, sister," Sophie greeted her, opening the connection. "I was wondering when you would call in. Joan ran into a snag, so she called to ask how everyone else was doing."

"What kind of snag?" Anne's heart skipped a beat, wondering what could happen to make Joan admit to a "snag" in her assignment. In the year since Harrison Carter's daughter had joined the family at Quarry Hall, she had come to think of the older girl as a big sister, their natural leader. She admired Joan's strength, even as she recognized the pain and scars that made her so strong and determined.

"Some bozo followed his girlfriend—only she's not his girlfriend, he just won't take no for an answer—and came back with some of his caveman buddies to break her out, hopped up on something nasty and claiming she'd been kidnapped by a cult, can you believe it?

"Joan and Ulysses had to shift into superhero mode, and now there's a little too much attention from the local police. All of it good, fortunately, but it's a little hard to sneak around a shelter and put spy eyes in place when everybody's asking for your autograph."

Anne laughed, which was what she knew Sophie wanted. Somewhere amid all the hyperbole was a story that shared the same basic outline. Essentially, Joan had used the hand-to-hand combat skills Vincent drilled into all the daughters of Quarry Hall before they were allowed out onto the road. She had taken down intruders, keeping them from getting to their intended target until the police could show up.

Once she finished reporting in and exchanged messages to and from the residents of Quarry Hall, Anne said a silent prayer of thanks that it had been Joan who faced that unpleasant situation and not her. Now she felt the effects of her very long day and the alert tension that had kept her going during her task. While it was tempting to curl up in the back of the cab and sleep, which she had done often and comfortably enough, Anne knew she had to get back inside the shelter. Everyone who had seen her go to bed that night needed to see her leaving that staff bedroom in the morning, or there would be questions. And the chance that the wrong people would get suspicious and wonder what she was doing, wandering around the shelter, even going outside, so late at night.

Argus stayed by her side, and she relied on his senses, his guidance to walk where the floors didn't creak, to sense if anyone was awake and listening or watching, as she made her way through one security door after another. In the staff bedroom, where her roommate had very graciously offered to let her have the bottom bunk, all was silent and dark, except for an occasional snuffle and snort from the top bunk. Anne smiled into the darkness as she slipped out of her jeans, loosened her bra, and curled up under the light sheet. She let her arm drape over the side of the bed, so her hand rested on Argus’s back. All was well. No one had stirred the entire time she was at work. Argus would have told her otherwise.

Silently, she said her bedtime prayers, asking for safety for her sisters on their assignments, for safety, comfort, and healing for the people in this shelter. A thin flicker of anger cut through her weariness that made her own voice sound fuzzy in her head, as she prayed the false accusers hadn't targeted this shelter. In just the three days she had been here, Anne had grown to love the workers and the children and their bruised, fearful, hurting mothers.

She knew what they were feeling.

~~~~~
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Argus didn't like the new family that had arrived after dinner last night. His ears pressed flat against his skull and he stared up at the mother, older daughter, and the son as they came down the short hallway from the airlock bedrooms. His tail wagged three times for the youngest child, a little girl who looked maybe four years old, with tangled hair and a smear of something dark across her cheek. Anne hoped that was residue from a chocolate chip cookie, given as a treat before bed. The alternatives didn't agree with her stomach, which was always sensitive when she didn't get much sleep.

Anne worked the airlock breakfast line today, and she planned to be assigned to that part of the shelter until the family attacking shelters like this one had been caught. Everyone living in the inner rooms had already been cleared by Sophie and the Arc Foundation's far superior background check process. No one matched the patterns established by the previous lawsuits or false claims.

She suspected this family because Argus didn't like them. Whenever a guardian dog's reaction contradicted what people said, what the circumstances appeared to be, the daughters of Quarry Hall had learned to always listen to their dogs. As Su-Ma so eloquently and mischievously phrased it, their dogs were programmed by the angels to be living, breathing, growling Creep-o-Meters.

"Good morning," Anne said, smiling but not trying to be too cheerful, as the stocky, sullen-faced boy approached the table. "Hope you're hungry. What would you like? Some of everything?"

"We can't have some of everything," he mumbled. "There's never enough."

"There's more than enough here. Go ahead." She picked up two pancakes with the plastic tongs and held them out, ready to drop on his plate. "Sausage and bacon? Eggs? Oatmeal?"

The boy visibly thawed out before her eyes. Anne made a mental note to see if someone could get closer to him, and find out if his belief that there wasn't enough came from his home situation, or perhaps one of the previous shelters he had been in. Some places operated on a shoestring budget, rationing every bite of food.

Please, Lord, I can't possibly be certain it's them, she prayed, and offered a wink to the boy as he headed off to a table with a loaded plate. It's too soon. I will not jump to conclusions.

Anne muffled a snort of laughter as she remembered a bitter comment from a friend in college, who refused to attend any of the local churches. Jesse maintained church people only got exercise by jumping to conclusions, and the skinnier the preacher, the nastier the congregation.

Charlotte, working on the other end of the table, had already taken care of the older girl and was filling a plate for the littlest one. That left the mother for Anne.

"Welcome. Did you get a good night's sleep?" Anne held out two pancakes in her tongs.

The mother wasn't any more talkative than her three children. She took coffee with no cream or sugar, oatmeal, and dry toast, then took six containers of jelly. Anne wondered what an analysis of food choices would tell her about the family.

Only three more people were staying in the airlock —a runaway teen girl with dozens of empty piercing holes marking her ears and upper lip and nose; an emaciated, balding woman who smelled like she had slept the last week in a wet dumpster; and a sweet-faced, white-haired little black woman who wouldn't talk above a whisper. Anne and Charlotte finished serving, walked around offering seconds, then cleaned up.

"Anybody interesting out there?" a woman resident of the inner rooms asked when Anne carried the trays of food back to the kitchen.

"I'm not the one in charge of answering questions," Anne responded with a chuckle.

"You'll find out soon enough," Charlotte said, cutting her off before Anne could ask the woman her name. 

Charlotte nudged Anne in the small of her back to keep moving.

"What's wrong?" Anne asked in a whisper, when they stepped into the kitchen. A shiver of warning raced up her back when she glanced over Charlotte's head and saw the woman watching them. The moment their gazes met the woman ducked into the public room where the residents were having their breakfast.

"Don't like that one. There's the paranoid kind of nosey—they can't relax until they know everything about the place. There are the fun nosey ones, they just love learning everything and meeting everyone. There are the ones who want power, and in their situation, there isn't much power to be had. But knowledge is power." Charlotte set the carafe of coffee down on the long tray of the industrial-strength dishwasher. "But Maryanne there, I can't figure out. And that makes me suspicious. She's been here a week, and she wants to know every day if someone new has showed up. I find it hard to believe she's run out of people to talk to already."

"Some people are just picky about who they socialize with, I guess," Anne offered. That earned a grin and a shake of the head from Charlotte.

Less than an hour later, Anne wandered into the main room with Argus close on her heels, hoping to find something interesting to take to the airlock and offer to the children as a bridge to get them talking. A game, a book, drawing paper and crayons. They were a very reticent bunch. Anne was used to the watchful, wounded quiet of abused children, or the confused ones who had been bundled out of their beds in the middle of the night and weren't sure of anything except that "Mommy cries a lot," and another adult had been yelling far too much. Or started throwing things. Or throwing their mother around the house. Anne and Argus were experts at getting through to the children, earning their trust. She was convinced that children in disrupted situations had a radar that came alive and sensed when they were with people who had felt the same pain and confusion and wordless certainty that maybe they were to blame. That led the children to trust her.

These three children were different. She couldn't put her finger on it. Not yet anyway. Some time talking and laughing with them would help. If she could only find something to catch their interest. What did the inner rooms have that hadn't been supplied to the airlock?
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Chapter Two
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"Interesting." Maryanne stood on the other side of the table as Anne looked over a stack of puzzles. "Your ring."

"Petoskey stone," she said, and curled her left hand into a fist to better display the oval of silver-gray stone with the fossilized flower in the middle. Her father had given that ring to her mother during a trip to Michigan. He had bought the stone and took it to a local jeweler, who cut it down to better display the fossil.

Her parents had often done small, personal things like that for each other, and for her. The extra effort, the personalizing, made little things special and valuable beyond any monetary reckoning. The ring was one of the few things Anne had kept from her life before the Ogre had destroyed everything. She had been wearing the ring in the mental hospital against hospital policy, as if the nurses had been struck blind, when the man she only knew as the Black Prince rescued her and carried her away to Quarry Hall, to healing and sanity. The ring hadn't left her finger in years.

"Must have cost a pretty penny."

"I don't know. It's an heirloom." Anne glanced down at Argus, who lay on the floor next to her, his muzzle resting on the top of her sneaker. He raised his head and looked up, as if he could see through the table. His ears lay flat on his skull for the second time that morning.

"Heirloom?" The woman cracked a grin. "I thought you people gave up everything, took a vow of poverty before you could work here. How'd you manage to hold onto something like that? Must be expensive."

"Like I said, it's an heirloom. Some things are worth more than money. And I seriously doubt the people running this place are required to give up everything."

"Oooh, touchy." She grinned. "Maybe this place is better off than it looks from outside."

A warning shiver prickled Anne's scalp. She felt the rumble in Argus's chest, threatening to become audible, vibrating in her legs. He didn't like Maryanne. Something had triggered his protective instincts. When Argus and other dogs from Quarry Hall went into "silent running mode," the situation was about to turn sticky, at the very least.

The odd thing was, Anne remembered Maryanne sitting across from her just four days ago during a Bible study, and Argus hadn't reacted to her at all. He had been quiet, sitting against the wall behind Anne's chair at the table. Something had changed about this woman since then. Something Argus read in her attitude, her tone of voice, her posture. But what could it be?

"This place runs on donations, always on the edge of having to cut back. That's why it relies on volunteers. Like me." She gathered up the books she had barely glanced through. Just enough to determine there was a variety to offer the three children in the "airlock."

"Why do people like you volunteer, anyway?" Maryanne followed her, stepping around the table. "I mean, don't you have work to do? A job you need to hold onto?"

"A lot of people volunteer their vacation time or come for internships for their college majors." A shiver of certainty told her trouble waited to pounce. This woman seemed to be fishing for information. Finances in general? How well-funded the shelter was? Or just how rich the volunteers were? "At the end of my vacation, I'll be gone." She offered a smile that she doubted had much sincerity. "Let's hope you're on your feet and you don't need help by the time I come back here."

"Well, yeah, that's what this place exists for." The woman shrugged and nodded.

Was she oblivious, or just so tied up in her own deceptions she didn't realize Anne had been just a little snarky?

"You know, you got a point," she continued when Anne reached the security door. "Volunteers. And what have I got but time? It'd be nice if I gave back, you think?"

"Oh, definitely." Anne pressed the green button that opened the door. During the daylight hours the security measures for going out were turned off. Only at night were the security codes necessary. She wasn't sure what she would have done if Maryanne had tried to read a security code over her shoulder.

The boy in the family of four was Joe. His little sister, Tess. The two children pounced on the books, delighted with the sewing boards and pop-up books and dinosaurs. 

Their older teen sister, who still refused to give her name, stayed seated with her mother while the younger children settled at a plastic kiddie table in the corner. Maryanne sauntered over, coming up from behind Anne. The teen glared at one of them.

"Hey there, the name's Maryanne. You know, we don't use last names here, so don't worry, I won't ask yours," she said, holding out her hand to the mother. "Anything you want to know about this place, to make it easier, just ask." She glanced up at Anne, who stayed standing, her hands braced on the table. "That's okay, isn't it? Answer some questions?"

"Sure." Anne glanced down as Argus pressed against her leg, vibrating in silence.

She didn't need to be hit over the head with the implications. Anne made sure the mother and daughter didn't need anything, then she excused herself. 

After helping distribute lunch, Anne stepped outside with Argus and sat in her truck, harvesting images from the cameras recording in the airlock rooms. She emailed Sophie photos of the new family of four and Maryanne, to be sent to the directors of the victimized shelters, to see if they recognized anyone among the five. Then she emailed Sophie to do a search for the patterns of the woman who showed up as a friend to the complaining family: how long did she arrive before the family came to the shelter? What did she look like? How long before she struck up a friendship? And most important, how much time elapsed between that meeting and the first complaints and false accusations?

Her cell phone rang before she had crossed the parking lot to go back into the shelter.

"So your puppy doesn't even like the kids?" Sophie said by way of greeting.

"Yeah, and how often does that happen?" Anne turned to put her back to the wall next to the security door, opposite the keypad. "But get this—he was okay with Maryanne a few days ago, but now he's ready to vibrate his fur off with silent growling."

"My condolences, little sister. Want us to send reinforcements?"

"You found a pattern already?" 

"I've been making charts, comparing every little detail since you all jumped in your trucks and headed out. Yeah, she fits the pattern. Maryanne, or whatever her real name is, is their weak link. If she’s the same woman at each shelter—nothing but vague descriptions to go on, at this point—she’s there exactly a week before the family shows up. And here's something else I caught. None of the shelters had any security cameras. Want to bet part of her job is to scout the territory, find the best place for the fake assaults to take place, where they're least likely to be caught or heard or stopped?"

"I don't gamble. Especially when you're right." Anne sighed and slid down against the side of the building, stretching her thighs and pressing her back hard against the bricks. "Any pattern to predict which of the kids gets to be the victim this time around?"

"Yep. If they stick to the pattern, it'll be the boy this time. Do you have any male counselors?"

"Two guys working on their degrees. They get course credit for volunteering."

"Get them to skip a few days. Or tell them to stay away from the boy."

"Oh, yuck." Anne thought about the procedures for handling new refugees. How long could she keep these people isolated before they started asking questions? Would they leave, or would they break pattern and make their accusations while they were still in the airlock? Quickly, she explained the background checking process and asked Sophie to factor that into her assessment.

"I'm guessing this shelter has run into this kind of trouble before. They won't refuse to help someone, but they never immediately trust anyone who comes running with a sob story. Okay, let me make some calls, confer with the other sisters out there. Joan is closest. Want me to send her over to give you backup?"

"Someone else coming in this soon after me could make them suspicious. Besides, what if I'm wrong? What if it's all physical stuff that makes Argus so touchy? Maryanne could have gotten hold of some drugs, and the smell in her sweat makes him dislike her now. If you pull anybody from their assignment, the real troublemakers could waltz in and do it again while our backs are turned."

"Dang, I hate it when you kids are so smart." Sophie’s temporary accent dripped with cornpone and molasses.

"But if those photos I sent you get a positive identification, I want the Marines and the Air Force for backup."

"You got it. And triple the prayers for all of you."

~~~~~
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Anne's phone buzzed against her hip, tucked into the pocket of her sleeping shorts, yanking her out of a sound sleep. She sat up, fumbling through the controls before she got her eyes open enough to see by the bright light of the screen. The camera system shunted images to her, showing a dark figure hunched over the keypad outside the kitchen door. She couldn't see much detail, other than a flickering of light in a cylinder attached to the keypad with a thin black cable.

"Creepazoid is using computers to break in," she muttered to Argus. 

Anne pulled on a t-shirt over her pajama top and slipped out of the bedroom in her bare feet. She sent a text to the desk sergeant at the local police department, who had been established as a contact before the Arc Foundation moved in with its investigation. Because of Harrison Carter's shadowy past in the information underground, one major rule was to be aboveboard, always open and cooperative with local law enforcement. That meant notifying someone in authority and creating a contact before going in to investigate a situation that might turn dangerous. It helped that Sgt. Willis had worked with a daughter of Quarry Hall less than five months ago, so he understood how they worked.

Almost immediately, the response came back on her phone screen, acknowledging the message, the situation, and promising backup. Anne next texted Jocelyn, the shelter manager. She hated waking the woman, but Jocelyn had insisted everyone be able to contact her, day or night.

That task was accomplished before she reached the hallway leading to the kitchen. Still no sounds from outside. Anne sent up a prayer that the intruder would run into technical difficulties.

Argus pushed past her and went to the heavy metal fire door of the kitchen. Anne wondered for the umpteenth time about the pros and cons of having such heavy, secure doors for outside entrances that opened into shadowy areas hidden from view by high brick walls. Would it be more secure to allow people to look out through a window, to assess the situation before stepping outside? Or was it safer to keep intruders from being able to see in?

"Moot point," she breathed, as a loud click-buzz signaled whoever was outside was very good with technology that decoded security keypads.

The pneumatics on the door sighed and groaned as the heavy panel swung inward. Argus stepped sideways into the shadows, as the stream of warm yellow light beyond the back door area spilled down, through the door. Anne ducked down behind the worktable. She grinned as she came eye-to-eye with all the heavy aluminum pots and pans, big enough to cook for dozens at a time. The Arc Foundation didn't believe in using guns, although there had been discussions lately on arming its representatives with tazers and pepper spray. Thanks to Vincent, all the daughters of Quarry Hall could handle themselves in hand-to-hand combat. He trained them to be able to walk into a room and come up with impromptu weapons. It didn't take much imagination to figure out what to do, defensively, with these pots and pans.

A single footstep. Argus growled, the sound low and rumbling, vibrating in some of the stainless steel utensils and bowls hanging from the equipment rack over the table. No more footsteps. Anne thought she smelled the sudden rancid perfume stink of fear-sweat, blowing in on the cool evening breeze. She held her breath, listening.

A smartphone pinged. Not her phone. She checked it in her hip pocket, just in case. She caught whispers of movement, the tiny clicks of even tinier keys, perhaps? On her hands and knees, she looked around the side of the table, and saw a lean shape, dressed all in black, with a hood making the head bullet-shaped. Light gleamed from inside its cupped hands. What was this hopeful robber doing responding to a text?

Unless this wasn't simple robbery, but an attempt to get at one of the women taking refuge here? Was someone inside helping him? Joan's story about her mother came fresh to Anne's mind. The worst thing about abusers was that they considered themselves justified in the harm they caused, and they considered themselves victims when people helped their targets escape to safety and freedom. If she attacked, the intruder could claim he was only coming to check on his girlfriend, that he was worried about her, that he wanted to make amends. Anne couldn’t strike until he did something first to endanger the residents.

Sometimes, Anne hated being one of the good guys. They had all the rules to abide by, while the bad guys basically lived by the motto: Whatever works.

She ducked back into the darker shadows of the table and waited until the intruder finished his text message. Argus wouldn't attack until she gave the signal or he thought she was in danger. That one growl had been fair warning, giving the intruder the chance to realize he had been discovered, and to retreat before he went too far. Anne slid backward on the clean tile floor a few more feet. For her purposes, the intruder needed to be caught in the act.

The smartphone pinged again. Anne muffled a sigh and froze when the intruder turned to face her as he pulled out his cell phone. The light reflected from the screen revealed his face. He looked very young. Young enough to have the fuzz of a first beard and be so proud of it, he left it on his face no matter how patchy it looked. He scowled and pursed his lips, tucked his flashlight back in his pocket, and texted a response.

What kind of a break-in was this?

With a sigh, the intruder jammed his smartphone back into his pocket and turned to walk over to the big wooden kitchen table, on the other side of the kitchen, by the back door, without raising his head. He never saw Anne. Shouldn't someone with nasty intent be a little more alert? The intruder sat down heavily, sighing even more loudly, and slouched like a pouty teenager. Which Anne decided he was. She took a chance and whispered for Argus. No response from the young man at the table.

Argus crept around the back side of the table and settled down next to Anne. Just in time. She had barely rested her hand on his neck when the kitchen door swung open and a girl scrambled across the tile floor, barefoot, wrapped in one of the new neon green thermal blankets Anne had brought to the shelter. She dropped the blanket as she leaped into her boyfriend's arms and settled on his lap.

"You didn't tell anyone where she was hiding, did you?" Anne called as she stood and reached for the bank of light switches by the swinging kitchen door.

The girl shrieked as her terrified boyfriend stood up, dumping her to the floor. At the same moment, flashlights pierced the darkness outside and two officers darted through the door, each with a light in one hand and a gun in the other.

~~~~~

[image: ]


"Thank goodness it was only two hormone-driven teenagers," Jocelyn murmured that afternoon, once things had settled down.

Kurt, Brittany's boyfriend, hated her bully father with a passion. The teen wouldn't tell the man where to find his runaway wife and daughter if he pulled out his toenails with red-hot pliers. Or at least, that was what Kurt vowed a dozen times over the last thirteen hours, when various authority figures confronted him.

Unfortunately, Brittany had violated several rules of the shelter, starting with lying about having a phone and then using it without permission. Secrecy was the most important ingredient in creating a safe haven for abused and fugitive women and children. Brittany compounded her transgression by not only revealing her location, but telling how to get in. Despite the evidence of hormones scrambling their brains, both teens were in the gifted-and-talented program at their school, and they had created the electronic lock-picking gizmo Kurt used to get inside. A disturbance that brought the police to the shelter also threatened its anonymity. Neighbors would notice the activity, and someone would remark on it, and the more incidents there were, the more people would talk. Eventually, the wrong person would find out and the shelter wouldn't be safe any longer.

"They make a good team," Anne offered.

"And it looks like he's had good examples of how to treat the women in his life. Brittany is safe with him. Once they survive high school." Jocelyn slouched a little in the battered wooden swivel chair behind her overflowing desk.

"The police were impressed with how he got in. My contact in the department has offered to hook them both up with the FBI. Get them scholarships and training."

"Hmm, yes. Your contact with the department." She tipped her head slightly to one side and looked Anne over.

The moment had come. Anne had managed to stay on the periphery of the excitement, moving back and forth between her duties in the shelter, keeping the other residents from finding out what had happened—panic was another threat to the security of the shelter—and monitoring the interrogation of Kurt and Brittany. She had expected Jocelyn would save her for last. The shelter's director hadn't reacted beyond a long, quizzical stare and a deep frown when Anne confessed to the existence of the security camera by the door that alerted her when Kurt broke in. The time had come to admit her visit wasn’t just to evaluate the shelter for assistance from the Arc Foundation.

"We have very strict guidelines for how we maneuver out in the field. In very broad terms, we try to avoid any situation where our integrity can be compromised or called into question. When we're investigating a possibly dangerous situation, we let local law enforcement know. When we deal with children, we never do it alone—always with witnesses. And we're never alone in a hotel room or similar situation with a man who isn't a proven co-worker or a relative. Every encounter must be as public as possible. And once someone has been proven above suspicion, we don't keep secrets from them."

"I was under suspicion, then?" Jocelyn sounded almost relieved, making Anne wonder what threats the shelter had faced in the past.

"We're still picking up patterns, but I've weeded out some possibilities, so it definitely isn't an inside job." 

Slowly, Anne laid out the information as it had been presented to the team when Harrison and Elizabeth Carter decided the Arc Foundation needed to do something about the problem. The statistics for the threatened shelters. The characteristics that paralleled Jocelyn's shelter. She related what Sophie had passed on to her the other night, and what the other four Arc girls were doing at the other possible targets.

"I'm still waiting for a response from the shelters that were already targeted, to see if they can identify the five people I suspect," Anne said.

"So you think those people are here, getting ready to accuse my people of harming their children." Jocelyn shook her head, looking over the diagram again. "I'm grateful, and I understand why you had to be so secretive. If I didn't have so much else on my mind, I might even be furious that these people are so callous, so greedy, they're profiting from hurting the very people who are trying to help people just like them."

"That's the thing—until we get background data on these people, how can we be sure they really are in need of assistance?” 
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