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				Prologue

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 8 August, 12.45 P.M.

				Cookies. Chips. Fruit Roll-Ups. Mallory Martin gritted her teeth harder with every package she tossed into the grocery cart. Crossing the fruit snacks off his list, she made her way to the frozen food section of the store. Frozen pizza. Ice cream. Then on to the toppings – one of each type on the shelf at the end of the aisle. Chocolate syrup, candied walnuts, peanuts, caramel. No store brands, he’d said. Get the most expensive. Bile burned her throat. Only the best, Mallory dear. Only the best.

				She dropped her gaze back to the list, double-checking that she’d gotten all that he’d specified. Don’t forget anything, Mallory darling, he’d said, his smile tight as he’d run his finger down her face. You know how I hate to have to punish you.

				‘Looks like somebody’s having a party.’

				Mallory jerked at the deep male voice, her grip tightening on the jar of cherries she’d just pulled off the shelf. Because we must have cherries. She could hear the lilting, mocking words inside her mind.

				Always inside her mind. Always. Everywhere. She hated that. She hated him. She stared at the jar of cherries in her hand. She hated herself.

				‘Are you all right, miss?’ the man standing in front of her cart asked with concern.

				Mallory shoved the hated voice from her mind, lifting her eyes to the stranger standing in front of her. He was about thirty, with wide shoulders and a slight paunch. Looked like a used-to-be football player, once upon a time. She knew the type. She knew all the types. He was watching her, his expression wary. Like she was a lunatic just waiting to do something crazy.

				And he’d be right, she thought.

				‘I didn’t mean to startle you,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

				‘I’m fine,’ she said quietly. ‘Thank you for asking.’ She tried to move her cart, to get around him, but the man took a step to the side, blocking her movement before it had a chance to become an escape.

				She took a step back, but once again he mirrored her movement, stopping her. ‘I know you,’ he said, his eyebrows bunching as he studied her more closely.

				A shiver ran down her spine. Fear. Disgust. Despair. She forced herself to smile. ‘No, I’m sure you don’t. I’m new in town.’ A lie, of course. But after so many, what was one more?

				He tilted his head, eyes narrowing. Mallory pulled the cart backward a few paces, gritting her teeth when beefy fingers closed over the metal, keeping her in place.

				She could tell the exact moment he recognized her, his lips curling in a Grinch-like smile. She didn’t know this man, but that smile? That she knew. Once again bile burned her throat, but this time it was mixed with desperate fear.

				‘Let me pass,’ she said, hearing her own panic. ‘I have to get out of here.’ She yanked her cart from his hands and careened around him. Briefly she considered abandoning the cart and running like hell.

				Running as far as she could. As fast as she could.

				Running until she reached a place where no man would ever wear that smile.

				But that wasn’t possible.

				Because the Internet was everywhere. Mallory was everywhere. Even though she wanted to be nowhere. Which also was not possible. So she pushed her cart to the dairy section and opened the door to the milk. For a moment she stood there, the cold air of the fridge a blessed relief to her overheated face.

				Her heart was racing, her pulse pounding in her head until it was all she could hear. Still holding on to the door, she carefully glanced over her shoulder. Her stomach pitched.

				The man stood at the very end of the aisle, texting, his phone small in his big hands. He looked up, saw her watching him and smiled that Grinch smile again. Fluttered his sausage-sized fingers in a wave.

				And took her photo.

				No. No. No. Not again. Please, she wanted to scream. Not again. No more.

				But she didn’t scream. Didn’t cry. Didn’t run. Instead, she chose a gallon jug of milk with as much dignity as she could muster, placed it in the cart, and checked his list once again.

				Whipped cream. It was the last item on the list and her hand shook when she reached for the red can. It should be a normal thing, buying a can of whipped cream. But she knew why he wanted it. Knew he’d use it for far more than topping an ice cream sundae.

				Tell someone. For the love of God, Mallory, tell someone.

				Shut up, she wanted to snap. How many times had she told herself to tell? But it wasn’t that simple. Nothing was ever that simple. If it was simple, I’d’ve done it by now, she thought wearily. The red can went in the cart and she made her way to the lanes of cashiers.

				The used-to-be football player with the deep voice was in the checkout line to her left, trying to catch her eye with flirtatious winks. Mallory ignored him, keeping her head down. She paid the bill with cash, as she always did.

				Can’t be leaving a trace now, can we, Mallory dear?

				No, she thought dully. We can’t. But I did. She’d left a trace that could be seen from goddamn space. She’d never meant to. It wasn’t my fault.

				Which was the truth, but who the hell cared?

				She shook her head mutely when the cashier asked if she needed help with her bags. She was eighteen years old, after all. She could load her own damn car.

				Well, not her car. It was his. Everything was his.

				Even Mallory. And he never let her forget it.

				The intense heat of the August noon slapped her in the face as she pushed her cart out of the store. On edge, she glanced both ways before crossing the street to the car. The used-to-be football player was gone. ‘Thank you,’ she breathed softly.

				Quickly she loaded the groceries in the trunk, making sure to put the ice cream in a freezer bag so that it didn’t soften on the drive home. He got angry when the ice cream softened. It was never good when he got angry. Mallory had the scars to prove it. Not that anyone would believe her.

				He’d seen to that, she thought bitterly, slamming the trunk shut with both hands. For a moment she stood there, her palms flat on the blisteringly hot metal, holding herself up because her legs were trembling. No one will ever believe me again.

				A shadow fell over her shoulder. ‘Well, if it isn’t Sunshine Suzie!’ the deep voice drawled.

				Mallory froze, her hands clenching into fists. She didn’t move away from the car. She wasn’t sure that she could.

				The used-to-be football player was back. Standing behind her. She could see his wide shoulders reflected in the car’s rear window. He held a phone in front of his face. ‘I told you it was her,’ he added smugly, then turned the phone in her direction. In the window, she could see the fuzzy reflection of another man’s face. A video call. Shit. ‘Turn around, Suzie. Say hi to my friend. He’s a big fan, too.’

				Mallory slid her hand into the pocket of her jeans, her fingers closing over her keys. Just a few feet. Get in the car and you’ll be safe. She bolted, only to have those beefy fingers close over her upper arm in a grip tight enough that she’d have a ring of bruises. This she knew from experience.

				‘Let me go!’ she cried. ‘Please, just let me go.’

				‘Not a chance,’ the man said, cruel laughter in his voice. ‘Nobody’s seen you for a few years, sweetheart. Now that you’re back, I’d like an encore performance. What do you think, Justin? Don’t you think Sunshine Suzie owes us a show?’

				‘Oh, man,’ the guy on the phone whined. ‘I think you’d better be fucking making a video.’

				‘Abso-fucking-lutely.’

				Mallory fought the bile that was rising once again. ‘No!’ Keys in her hand, she whipped around, grazing the big man’s cheek and startling him into dropping his phone on the asphalt. The screen shattered and the face of the man on the other end of the call splintered into a hundred different pieces.

				Mallory tried to run, but Mr Football grabbed her tighter, his face grown dark. ‘That was a new phone, bitch,’ he snarled. ‘You’ll pay for that, one way or another.’

				‘Excuse me,’ a female voice said quietly. ‘Is there a problem here?’

				A lady cop. In uniform. Mallory wanted to scream YES! Instead she heard herself saying, ‘No, ma’am.’

				Mr Football abruptly dropped his hand and Mallory was free. ‘No problem, Officer,’ he said with an easy smile. ‘Just a misunderstanding. No harm done.’

				‘None,’ Mallory agreed. She gave the policewoman a fast nod of gratitude, then ran to the driver’s side of the car, pressing the key fob to unlock the door.

				‘Wait!’ the cop ordered.

				Mallory froze again, her hand clutching the now-open car door. ‘I need to go,’ she said, her panic out there for all to see. ‘My ice cream will melt.’

				‘What happened here?’ the cop asked sharply.

				Tell her. Just tell her. Tell her everything. For a moment Mallory teetered, but then she remembered the last time she’d tried to tell, and the time before that. Nobody listened. Nobody believed her. And the punishment for trying to tell was far too severe to ever try again.

				‘Nothing happened,’ Mallory insisted. ‘Just a case of mistaken identity. He thought I was someone else.’ She locked herself in and started the engine, grateful there was no car parked in front of her, because the cop and Mr Football still stood behind her. She pulled straight through the parking place and made her way to the exit, expecting the lady cop to follow. Breathing a sigh of relief when the woman did not.

				Her grip on the steering wheel white-knuckled, Mallory drove . . . home. The word stuck in her throat. Hurt to even think it. But it was where she lived, no matter how much she hated it. When she pulled into the driveway, her hands ached from clenching the wheel.

				You should have kept going. There was enough fuel to get her to Columbus, or maybe even Toledo. Then what? Don’t be stupid, Mallory. You came back here because you had to. There was nowhere else to go. No way out.

				Not that she’d run even if she could. Because of Macy. Always Macy. Macy who runs at the sight of me. As if I’m the monster. Macy didn’t know the monster. Would never know, just as long as Mallory behaved. So Mallory would behave.

				She sat in the driveway, staring at the pretty white farmhouse that was her prison. Trapped. She was trapped. And if she sat here much longer, she’d be whipped, too. The last time she’d made him angry it took two weeks for the welts to heal.

				But her hands still shook and her gut still clenched over the encounter in the grocery store parking lot. Sunshine Suzie. Mallory hated Sunshine Suzie.

				She closed her eyes, fighting not to throw up. It wasn’t the first time she’d been recognized. It wasn’t even the first time a man had tried to drag her away for an ‘encore performance’, but this was the first time a cop had become involved.

				Should I tell him about the cop? she asked herself tentatively. The answer came swiftly. No. No way. Even if the cop noted the car’s license plate, it would never lead back here. Never to him. He was untraceable. Invisible.

				He was Satan. And I’ll never escape his hell.

				Wearily she climbed from the car and gathered the grocery bags, the words ‘encore performance’ whirling around in her mind. The aroma of grilled burgers came from behind the house, nauseating her as she climbed the back stairs to the kitchen door.

				Hamburgers, hot dogs, and ice cream. What more could a kid want?

				Freedom.

				Mallory looked in the window before reaching for the doorknob. She could see the kitchen table from where she stood on the outside looking in, and her stomach lurched again.

				Oh God. There were four of them this time. Four sitting around the table. Usually there was only one, or maybe two. But today . . .

				Four of them. Two girls and two boys. All young. Thirteen years old, maybe. All awestruck at their apparent good fortune. Hamburgers, hot dogs, and ice cream.

				So pretty. All of them. Wide-eyed and innocent.

				Not for much longer. He’d use them until they were used up. Until they’re me. And then people will recognize them in the grocery store.

				No. Something within her broke. No more. She could feel the snap. Could feel the bile rising and could no longer hold it back. Her knees gave out and she fell against the stair rail, her head hanging over the side. The little she’d eaten that day came up and she was too weary to try to stop it.

				Four of them, innocents. Sunshine Suzie. Encore performance.

				She crumpled into a heap on the landing, shaking, the words tornadoes in her mind. Today he’d give them free ice cream sundaes. Next week free pizza. But the week after . . . Mallory wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her shirt.

				There would be payment required. There was always payment required.

				She lifted her head. But not this time. There would be no more Sunshine Suzies. No more encore performances. No more.

				But what about Macy? Her resolve faltered. And then she heard the laughter in the kitchen. Four young kids, laughing at a joke. Mallory couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed. If she ever had. But Macy laughed, and Mallory needed to keep it that way.

				Encore performance. She closed her eyes. There had to be a way. To stop him. To end this nightmare once and for all without sacrificing Macy.

				The door opened with an almost soundless creak. He stepped out of the kitchen, his shadow covering her. ‘Mallory, dear,’ he said silkily. ‘Please come inside. The ice cream will melt.’

				Mallory made herself stand. Locked her knees so they wouldn’t give out beneath her. Nodded without meeting his eyes. She never met his eyes. She hated what she saw there. Power. Smug, because he knew he held the cards.

				‘Let me introduce you to our guests,’ he continued, and Mallory forced herself to meet their eyes. ‘Guys, this is my daughter.’

				This has to stop. Mallory had to make it stop. She would make it stop.

				Even if I have to kill him to make it so.

				Even if I die trying.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Wednesday 12 August, 5.30 P.M.

				Run. Run. Faster. Stop him. Please, God, let me stop him this time.

				Kate took the stairs two at a time, her heart beating wildly. But not from the running. It was the fear. Fear so thick that she could smell it. Taste it. Feel it coating her skin as she charged up the stairs that never, ever seemed to end.

				Because she knew she’d never stop him. She was always too late.

				She reached the door and stopped. Can’t do it. Can’t do this again. Please, don’t make me do this again. But her hand moved as she watched, turning the knob.

				Her hand always turned the knob. The door always swung open like it weighed five hundred pounds. Slowly.

				Revealing him sitting in her easy chair, his head resting on the brightly colored afghan her grandmother had crocheted just for her when she was six, a mocking smile on his face.

				And the barrel of a gun in his mouth. Her gun.

				She flinched, closing her eyes a second before the gun went off. Because she knew what would happen. She knew how bad it would—

				‘Kate?’ The voice was muffled but insistent, then became abruptly loud and clear, followed by a soft smack on her cheek. ‘Kate? Special Agent Coppola, you need to wake up.’

				Kate woke with a start, her heart racing faster than it had in the dream. She’d been too late again. But she’d always be too late, because he hadn’t wanted to be stopped.

				He’d wanted her to see.

				She blinked, her darting gaze taking in the hospital room, the chair in which she sat – fucking uncomfortable – and the deep, rhythmic breathing of the man lying in the bed next to her – Special Agent Griffin Davenport.

				But mostly the unusual eyes – one blue and one brown – staring up at her from a woman’s face framed with bold white streaks that contrasted starkly with the rest of her inky black hair. Kate reached out a tentative hand to nudge Dani’s shoulder, just to be sure she wasn’t still dreaming. The shoulder was solid and real.

				Kate exhaled sharply. ‘Dani,’ she said, just to hear her own voice. It was raspy, like sandpaper. Like she’d been screaming. Oh God, don’t let me have been screaming.

				Dr Dani Novak spoke calmly, like one might speak to a feral animal. Or a wild-eyed woman just coming out of a nightmare. ‘Yes. I’m real. And yes, you’re awake.’

				She was kneeling in front of Kate, holding the cord to her earbuds in one hand and her laptop in the other while Kate clutched the blanket she’d been knitting to her chest like a shield.

				‘You nearly lost your computer,’ Dani explained in that same calm voice. ‘I came in as it was slipping off your lap. You were dreaming.’

				Kate let the knitting fall to her lap so that she could press her fingertips to her temples. ‘Yeah,’ was all she could muster. She hated waking up from that dream. Hated feeling fuzzy and disoriented. Hated the pounding of her pulse in her ears. Hated that the last thing she’d seen was a man’s head exploding. ‘Wish you’d come in a few seconds earlier,’ she muttered.

				Dani made a sympathetic noise. ‘Me too. You were . . . talking in your sleep.’

				Kate’s eyes widened, a different kind of fear giving her a hard jolt that woke her right up. ‘What did I say?’ Please don’t let it have been too much.

				Dani’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Just “I’m sorry, Jack. So sorry.”’

				‘That’s it?’

				A single nod set Kate’s mind at ease, because even though she didn’t know Dani all that well, she did know the woman didn’t lie. Dani Novak was the sister of Kate’s close friend and former Bureau partner, Deacon, who was as honest as any man she’d ever met.

				Deacon Novak was a rare find – a male colleague who was simply a good friend. And that was all. There had never been a hint of anything else, not even once. The attraction hadn’t been there for either of them, and Kate had been so very glad. She hadn’t needed a lover then. She might never need one again. But she had desperately needed a friend, and Deacon had been one of the best.

				When Deacon had transferred to Cincinnati from Baltimore, Kate had missed him – his professional skill along with his sarcasm and blunt honesty. She’d missed her friend. So when a position opened up in Cincinnati, she would have taken it even if it had meant a demotion. Luckily it had been a move up the ladder. She’d told everyone that she’d taken the job because of the promotion, but the real reason she’d chosen Cincinnati out of all the possible transfers was because of Deacon Novak.

				They’d no longer work side by side – Deacon had been assigned to a joint task force with Cincinnati PD, while Kate was squarely owned by the FBI’s field office – but just knowing he was close by, that she had a friend watching her back again . . . that was enough.

				The news that Deacon had found love here in Cincinnati soon after he’d arrived had made Kate incredibly happy. She’d found her soulmate once upon a time, long before she’d ever met Deacon Novak. Deacon deserved his turn now, and Kate heartily wished him and his fiancée Faith the happiness she’d once known.

				But she hoped Deacon and Faith would know their happiness for a whole lot longer than Kate had known hers, because the few years she’d actually been happy wasn’t much in the grand scheme of a life. Heartbroken and lost when she’d moved to Baltimore three years ago, she hadn’t realized how much she’d needed a friend until she’d met Deacon. Now—

				Mocking smile, barrel in his mouth, gunshot—

				Stop it. Viciously she shoved the image away. But it would be back. It never went far, a nearly constant taunt. But also a constant reminder of exactly how much she needed friends. And pathetically needy as it was, Kate hoped that Deacon’s sister might become one, too.

				The Novak siblings had always seemed carved from the same rock, so Kate believed Dani when she murmured, ‘I don’t think anyone else heard what you said. You were more mumbling than speaking. Are you okay?’

				Kate nodded, still shaken from the dream. From the knowledge that she’d spoken in her sleep, when she couldn’t control her words. At least ‘I’m sorry, Jack’ wasn’t so bad. It could have been much worse. At least I didn’t scream.

				But was she okay? Hell, no. She might never be okay again.

				‘I will be,’ she lied. Pasting a smile on her face and willing her hands not to tremble, she relieved Dani of the computer and earbuds. ‘Thanks for saving my piece-of-shit laptop.’ She put it on the floor under her chair. ‘As much as I want a new one, this one can’t break until I’ve at least backed up my notes on the audio files I’ve been transcribing all afternoon.’

				Dani shrugged. ‘The audio file was either finished or it was just a lot of dead air.’

				Kate stared at her. ‘You listened? It was private.’

				‘Not intentionally.’ Remaining calm, Dani grabbed the earbuds’ cord and held up the tail end. ‘It came unplugged when I grabbed your piece-of-shit computer.’

				Now Kate felt bad. ‘I’m sorry. Thank you again,’ she said humbly. ‘I was being surly. I don’t wake up very nice.’

				Dani waved the apology away. ‘Neither do I. Anyway, all I could hear was static.’

				‘Because the speaker’s a piece of shit, too,’ Kate grumbled, grateful nonetheless that she hadn’t inadvertently shared the contents of an ongoing investigation with every nurse, patient, and family member in the ICU.

				‘What were you listening to?’ Dani asked curiously.

				‘Recordings he made while he was undercover.’ With a quirk of her head, Kate indicated the man in the hospital bed.

				Special Agent Griffin Davenport had been placed in an induced coma the week before so that he could heal after a bullet had bruised his lung, cracked a rib, and filled his chest cavity with blood. He’d been in intensive care all that time, a ventilator breathing for him, the steady rise and fall of the man’s massive chest evidence that the machine was doing its job.

				Telling Dani that Davenport had made the recordings wasn’t an issue. The man’s cover had been blown sky-high while rounding up a group of human traffickers who’d retaliated by putting him here in ICU. It had been an ER nurse who’d found the envelope full of CDs in a pocket sewn onto the inside of his pants and turned them over to the police.

				And truthfully? The contents of the CDs themselves hadn’t been terribly damning so far, and Kate had been listening to them for days.

				Only days? Feels like weeks. There had been a lot of thug chatter, but most of it wasn’t anything new. Nothing to warrant Davenport getting shot over, certainly.

				‘Why you?’ Dani asked.

				Kate jerked her gaze away from Davenport down to Dani, who was still watching her carefully from her kneeling position. ‘What do you mean, why me?’

				‘Why are you listening to his recordings?’

				‘Because there’s something important on one of those CDs.’ Of that she was certain. ‘Davenport took a huge risk trying to get them out.’

				The envelope containing the CDs had been addressed to his handler in the event that he was unable to deliver them personally, which, in the end, was exactly what had happened. Except they hadn’t gone to Davenport’s handler, because he was dead, shot by members of the same ring. So Kate had listened while Davenport healed.

				‘No, I mean why are you listening? There are a lot of agents in that office and Deacon said that you’re one of the bigger fish in the pond now. Why not have a smaller fish do the listening?’

				Kate shrugged uncomfortably. ‘I’m the new kid on the block. A week in the job and I don’t have a caseload yet. Besides, I do have a few of the smaller fish listening, too.’

				Dani tilted her head thoughtfully, just like Kate had seen her brother do a thousand times. ‘Why do you visit every day?’ She chuckled at Kate’s look of consternation. ‘You think the ICU nurses haven’t noticed? You think they didn’t just try to pump me for information the moment I walked in the door?’

				That the nurses would ask Dani questions wasn’t a surprise. The woman was an ER doctor in this very hospital, although currently on a leave of absence. That they’d ask about Kate was the mystery. ‘Pump you for information about what?’

				Dani rolled her eyes. ‘They all but have you two as star-crossed lovers, tragically separated but reunited when he got shot and you raced to his aid.’

				Kate’s eyes widened. ‘You are kidding me, right? Me and Davenport?’

				‘You do visit every day, Kate.’

				That was true. Some of the time she’d listened to the recordings from the privacy of her desk at the Cincinnati Field Office, but she had made a point of visiting him every day. She thought she was the only one who did, and that bothered her. She hated the thought of him being so alone after being deeply undercover. The life of an operative tended to be very lonely.

				So sometimes she talked to him about trivial things – the unrelenting heat and humidity, her search for an apartment. A few times she’d shared her frustration at not hearing anything of value on the damn CDs. She’d played him tunes from her iPod and read to him from the book she’d thrown in her carry-on when she’d left for Cincinnati last week. But mostly she simply sat with him and caught up with her knitting while she listened to the recordings he’d risked his life to share.

				‘I met him for the first time less than an hour before he got shot, and that’s the truth.’ She sighed when Dani just waited for more, saying nothing. ‘Deacon was on the team who breached the traffickers’ compound and he brought me in as one of their snipers.’ She’d been in town all of two days, but had jumped at the chance. She didn’t get to use her sharpshooting skills as often as she would have liked, and Deacon’s case had been right up her alley. ‘I was doing recon and saw Davenport attempting to slip away. He was trying to get the CDs out, but I didn’t know that then. I dropped down on him from a tree.’

				Dani moved to sit in the chair beside her, her delighted grin surprising Kate more than the nurses’ gossip. ‘You dropped him? Took him down? Goddamn, girl. You really are a super-chick. I thought Deacon was exaggerating.’

				Kate’s cheeks heated at the praise. ‘I didn’t actually drop on him. I don’t think I could have taken him down, even from a tree.’ Because Griffin Davenport was built like a freaking tank.

				‘Hell, maybe not even from a helicopter,’ Dani murmured. ‘So what did you do?’

				‘I landed behind him, stuck my rifle in his back, and took him by surprise. But he wanted to be found, so he cooperated, which was a good thing. I would have hated to have to shoot him. Unfortunately the traffickers didn’t have that concern.’

				Dani nodded soberly. ‘I haven’t had a chance to thank you yet.’

				Kate frowned. ‘For what?’

				‘For saving Deacon’s life. He was standing next to Davenport when the bullets started flying. If you hadn’t stopped the shooter the way you did, there might be more patients filling these ICU beds. Or bodies in the morgue. So thank you.’

				Kate fidgeted. ‘I was just doing my job. Any of the other agents there would have done it.’

				Dani lifted one dark brow. ‘The way I heard it, none of the other agents there had the skill with a rifle to stop a speeding car half a mile away.’

				‘Deacon exaggerates,’ Kate mumbled, now very uncomfortable even though it was true. She was a skilled shot, but she wasn’t a fathead. ‘Besides, they were already fleeing the scene by then. I didn’t mean to kill them. I wanted them alive for questioning.’ She’d stopped them, but she’d also taken out the shooter and one of his trafficking partners. The only passenger who’d survived knew so little about the trafficking business itself that he was all but useless.

				Dani shook her head. ‘You may have wanted them alive for questioning, but I’m glad my brother is alive period. I owe you one, Kate. Seriously.’

				Kate started to laugh it off, but then she realized that Dani Novak really was very serious. ‘He’s my friend,’ she said simply. ‘I would have done the same for any other agent, but the fact that it was Deacon made it easier to sleep that night.’

				Except that she hadn’t slept. She’d woken with the dream. She hadn’t had the dream in almost a month prior to coming to Cincinnati, but she’d had it every single night for the past week. It might have been triggered by the gunfight with the traffickers or the fact that she’d been bunking down in a strange hotel bed. Or that she was plain exhausted because she really hadn’t slept at all. Or that she’d strained her back sitting in the uncomfortable chair in ICU.

				Kate rolled her head, hearing her neck crackle. ‘I hate falling asleep in chairs.’

				‘Then maybe you should go home to bed,’ Dani said mildly.

				‘So,’ Kate said brightly, ‘I didn’t expect to see you here checking on Davenport.’ She didn’t care that her subject change had all the finesse of a clubbing from a baseball bat. ‘Are you back on duty?’

				Dani’s leave from the ER had started a few months before. Kate knew the bare bones of the story, partly from phone and email conversations she’d had with Deacon over the past nine months and partly from the news she’d read online. Dani was HIV positive – and Kate figured that however that had occurred was Dani’s business and Dani’s alone.

				But someone else hadn’t agreed, because Dani’s status had been leaked to the media, leading to negative press and finally to Dani going on leave. Again, Kate didn’t have details, but she knew the Novaks well enough to be sure that Dani had taken every sensible precaution on the job. Hopefully her presence here today meant that the hoopla had died down enough for the woman to resume the career she’d worked so hard to achieve.

				But a shadow had passed over Dani’s face. ‘No. I resigned.’

				Kate’s mouth fell open. ‘What? But why? And when? You mean just now?’

				Dani took a deep breath and let it out. ‘I’m not actually here to check on Agent Davenport,’ she said, her subject change equally clumsy, her tone so bright that it was brittle. ‘Deacon asked me to check on you. He’s worried you’re spreading yourself too thin keeping vigil.’

				Kate wanted to ask why Dani wasn’t suing for discrimination. She wanted to ask if Dani had another job, because she hated the thought of the woman not being able to pay her bills. She wanted to make sure that Deacon’s sister would be okay.

				But Dani had made it clear that she wasn’t willing to discuss it any further, so Kate drew a deep breath of her own and made herself smile. ‘You can tell Deacon that I’m okay.’

				Dani’s eyes filled with a gratitude she didn’t voice. Instead she made her reply sharp and tart. ‘I’ll tell him that you were asleep in your chair and that you probably haven’t been eating properly. He’ll be here soon enough to yell at you in person.’

				Kate made a sour face, just for form. ‘You’re supposed to be the nice Novak.’

				Dani grinned. ‘Surprise! Well, since you’re okay, I guess I’ll just see you later.’ She started to stand, and Kate found herself reaching for the woman’s arm to yank her back.

				‘No, Dani, wait.’ She didn’t want to be left alone with her post-dream thoughts. She didn’t want to fall back to sleep. She didn’t want to hear that gun go off again. ‘Can you stay, maybe talk for a little while?’ She tried for a brave smile. ‘You can keep me awake.’

				Dani frowned at her gently. ‘If you’re that tired, maybe you should go home and go to bed,’ she said, repeating herself.

				‘I can’t go home. I’m staying in a hotel until the movers bring my stuff.’ But she didn’t want to go to the hotel either. Because I will dream again, and I just . . . A shudder passed through her, and that she didn’t even try to control it told her something. Either she was exhausted, or she simply felt comfortable enough with Dani to reveal her vulnerable underbelly. Or maybe a little bit of both. ‘Besides, I need to sit here with Agent Davenport, in case he wakes up again. I was one of the last people he saw before he was shot, so I’m hoping that I can calm him down if he’s disoriented when they try waking him again.’

				‘Again? They tried waking him up already?’

				‘Yeah, but it didn’t end so well.’ Suddenly antsy, Kate stood up to stretch her back and to better see Davenport’s mask-covered face. A lock of the man’s blond hair had slid down his forehead, and she gently pushed it back. ‘They tried to bring him out of the induced coma this morning before I got here, but he became agitated. He was thrashing and trying to pull out his breathing tube, so they sedated him again right away.’

				‘He’s way too big a boy to be thrashing,’ Dani murmured. ‘He could injure someone.’

				She wasn’t wrong about that. Davenport was over six feet tall, his enormous feet nearly hanging off the edge of the bed. He had to weigh at least two-fifteen, and there was not an ounce of body fat anywhere that Kate had seen.

				That she’d actually looked was something between her and the four walls. She wasn’t in the market for a man to share her life, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate the scenery while she made the journey. And Griffin Davenport, even in a coma, was very nice scenery. Apart from the chest full of muscles, he had a strong jaw, golden hair, and pleasing features, even though most of his face was still covered with the ventilator mask.

				Like all the Avengers rolled into one. With liberal helpings of Thor and Captain America, her personal faves. Of course, she also knew he was going to wake up. The doctors had all but guaranteed a speedy recovery. If his life were in the balance, then looking would be just wrong.

				‘The nurse said it took three people to hold him while a fourth sedated him.’

				‘Agitation while coming out of sedation isn’t uncommon,’ Dani said. ‘It can be a disorienting experience. Kind of like waking from a really vivid nightmare.’

				The shrewd tone of Dani’s voice had Kate glancing over to see that the woman had stopped looking at Davenport and was now watching her. It was then that Kate realized she’d been stroking Davenport’s forehead. Tenderly, actually.

				And it wasn’t the first time. She had found herself touching his face several times over the last week. She told herself it was because she knew that comatose patients had some sense that people were with them. She told herself it was because she didn’t want him to be alone or afraid, that touching him was simple human compassion, but deep down it was still disconcerting seeing her fingertips stroking another man’s skin, and she wasn’t exactly sure why.

				Maybe because a caress that should have felt rusty with disuse felt so . . . natural? Or because she hadn’t recoiled in disgust at the feel of him?

				‘The doctor said that they weaned him off the paralytic that was keeping him immobile and they’ve started weaning him off the narcotics again. He could wake at any time.’

				‘I’m sure he’ll appreciate a friendly face,’ Dani said softly.

				‘I thought so. I’d want someone to be there when I woke up.’ She gave Davenport’s brow a final stroke, then sat back down, frowning when her stomach growled. ‘I need to eat or I’ll get mean. Meaner, anyway,’ she added and saw Dani smirk. ‘I’ve eaten all my protein bars and the food in the cafeteria sucks. Do you hear that, Davenport?’ she said tartly to the man in the bed. ‘You need to wake up right next time so I can leave this hospital for some real food.’

				‘Does he have family? Someone else you can call who’d be familiar to him?’

				‘None that I’ve been able to identify so far. He’s been undercover for a couple of years. Usually those guys get picked for the deep undercover jobs because they don’t have families. He listed his handler as his emergency contact, but the handler was killed last week by other members of the trafficking group. The line for a second contact was blank.’

				‘How lonely,’ Dani murmured.

				Kate had thought the same thing. It made her feel an odd sort of bond with him, because she no longer had an emergency contact either. But at least she had a few people she could ask. Which she needed to do ASAP, because HR had been on her case about it for the last week.

				‘Listen, Dani, you remember that favor you said you owed me? I’m ready to collect. Of course, if you don’t want to do it, I totally understand.’

				‘Just ask,’ Dani said patiently.

				‘I went to fill out all the transfer forms in HR and realized that my emergency contact was . . . no longer available.’ Don’t think about the dream. Don’t— She flinched when she heard the echo of that gunshot once again. ‘I’d ask Deacon, but . . .’ She let the thought trail with a shrug.

				Dani tilted her head. ‘But?’

				Kate sighed. ‘But he’d ask me why I needed a new contact and I really don’t want to get into it with him right now.’ Or ever. ‘He doesn’t mean to be nosy, but . . .’

				‘But he is,’ Dani finished. ‘So am I, actually, but I’m a bit more discreet.’ Her voice softened. ‘Your old contact, was it Jack?’

				She’d asked so kindly, so compassionately, that Kate felt compelled to nod. Her voice didn’t want to work and the nod was all she could muster. But at least it was the truth.

				Jack Morrow had been her emergency contact. Until he’d blown his brains out all over the chair in her living room. And the wall, and the carpet, and the ceiling. And the afghan her grandma had crocheted just for her when she was six.

				‘Then I’m sorry for your loss,’ Dani said gently.

				‘Thank you.’ Kate forced the words out, knowing she should feel guilty for allowing Dani to believe that Jack was someone she’d cared for, but she couldn’t muster that either. And it wasn’t entirely untrue. She had cared for Jack as a treasured friend, but that had changed.

				Jack had changed. And so had Kate. In many ways not for the better. What if Johnnie could see you now? What would he think of the woman you’ve become?

				If Johnnie could see me now, then he’d be here, which means that Jack would be here and I wouldn’t be having this idiotic conversation with myself, so shut the fuck up.

				A sharp pain in her neck made her realize she was grinding her teeth hard. And of course Dani had noticed. ‘You gonna be okay?’ Dani asked soberly.

				‘Yeah. Peachy.’ I just can’t fall asleep again. Not until I’m alone. Because the nightmare always returned. She might not dream again for a week or two, but it always came back, usually when she least expected it.

				Like when I’m fucking asleep, she snarled to herself.

				‘Call me if you need anything,’ Dani said.

				‘Same goes.’ Kate’s brain kicked into gear just as Dani got to the door, and she remembered what she’d most wanted to ask about Dani’s resignation. ‘Dani, wait. Do . . . do you have another job lined up? I know Deacon won’t let you starve, but I just want to make sure you’ll be okay.’ Her voice broke, mortifying her. She lifted her chin. ‘I need to know that you’ll be okay.’

				Dani’s smile bloomed, a sweet smile that reached her incredible eyes. ‘Yes, I’ll be okay. Thank you. I’ve been working part-time for the free clinic that’s part of the Lorelle Meadows shelter. The board just approved the creation of a full-time position and they offered it to me. Frankly I resent the hell out of being pressured into leaving emergency medicine by the media and general bigotry, especially when I followed all of the AMA guidelines to the letter. But I’ll be an important part of the community at the clinic and that makes me feel very okay. I start on Monday. When you get settled, come down and I’ll show you around.’

				‘I will.’ When Dani was gone, Kate let her gaze fall back on Griffin Davenport, whose chest continued to rise and fall. ‘No offense, Griff, but I wish you’d hurry and wake the hell up. I really need to sleep and that’s not happening here. Not again.’

				She straightened abruptly, thinking she’d seen the quirk of one of his fingers against the white sheet. She even called the nurse in to check, but the woman found nothing to indicate he was waking up. In the end, she patted Kate’s hand and advised her to go home to sleep. Told her that she was starting to imagine things.

				Biting back what would have been a completely unacceptable reply, Kate sat back in the chair, set up her laptop, retrieved her knitting, and prepared herself for another rousing evening of listening to Davenport’s undercover tapes.

				She paused, holding her earbuds in one hand. ‘You realize that if you’d just wake up, you could tell me what I’m looking for. So come on, Davenport.’ She watched again, but there was no further response, so she put the earbuds in and got to work.

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Wednesday 12 August, 10.30 P.M.

				Long ago he’d learned that the best place to hide anything was in plain sight. It was for this very reason that he’d pulled his car through the broken gate at the back entrance of King’s College and was now waiting for his informant to arrive. No one would raise an eyebrow about a car parked here – it was the closest that King’s College came to a lovers’ lane.

				Well, maybe a little bit of lovers’ lane crossed with drug-buy-central.

				And there were no cameras. None that worked, anyway. The students themselves had made that happen. Anyone who said that today’s youth grew dumber every year had obviously never met any crafty college kids bent on getting high or laid or both.

				There had been some brouhaha about campus security early the semester before after two young women were abducted. The college administration was shocked and appalled that their safety record had been blemished and had replaced every light bulb and camera on the campus proper. Then they’d patted each other on the back for their good deed and never looked back. The camera here at Lovers’ Lane was the first one to go. It hadn’t even lasted a week.

				He’d learned all this from his clientele. College kids tended to get really chatty when they were high and his stuff was among the best. Everybody knew it.

				However, if the camera was actually working for a change, that was okay too. It would see exactly what he wished it to. But that didn’t mean he was keen on sitting here, risking observation. Eventually somebody would come by. It was still Lovers’ Lane, after all.

				He glanced at his watch – yes, he still wore one even if it made him an old man – and frowned. She was late. He did not appreciate tardiness. It showed a general disrespect that could not be tolerated. But it didn’t really matter. She wasn’t going to survive long enough to get to her next appointment, wherever that was.

				He heard her before he saw her. Sidney Siler drove a motor scooter that was in severe need of an exhaust repair. She slid in sideways, sending gravel everywhere. He rolled his eyes. Killing her was going to be a public service. She was a road menace.

				She climbed into his passenger seat. ‘Sorry I’m late. I know you don’t like that.’

				She didn’t make an excuse and he appreciated it. Not enough to let her live, but whatever. ‘Well? Did you see her?’

				‘I did, and she totally bought that I was her attorney’s assistant. I wore my black suit, the one I only wear to funerals. That and the authorization on her attorney’s letterhead got me past the front desk at the jail with no issues. I really owe you one for that.’

				Of course the authorization had passed muster. He’d forged it himself. That she’d worn her funeral suit was just delicious irony. ‘So? How did it go?’

				Sidney made a face. ‘I will be extra-special careful about my drug buys from now on. That jail is nasty dirty. I would not like to end up on the other side of the glass.’

				‘I would hope the cleanliness of the facility wouldn’t be your only deterrent,’ he said dryly. ‘How was Alice?’

				‘Cool.’ A genuine shiver shook Sidney as she grimaced. ‘I mean glacially so. I’m glad she believed I was on her side. I wouldn’t want to be on her bad side.’

				That had to have been one of the smartest things Sidney had ever said. ‘And?’

				‘She was a little surprised that I was there, because she thought she’d fired her attorney for being a pussy. Her words, not mine. I got the impression that she wasn’t very confident about his ability to get her off. In the legal sense, of course.’

				His lips twitched. He really did like Sidney. ‘Of course. Although Alice was never very hard to get off. In that sense, anyway.’ On the job, Alice was stone cold. Hell, she’d been caught on a roof with a sniper rifle in her hands, firing at a group of federal agents who’d been escorting a key witness. But off the clock, the woman had some serious bedroom moves. He’d almost enjoyed it, but she’d been way too old for his tastes. He suppressed a shudder. Sex with Alice was part of playing the game. You wanted her product, you fucked her. And for a time, he’d wanted what she’d been selling. So he’d taken it for the team.

				Sidney grinned slyly, her teeth white against her dark skin. ‘I can’t imagine the two of you, you know, together. I mean, she’s my age. And you’re . . . not.’

				He scowled at her. This was what happened when he socialized with his college-aged clients. They became far too familiar. ‘Any togetherness we might have experienced is ancient history. What I meant was, Alice is going to do a long stretch of hard time.’

				Sidney snorted back a laugh. ‘Long and hard. Sorry, sorry.’ She forced her expression to sober. ‘She says she was set up.’

				‘Of course she does. They all say that. Did she mention me? You know, kisses to her old boyfriend or anything like that?’

				‘Nope. I didn’t mention you either.’ She frowned at him. ‘I’m not stupid, Professor.’

				He felt a little quiver of relief and hid it well. That had been the only weak spot in his plan, but he’d been a little desperate to get someone into the jail to speak with Alice – someone that couldn’t be traced back to him.

				‘Good,’ he said with a smile. ‘Like you said, I wouldn’t want her on my bad side. And if she finds out I helped you get in there to do an interview for your journal article . . .’

				‘She won’t. No one will. I didn’t even tell my faculty advisor yet. I wasn’t sure if I’d get in, and I didn’t want to disappoint her if it didn’t pan out. But when I tell her, she’s gonna flip. It will be the perfect lead for our article on sociopaths. I’m ahead of schedule and the semester hasn’t even started yet.’

				‘Did you ask Alice about her handing over her records to negotiate a deal?’

				‘Yeah. I told her that my boss said he thought he could get the death penalty off the table if she produced records implicating her customers and suppliers, just like you said. She went ballistic. She said that only idiots, imbeciles, or old farts with faulty memories kept records anywhere other than in their heads. It was too dangerous. She said she’s saving everything she knows until she gets an offer of full immunity. I’m supposed to take my boss’s imbecilic plea proposal back to him and shove it up his ass. It was an amazing moment. It was . . . like . . . seeing her. Truly seeing who she is. Right there. A sociopath in full meltdown.’

				Another wave of relief swept through him. Alice hadn’t kept records. If she had, he would have needed to find them and destroy them. This made everything so much simpler. He’d only communicated with Alice when he’d purchased product from her, so he didn’t have to worry about anyone else having his information. He could destroy her without worry.

				The only remaining loose end was a formerly undercover federal agent, currently in a coma. He’d already made arrangements for the snipping of that loose end as well.

				‘Well, Alice is a sociopath.’ He smiled at Sidney. ‘I promised you one and I delivered.’

				‘Did you ever. I can’t wait to write it up. It was a total rush, I gotta say.’

				He lifted his brows. They were heavier than normal – the August humidity tended to weigh down the facial prosthetics he used when he made his rounds of the college campuses. He’d come up with the disguise years ago, when he’d been an undergraduate himself and sold coke to his friends. Small scale, nothing huge. Just enough to pay for his books and put gas in his car. But his business had grown quickly as he became known as having access to ‘really good shit’.

				He made it all himself in his basement lab, a real-life Walter White a decade before Breaking Bad ever graced a Hollywood storyboard. He still sold to individuals like Sidney, but it was more to keep his ear to the college-aged group than for the money. His serious money in recent years had come from selling to the big operations, drug trafficking rings like Alice ran for her father. Now that Alice had been shut down by the damn Feds, he was going to have to find another outfit to sell to. He had expenses, after all.

				Alice had never known that he’d been both a customer and a supplier. He’d sold her his good-quality shit as the Professor, and he’d bought other assets from her as himself. Luckily he’d already found other sources for his purchases. Way cheaper than Alice’s product had been, and as a bonus, he’d been able to stop fucking her.

				Either way, he was glad Sidney hadn’t mentioned him.

				‘You want a real rush?’ he asked.

				Sidney’s black eyes sparkled. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’

				He handed her a small bag filled with white powder. ‘My special blend today.’

				She looked at the product doubtfully. ‘How much for the special blend?’

				‘Same as usual. I thought you might want to celebrate a little.’

				She beamed. ‘Absolutely.’ She drew her kit from her backpack and set it up on the console between the two seats. Mirror, straw, razor blade. With efficient movements she readied the sample, forming three good-sized lines. She bent over to take her first snort, but he stopped her with a touch to her shoulder.

				‘I have a bonus today – something new I’ve been playing with. You want to try it?’

				She eyed him warily. ‘Is it safe?’

				She was snorting cocaine. He wanted to roll his eyes, but he controlled himself. ‘Very safe. I’ve tried it myself and given it to a few of my best customers. You’ll like it. I promise.’

				She lit up like a Christmas tree at being included with his best customers. ‘What do I do?’

				He held up a small vial containing one capsule. ‘Snort your line, pop this in your mouth, then bite down. It will make your high amazing. Orgasmically amazing.’

				She giggled. ‘I don’t think that’s a real word, Professor.’ Leaning forward, she inhaled, drawing the line up through the straw, then leaning back to close her eyes as the coke hit her brain. ‘Oh, wow. This alone . . . Amazing.’

				He grasped her jaw gently, pulled it down, and transferred the capsule straight from the bottle into her mouth. No contact. No fingerprints. ‘Now bite. Hard. And swallow fast.’

				She obeyed. For a minute nothing happened. She frowned. ‘I don’t feel anything.’

				‘You will. Don’t worry.’ He pulled two latex gloves from his pocket and put them on. Sweeping the unused coke into the baggie, he sealed it and put it in his pocket. He put her kit back together, dropped it into her backpack, then drew out her phone.

				‘What are you . . .’ She grimaced. ‘I’m not feeling so . . . Oh God, what was in that pill?’

				‘Cyanide.’

				‘Wha?’ Her eyes grew wide with helpless panic, as her mouth failed to fully form the word.

				‘And ketamine was mixed with the cocaine. That’s my special blend. You’re not going to be able to move, so don’t try. For the next few minutes, you’ll wish you were dead. And then you will be.’

				Unlocking her phone’s screen required her fingerprint, so he took her hand and pressed her right index finger to the start button. Presto. He flipped through her photos, just to make sure she hadn’t taken any of Alice. He didn’t want any connection whatsoever.

				Excellent. No photos. He’d throw her phone in a dumpster the first chance he got.

				Sidney was hunched over, hugging herself. Cramps, he thought. It wouldn’t be long now. He leaned around her, pulled on the door handle, and shoved her out, tossing her backpack on the ground where she fell. ‘Sorry,’ he said apologetically. He really was.

				He pulled the door closed and drove through the broken gate and away from Lovers’ Lane. Then he removed the SIM card from her phone and tossed the phone into the first dumpster he saw. Driving another few blocks, he pulled to the curb, stopped, and dropped the card into the storm sewer. Next stop, Ohio River.

				The river made disposal so very convenient. And on the minuscule chance the SIM card was found, the river itself would have destroyed any data stored there. He grimaced. And people still eat fish that comes out of that river. Oh my God.

				Speaking of fish . . . He hadn’t had dinner yet. He wondered what Mallory had prepared, hoping it would taste as good warmed up. Better not be fish.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Wednesday 12 August, 11.30 P.M.

				She was clacking again. And humming, really, really off-key. But Decker didn’t mind. The sounds she made were real. He wanted the real. He kept clawing to get to the real. But the dark kept pulling him back and he was so damn tired of fighting.

				But she was clacking and humming so he held on to that. What was the song? He knew that he knew it. Even as off-key as she hummed, he knew it. The name of the song hovered in front of him, too far away to grab. And then, words. She was singing.

				‘How I wish . . . how I wish you were here.’

				Ah. Pink Floyd. Still really off-key. And so damn sad. Why’s she sad? He needed to know, but he couldn’t . . . couldn’t ask. Couldn’t make his body move. A surge of fury pulsed through him, but it fizzled quickly. Just not enough energy to fuel the mad.

				Then the clacking stopped. The singing stopped, her voice breaking as she sang about the two lost souls swimming in a fishbowl. He panicked when he heard the rustle of her movement. Don’t go. Please don’t go. Touch me again. Please. That had felt so nice and he’d wanted to tell her so. It had been so long since anyone had touched him like that.

				A wet sound found its way into the dark, followed by her ragged sigh. She was crying. Don’t cry. Please. He relaxed when the clacking began again. She was still sniffling, but at least she wasn’t leaving.

				‘Fucking Pandora,’ she muttered. ‘Throw me sad songs. Make me cry like a damn baby. Like I need that today. What I need is some happy.’ The clacking paused. ‘Hey, Griff, you want some happy too? Maybe it’ll help you wake the hell up and tell me what I’m looking for.’

				Music flowed faintly and he wanted to get closer, to curl into it. He could barely hear.

				There was a slight pressure on his pillow and the music got louder. Yeah. That. Thank you. She’d put her iPod next to his ear. Then he wanted to laugh. He knew this song, too. Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah. She was playing him Disney songs.

				‘This is my secret playlist, so you gotta promise not to tell,’ she murmured as her fingers brushed his forehead. Yes. Please. More. But her touch disappeared and he wanted to scream. Wanted to beg. Touch me again. Please. ‘It’s labeled “Death Metal”, just in case somebody gets a peek at my iPod. I got a reputation as a badass to uphold, you know. But sometimes even badasses need some happy, and everybody loves the Mouse.’ She was standing close, her voice a quiet murmur in his ear. ‘Even freaking big tanks like you.’

				The clacking resumed and he relaxed again. What was she doing? Open your eyes. Find out. But his eyelids were too damn heavy. He wanted to tell her to talk to him. He needed to hear her, needed to find his way back. She’d talked a lot before. When he was awake before. Almost awake, anyway. She’d talked and talked.

				Sometimes to me. Sometimes to that other woman. Decker didn’t care about the other woman. Didn’t care about the music. He wanted to hear her. Needed to hear her.

				Need to tell her . . . His mind stilled. This was important. He needed to tell her . . . What?

				The music kept flowing. Kids’ songs. Happy songs. Turn off the music and talk to me. He needed to hear her more than he needed the music. But the music went on.

				Then he remembered, and it was like a shock to his brain. I need to tell her about the kids.

				She sighed again and the clacking stopped. ‘Break’s over, Griff.’ He heard the rustle, felt her by his bedside, and the music stopped. ‘I gotta get back to your damn recordings, which you should know are really boring so far. But don’t worry. I’m not giving up.’

				Wake up. She’s going back to the chair. Wake the hell up! Do. It. He forced his eyes open and— Holy fucking God, that hurts. So bright. Too bright.

				But he wasn’t about to close his eyes again, because she was there, her face inches away from his, brown eyes wide and mouth open in shock. Then she smiled at him.

				He knew her. Red hair like a sunrise. Pretty pale skin. Freckles across her nose. Kate. Her name was Kate. He tried to speak, but he couldn’t. Fucking mask. Fucking tube. Need it out.

				‘Welcome back, Agent Davenport. It’s about time you woke up.’ She caught his wrist before his hand made it to the mask. ‘Don’t. Do not touch this tube. I’m ringing for a nurse.’

				Kids. He needed to tell her about the kids. Desperation grabbed at him and he struggled to shake off her hand, but she tightened her grip.

				‘Griffin, stop.’ She was calm, but firm. ‘If you try to pull out that tube again, they will put you back under. Do you understand?’ Her expression softened even though her grip didn’t. ‘Don’t be afraid. You’re going to be okay. I promise.’

				He believed her, so he stopped struggling. Still he didn’t drop his hand, just in case.

				She smiled at him again. ‘Thank you. You might not remember me. My name is Kate.’

				I knew that. He relaxed a little more. He’d gotten that right.

				‘Special Agent Kate Coppola,’ she continued, her voice calm. ‘I was with you when you were shot. I need you to settle down and listen. I don’t want them to sedate you again. You’re on a ventilator, but you’re going to be okay.’

				He nodded. At least he hoped he had. He let his hand fall to his side, too tired to fight anymore. She brushed his hair off his forehead and his eyes slid shut. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop. But her touch disappeared and he panicked again. No. Don’t leave. Stay!

				He forced his eyes back open and relaxed again. She was still there. Need to tell her. He blinked hard.

				‘I was just pressing the call button. I’m here, Griff.’ He frowned, and she frowned back. ‘That’s your name. Griffin Davenport.’

				He shook his head, surprised when it moved. He’d been stuck . . . frozen for so long. He hadn’t thought he’d ever find his way out. His eyes teared up and he blinked hard. Shit.

				But she was there to wipe away the wetness with her fingertips. He reached up with the arm that moved – the other one had tubes in it – and gripped her wrist when she would have moved her hand from his face. Again she smiled, and it was sweet. So damn sweet.

				She stroked his forehead and he fought to keep his eyes open. ‘I’m not going to leave you, Griff. Not just yet anyway. At some point I have to leave so I can sleep. But I’ll be back.’

				He frowned again and shook his head. Not Griffin. Not Griff. My name is Decker.

				‘I wish I didn’t have to sleep, too,’ she said with a little laugh. ‘But I have to.’

				He rested back against the bed, frustrated. Too exhausted to do more than stare at her.

				She narrowed her eyes. ‘Wait. What were you shaking your head about?’ She looked up and over toward the door. ‘He’s awake. And calm.’

				Seconds later a nurse was at his side, smiling at him. ‘So he is.’

				Kate looked back down at him, brows arched. ‘And he’s not planning to yank out the tube. Right, Agent Davenport?’

				Decker wanted to snarl, but he couldn’t even do that. Goddammit. It was almost better in the dark. No, it wasn’t.

				The nurse was busy fussing over him, but Kate stayed, her eyes never leaving his. ‘You’ve been here a week,’ she said. ‘They will take out this tube. Right, Nurse?’

				‘Absolutely,’ the nurse assured him.

				He didn’t need the nurse to say so. He trusted Kate and tried to tell her so. She gave him a little nod and another smile, so he must have communicated something right.

				‘Keep talking to him, Agent Coppola. You’re keeping him stable and calm, and that’s a good thing. I’ll get the doctor in as soon as possible.’

				Kate grasped his hand as soon as the nurse was finished with him. ‘They had to put you into a coma for a week. The bullet did a lot of things that I’m too tired to try to pronounce, but basically it messed up your lung. If they’d left you to heal on your own, it would have hurt like a motherfucker every time you drew a breath. So, the coma. Got it?’

				He blinked. Keep talking, honey, he thought. You’re doin’ fine.

				‘You had a chest tube, which they took out, but the ventilator is still breathing for you. As soon as they’re sure you can breathe on your own, they’ll take out this tube too. Don’t worry.’

				He wasn’t. Not about that. But he was worried about something. What was it?

				Right. The kids. What about the kids?

				Dammit. He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember and it was important.

				‘Sshh.’ Kate squeezed his hand and stroked his forehead with her free hand. ‘You just tensed up again. I need you to stay calm. If they think you’re about to go all batshit on them, they’ll knock you out again. One, I don’t think you’ll like that, and two, I need you to be able to talk to me. I gotta know what’s on those CDs that’s so important.’

				Yes. Kids. On the CD. His hand went for the tube again and she tightened her grip.

				‘Oh come on, Griffin. Really? Do not make me get tough with you. I guarantee you won’t like it.’ She pushed on his hand until it was flat on the sheet. ‘That’s better. I get that you want to talk about the CD. Once the doc comes in, we’ll figure out a system. I promise.’

				He relaxed. She’d promised. Hurry, Doc. Please.

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Thursday 13 August, 12.15 A.M.

				The ringing of a phone woke Mallory out of a sound sleep, but she was okay with that because she’d been having bad dreams of men with sausage-sized fingers chasing her around the grocery store. Peering at the clock on her nightstand, she shuddered, her skin all clammy with sweat. It was only midnight. Plenty of time to go back to sleep and dream some more. Yay, me.

				But wait. The phone had rung and it had been answered. After midnight. Blinking hard, she comprehended the significance of this, because he subscribed strictly to the ‘nine to nine’ adage. No calls before nine in the morning or after nine at night. Any other calls were not answered, the numbers blocked for supreme rudeness. Except for his two sisters, of course. Their calls he answered, but he still got angry with them for calling after nine.

				Nell, his older sister, tended to be more respectful, calling him only in the worst of emergencies. Gemma, on the other hand, routinely called whenever she wanted, no matter how early or late. He always answered, though, because she might be calling about Macy.

				Because he’d given Macy to Gemma to legally adopt, to raise as her own child. But Mallory he’d kept. Kept and used and abused until she had no hope of rescue.

				Gemma usually called him for help when Macy was sick, which had been a lot in the very beginning, but not so much nowadays. It had always been in his best interests to keep Mallory’s baby sister healthy and safe, because it was only his threat to take custody of Macy and turn her into the next Sunshine Suzie that kept Mallory in line.

				At first Mallory had thought that Gemma would be an ally, that his little sister would want to save Macy. She thought Gemma would listen when she told her what he’d done to her. What lay in store for Macy. What lay in store for Gemma herself, because for him to get custody of Macy now, something terrible would have to happen to Gemma.

				Like she’d have to die. He’d kill his own sister. He’d bragged to Mallory about how he’d do it – which would be the same way he’d killed Mallory and Macy’s mother.

				But Gemma hadn’t believed Mallory back then. Instead she had tattled, telling him exactly what Mallory had told her.

				Things had not gone well after that for Mallory. He had brutally taught her the price of honesty. And that had been the moment she’d lost all hope of ever being free again.

				But this call came far later than Gemma usually called, and it had been answered, so it was most likely business. Mallory carefully climbed out of the princessy poster bed he’d bought for her when she’d first come to live with him and picked her way across the hardwood floor, taking care to avoid the boards she knew creaked.

				She pressed her ear to her door. He was downstairs, so she could only hear a murmur. If she opened her bedroom door and he heard her . . . Well, she hadn’t been beaten in a while, so at least he wouldn’t be thrashing into fresh cuts. But calls after midnight were never good, and Mallory decided the risk of discovery was outweighed by the foreknowledge of what he’d throw her way next, because allowing him to catch her by surprise always ended badly.

				She grabbed an empty plastic bottle from her dresser, thinking she could pretend she was filling it with water from the bathroom sink if she was heard creeping about.

				She slid the door open until the gap was just wide enough for her to slip through, and tiptoed past Roxy’s bedroom. The door was closed, but it didn’t matter either way. Roxy wasn’t going to tell a soul that Mallory was up. Roxy could barely draw breath anymore. She needed a hospital, but he wouldn’t allow it. His wife would die at home.

				But not because he cared. Just because he was afraid someone would find out the truth. Poor Roxy. She’d been trapped in this life, same as Mallory.

				But Mallory couldn’t spare the distraction of compassion. If he heard her . . . well, she’d beat Roxy to the afterlife. And some days Mallory yearned for that. If it weren’t for Macy, she would have sent herself into the afterlife a long time ago. Because that was the only way she was getting out of here.

				She tiptoed past the guest bedrooms. All were empty at present, but they’d been tidied and prepared for the next round of . . . victims. The very word made her queasy, but that made it no less true. The rooms were decorated out of every kid’s dreams, but would become the core of their nightmares. And that would happen soon unless Mallory thought of a plan to stop him.

				‘When?’ he was asking sharply. ‘When did he wake up?’

				From her vantage point at the top of the stairs she could see him for only a few seconds at a time as he paced the living room.

				‘Did you take care of him?’ he demanded. ‘I don’t give a shit if J. Edgar Hoover himself came back from the dead and is sitting there guarding him. Get rid of him before he has that tube pulled out. However you need to.’ He growled low in his throat and Mallory backed up a step, her hand over her mouth to keep herself from squeaking in alarm. But he hadn’t seen her and continued to pace. ‘Do I care if you’re off duty? Get back in there and fix this or you’ll have a breathing tube down your throat.’

				Carefully she backed away, slipping into her bedroom while he was still yelling downstairs at whoever had been so foolish as to disobey his direct order. At least he’s not setting up any dates for me. Or video shoots. Which wouldn’t have been for her, so that was something at least. One benefit of growing too old. If he’d been setting up a video shoot, her timetable to save the four kids she’d seen on Saturday would have had to be moved up considerably.

				Forcing her into action that would end up with her dead. She really did not like that plan.

				Mallory got into bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking about what she’d heard. Specifically how she could utilize the information, because this could be the break she’d been praying for.

				Whoever was about to get ‘taken care’ of was probably in a hospital, because tubes were going to be pulled out. She’d watched enough TV to know that. But what had grabbed her attention was his mention of J. Edgar Hoover. She’d watched enough TV to know that name too.

				Hoover used to be the boss of the FBI. Her heartbeat took off on a little burst of speed. Did that mean that the FBI was involved? Were they watching him? Had he sounded so angry because he was scared? He never sounded scared. Well, not often. It had been almost a year since she’d heard fear in his voice. She’d prayed then, too, but nothing had happened and life had gone on.

				But if the FBI was involved . . . The implications left her downright dizzy. That meant someone suspected him. And that someone will believe me this time. That alone was enough to make her want to cry, but she’d learned long ago not to cry at night. Or any other time.

				Oh Mallory. The whisper in her head was his, and she hated it. No one will ever believe you.

				That’s not true. Whoever suspected him would. I just have to find him. Or her.

				Oh Mallory, Mallory, Mallory. You mean the ‘someone’ who’s guarding ‘someone’ else in a hospital ‘somewhere’? You mean all those names you don’t know and whose locations you don’t know – and don’t have the first idea of where to even start looking?

				Mallory clenched her jaw. Yes. That’s exactly what I mean. That ‘someone’ was exactly who she had to find. She would figure out where to look. She would.

				She couldn’t use his computer, because he monitored everything. He’d put a block on nearly every website. She could use a recipe website when it was her night to cook. Any site related to news or current events, though . . . all were blocked.

				But she’d find a way. Because if someone believed her it meant that someone would stop him. Somebody other than me. Which meant that she might not have to die trying.

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Thursday 13 August, 6.30 A.M.

				‘Good God, woman. What happened to you?’

				Decker woke abruptly, eyes flying open to see a man in the doorway. Blinking hard, he wondered if he was awake or still asleep, or maybe even back on the morphine drip and having hallucinations, because the man looked . . . strange. Bright white hair stood in sharp little peaks all over his head, but he wasn’t old. He looked like he was Decker’s age.

				Which was thirty-four. He stopped to do a quick mental check, pleased when his mind was clear, the information readily accessible. Yeah, that was right. He’d just had a birthday a few weeks ago. Alone. Because he’d been undercover then, and Gene Decker’s birthday was in April.

				He steered his mind back to the weird man in the doorway. The guy’s goatee was also white, as were the eyebrows arched high over the wraparound sunglasses he wore. Inside. They were inside, right? Decker’s eyes darted upward. Ceiling, check. Yeah, they were inside. So what the hell? The guy’s fists were on his hips, his mouth grim.

				Decker blinked a few more times. The guy was still there.

				A throaty chuckle came from the chair on the other side of his bed, accompanied by quiet clacking. Kate. Good. She’s still here too.

				‘Yeah, Griff, he’s real. You’re awake again. You’ve met him before, actually, the night you got shot. This is Special Agent Deacon Novak. He made sure you didn’t bleed out before the medics showed up. Deacon, stop scowling at me and show Griffin your manners.’

				Deacon. Decker had heard the name. He searched his mind, pleased once again that his brain made a quick, painless connection. Kate had talked about him before, when the other lady was with her. When he’d still been trapped in the dark.

				He frowned. But Kate had also said, I’m sorry, Jack. Who the hell was Jack?

				He put Jack on the growing list of the things he’d ask Kate as soon as they took out the damn tube. Why hadn’t they? She’d promised they would. He started to tense, then made himself relax. She’d tell him why, but for the moment he was lucid enough to know he couldn’t pull it out himself. That would be bad.

				Agent Novak came to stand at the side of his bed and Decker squinted up at him. Yeah, he remembered him. Kind of. Except that he had a weird memory of . . . eyes. But that couldn’t have been real. That had to have been the morphine. Morphine hallucinations were the worst.

				Novak nodded at him now. ‘Agent Davenport. I’m glad to see you’re coming around.’

				Slowly Decker lifted his hand, shocked at how hard it was to do so. A week? It felt like he’d been asleep for a month. He tapped the corner of his eye and Novak’s mouth quirked up in a smirk, but he complied and took off the sunglasses.

				Shit. Decker flinched back against his pillow, earning him another chuckle from Kate. Those eyes were freaky. Like cat eyes, but bi-colored. Blue and brown. Both of them.

				He remembered the eyes staring down at him as a voice demanded that he not die. He seriously thought they’d been part of the morphine hallucinations. Hell.

				‘Luckily, Agent Novak uses his witchy eyes for good and not evil. Mostly.’

				Novak sneered at her. ‘This coming from the woman that looks like something the cat dragged in. Or maybe even threw up. What the fuck, Kate? Dani said you weren’t taking care of yourself, but I didn’t think it was this bad. For God’s sake, get the hell back to your hotel and go to sleep.’

				Don’t you yell at her! Decker had to curb the urge to rip out his breathing tube and shove it down Novak’s throat. Novak couldn’t even see Decker’s killer glare because he was staring across the bed at Kate, wearing a killer glare of his own.

				The clacking started back up and Decker cautiously turned his head to see what it was. Ah. Knitting. She was sitting in the chair knitting something that was green and brown and . . . Camo, he realized. It was patterned just like his combat uniform back in the army. He added a question about that to his list, then lifted his gaze to her face.

				She did look tired. But her face was still the only one he wanted to see.

				‘Are you finished yelling?’ Kate asked Deacon mildly. ‘Because if you’re not, I suggest you finish your tirade in your indoor voice. It’s not like we’re, y’know, in ICU or anything.’

				Deacon’s cheeks grew red. ‘Dammit, Kate,’ he whispered loudly. ‘You’re going to make yourself sick. Get your things. I’ll take you to your hotel myself, right now.’

				‘No.’

				‘No?’ he echoed in disbelief. ‘Then come home with me.’

				Decker had stiffened in protest, but he calmed at Kate’s next words.

				‘I’m sure your fiancée would have something to say about that.’

				‘Yeah, well, Faith said to tell you that you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. We have a spare room and she wants to get to know you. Come on, Kate,’ he wheedled.

				‘I’ll go back to my hotel when they take his tube out. I promised him I’d stay.’

				Decker felt a satisfaction that crossed well over the border into territorial, then frowned. She’d also promised that they’d come up with a system to communicate, but they hadn’t done that. Because I fell back asleep, he realized. Dammit. He hadn’t told her any of the things he needed to.

				That his name was Decker, not Griff.

				Oh shit. The kids. He tapped the rail weakly, but Kate heard him over her clacking, which stopped. In seconds she was leaning over the rail, her fingertips brushing his forehead again.

				Yes. That. Don’t stop that. She gave him an amused smile. Don’t stop that either. He liked to see her smile.

				‘I’m sorry. I had to be mad at Deacon for a minute. I guess you want to know why you still have the tube in. You were too tired last night to pass the breathing-on-your-own test. You fell asleep halfway through.’ She gave him a long-suffering look. ‘Probably because you wore yourself out by trying to yank out the tube yourself.’

				He narrowed his eyes at her and she laughed softly. ‘You’ll get your chance at a witty comeback later today. The doc said he’d be back mid-morning and he’d try again. Until then, you ready to try blinking your way to communication? Once for yes and—’

				He blinked hard once, interrupting her, and she laughed again. ‘Okay. I guess that’s a yes. Deacon, did you make those charts I asked for?’

				‘Yep.’ Novak slid a backpack off his shoulder and searched inside it.

				‘In case you’re confused about who works where,’ she said, ‘Agent Novak and I used to work together when we were assigned in Baltimore. Now we’re both here in Cincinnati, but he’s attached to a CPD joint task force. I work the Bureau’s task force on human trafficking. I’m here to follow up on the traffickers you spent the last three years with. My new partner is Agent Troy, and I know he’ll want to talk to you too. We need associates, suppliers, customers. I’ve been listening to your recordings hoping to follow the money trail. Novak is here because he was on the team that identified your traffickers and brought them in. He needs answers to a few questions so that he can close out his report. I imagine he’s also here because he saved your life, so he’s invested. Oh, and he came to yell at me.’

				‘Damn straight on that last one,’ Novak muttered as he unrolled a piece of paper the size of a small poster to reveal an alphabet chart with an image of a QWERTY keyboard below it.

				‘We can do this a couple ways,’ she said. ‘You can write with a pen, but that will tire you out and you might have to sleep before you tell us everything you want to say. Tomorrow or even later today – once they take that tube out – you’ll feel strong enough to write.’

				She spoke as if she had experience with this. Another question added to his list.

				‘Or,’ she said, ‘we can scribe for you. You can point to the letters and we’ll record. When your arm gets too tired, Deacon will point to the letters, you blink, and I’ll record. However we do this, it’s gonna be slow, so be patient with us, okay?’

				Decker blinked once.

				‘Good,’ Kate said. ‘I have a few yes/no questions before we begin. First, is your name Griffin Davenport? It seemed to bother you last night when I called you that.’

				He blinked once, then moved his shoulders experimentally in a shrug. Which hurt. But not as badly as he’d expected.

				‘Yes, but?’ Kate said, and he blinked again. She held up her pencil and he shook his head, relieved when the room didn’t spin as it had the night before. He raised his right hand, wiggled his fingers, then brought them together in an O. ‘You can’t use your right hand? Oh, you’re a leftie? Which is of course the hand that they’ve turned into a pincushion,’ she added wryly. ‘Okay, then. Keyboard?’

				He blinked, and Novak held the paper so that he could reach it. DECKER. He pointed to each letter and watched her frown.

				‘Gene Decker was your undercover name,’ she said. ‘Decker’s your real name, too?’

				NCK.

				‘It’s a nickname,’ Deacon guessed, and Decker blinked hard. ‘Must have made being undercover a little easier if you were using a familiar name.’

				He blinked once, then looked up at Kate, brows cocked.

				She smiled at him. ‘Decker, then. Do you remember the night you were shot?’

				He did, in blindingly clear detail. God. He’d expected to hate the people he’d been sent to expose. They were drug runners after all, transporting and distributing cocaine, heroin, and OxyContin up the I-75 corridor from Miami to Detroit. But it was way worse than that. They’d branched out, selling people in addition to drugs. People. Children.

				He hadn’t just hated them. He’d wanted to eviscerate each and every one of them, then hang them by their innards. But he’d had to play nice. Had to mitigate what evil he could without blowing his cover. Had to act like he fucking admired them.

				‘Hey,’ Kate murmured. ‘Your heart just took off like a rocket. Maybe we need to wait until later for this.’

				He blinked twice. Hard. Then closed his eyes and willed himself to relax. She stroked his forehead again and relaxing became much easier.

				‘What?’ Kate asked sharply. He opened his eyes to see her and Novak glaring at each other.

				Novak shrugged. ‘I didn’t say anything.’ But he wanted to, Decker could tell.

				He waited until Novak looked down at him to narrow his eyes. Back off, boy.

				Novak grimaced. ‘Wow,’ he said sarcastically. ‘I didn’t need any blinks or letters to understand that, Davenport. Message received, loud and clear. Ceasing and desisting.’

				Decker had time to nod before a nurse came through the door and pushed Novak aside. ‘You two have to leave,’ she said, forgoing any preamble. ‘You’re upsetting my patient.’

				Novak pulled his badge from his pocket, but the nurse waved it away. ‘I know who you are,’ she said, not budging an inch. ‘Who you both are. And I don’t care. You have to go.’

				Decker’s shoulders came off the mattress in mute protest, but Kate gently pushed him back down while the nurse took his vitals.

				‘Ma’am,’ Kate said quietly. ‘He’s a federal agent with something he needs to share. If you make us go, he’ll become more agitated. Let him get it out and we’ll go so he can rest. All right?’

				The nurse frowned at all of them. ‘I know he’s a federal agent out there, but in here he’s my patient, and I’m here to make sure he survives to get back out there.’ She huffed a frustrated sigh. ‘Five minutes, and that’s only because he’s managed to calm himself down. But if his pulse rises again, I’ll throw you both out if I have to drag you out myself, and don’t you think I can’t. I raised four sons who were as big as Mr Davenport here. I have skills you do not want to experience for yourselves. Am I clear?’

				‘Yes, ma’am,’ Kate said respectfully, her lips curving in a genuine smile. ‘Thank you for making him your priority. We won’t make you throw us out.’

				‘All right then,’ the nurse grumbled. ‘I’ll tell his doctor he’s awake.’

				Novak looked over his shoulder to make sure she was gone, then rolled his eyes at Kate. ‘Suck-up,’ he muttered.

				‘Yeah, and who bought us five more minutes, huh, hotshot? You don’t fuck with the nurses. They will own your ass.’ She met Decker’s eyes. ‘And you, mister, you keep it together. We’ll talk about the night you were shot later. For now, what am I looking for on the CDs?’

				The CD. The kids. Decker closed his eyes for a moment, trying to remember where and when he’d heard that. He sequenced locations and dates until he figured it out. Okay, right. Opening his eyes, he began jabbing at letters the moment Novak put the chart within his reach.

				TU AUG 4. He paused a second. 7 8 9 PM?

				‘Tuesday, August fourth?’ Novak asked when he was finished. ‘So somewhere between seven and nine that evening?’

				Decker nodded, dropping his hand back to his side.

				‘That was the day before you were shot,’ Kate said. ‘Hold on.’ He shifted his body so that he could watch as she turned away, but then she bent over to retrieve a bag under her chair and Decker’s mind temporarily shorted out.

				Kate Coppola had a very nice ass and her slacks were just snug enough to show it off. Hunger rose within him, feral and blistering hot, and the fingers of his free hand flexed and tightened into a fist as he imagined touching her, praying that she’d let him.

				‘Watch it, asshole,’ Novak warned next to his ear in a near-silent growl.

				I am, Decker thought, following every move Kate made. Don’t you worry ’bout that.

				Novak’s fingers grabbed his chin none too gently, forcing him to look away from Kate and up at him. ‘She’s not yours,’ he mouthed silently.

				Decker lifted his brows, returning the man’s stare. Not yet.

				Novak’s glare became glacial. He released Decker’s chin and straightened to a rather impressive height only seconds before Kate returned with a plain canvas bag with a picture of kittens and a ball of yarn printed on the side. ‘My knitting,’ she explained, setting it on the mattress beside him. ‘What now?’ she asked Novak, exasperation in her tone.

				Novak shook his head. ‘Your knitting bag’s not very secure,’ he grunted.

				She blinked, surprised by his tone, not understanding that Novak’s sour attitude was directed at Decker. ‘No less secure than my computer bag. I kept both bags secure.’

				‘Unless you’d fallen asleep in that chair,’ Novak snapped.

				‘Shut up.’ Kate shot Novak a quelling look that left Decker feeling smug, then pulled out a ball of camo-green yarn from the bag with one hand and dug around with the other. ‘I have five CDs with me. Hopefully it’s one of these. I’ve already listened to Outer Office I, II, and III.’ She produced the CDs in the sleeves in which he’d stored them and held them up, one at a time. ‘Outer Office IV? Kitchen? Garage? Master Bedroom? Home Office?’

				He blinked hard and she put the four rejects back under her yarn. ‘Home Office, then. I’ll check it ASAP. Now Novak and I are going to let you rest.’

				Decker grabbed her arm when she moved to leave and, ignoring Novak’s growl of disapproval, tapped her wrist where a watch would be if she wore one. ‘What time is it now?’ she asked, and he shook his head. Her eyes registered understanding. ‘When will I come back?’

				He let go of her arm with a nod.

				‘It’ll be a few hours,’ she said.

				‘At least,’ Novak grunted. ‘She’s going back to her hotel to sleep. Right, Kate?’

				Her mouth tightened in annoyance. ‘Yes. God. But first we are going to find out what’s on the damn CD, okay, Novak? We’ll get the info to Zimmerman and then I’ll go to sleep.’ Her jaw clenched when Novak didn’t respond. ‘Back off, Deacon,’ she said very quietly, and Decker could only hope she never used that tone on him. ‘I don’t know what bug has crawled up your ass, but evict it. Now.’

				Novak nodded, lips thinly pursed. ‘Got it. You ready to go?’

				‘Wait for me at the elevator, please. I’ll be right out. Go,’ she barked when Novak didn’t immediately move. ‘Our five minutes are almost up.’

				Novak left without a backward glance, and Kate looked at Decker, still annoyed. ‘I don’t know what that was about, but I suspect you do.’

				Decker widened his eyes and blinked innocently, but she wasn’t fooled.

				She rolled her eyes. ‘I had four brothers, ace. Don’t even try.’

				Had? Who was Jack? He had too many questions, but only one answer that was important at the moment. He grabbed the chart Novak had left behind and began to point. KIDS. Then he pointed to the CD in her hand and watched her pale, the freckles on her nose standing out in stark contrast.

				‘What kids?’ she asked urgently.

				He shrugged helplessly, because he didn’t know their names. He didn’t know who had them. He only knew two things – first, that they were in danger. He tapped her wrist again, then, with his forefinger, he mimicked the ticking of the hand of a clock.

				‘Whoever they are, their time is running out,’ she said grimly.

				He nodded, closing his eyes. That was the second thing. He’d done what he could for now. He was going to have to trust her to take the baton and run with it. For now, at least.

				He heard her gathering her things, then felt her fingertips on his face, stroking down the side of the mask, sending a shiver racing across his skin. ‘Rest now,’ she murmured.

				He opened his eyes, staring up at her stubbornly, and one side of her mouth lifted. ‘Yeah, I get it. You don’t want to rest. You want to be out there, doing your job. Tough shit. For now anyway,’ she added when he narrowed his eyes. ‘The doctor said that once they get you off the ventilator, you’ll bounce back pretty quickly. A week, tops. You’ll get up and you’ll walk out and you’ll go back to work. But not today. Today your job is to pass the breathing tests so that the doctor takes out that tube. I’ll be back later when I have something to tell you.’

				He traced a cross over his heart, clumsily, and the other side of her mouth lifted.

				‘Yeah, I promise.’ She cupped the side of his face, sliding her fingers into his hair, and he wanted to sigh. But he couldn’t, so he gripped her wrist lightly and turned his head into her hand. Heard her breath catch. But she didn’t pull away. Not for another few seconds that he greedily hoarded, not knowing when she’d be back.

				Someone cleared a throat from the direction of the door.

				‘The nurse is giving me the evil eye, so I’ll say goodbye for now.’ Tugging her hand free, she wrote a phone number below the printed keyboard before folding the paper and slipping it into his hand. ‘That’s my cell. Call me if you need me, but rest now.’

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Thursday 13 August, 6.30 A.M.

				Dr Meredith Fallon loved her peeps. But she respected them almost as much, if not more. The women she called her friends had been through the crucible, had come out so damn strong. But their strength was tempered with compassion and a commitment to making the world a better place for everyone around them. Not a selfish heart in the bunch.

				Unless it came to pancakes, especially when Bailey Beardsley wielded the spatula. Then it was every girl for herself. At the moment eight women were crowded around the prep island in Bailey’s country-style kitchen, arguing about what filling should go in this morning’s batch.

				Meredith stayed out of it, preferring to watch her friends interacting from the quiet comfort of the Beardsleys’ kitchen table while she sipped from a large mug of coffee.

				‘Are they always like that?’

				Meredith turned to the young woman sitting next to her, flashing her a quick grin. This was Audrey O’Bannion’s first introduction to Meredith’s growing circle of friends. Meredith had met Audrey through Dr Faith Corcoran and Detective Scarlett Bishop. Faith had joined Meredith’s counseling practice nine months earlier and Scarlett worked with Faith’s fiancée, Deacon.

				Audrey and Faith were step-cousins, their family tree just a little bit warped. Okay. Really warped, Meredith allowed, because Scarlett was now dating Audrey’s oldest brother. Meredith, Faith, and Scarlett had taken Audrey under their collective wing.

				The O’Bannions were wealthy, but Audrey struck Meredith as incredibly lost. She’d already been arrested three times for her involvement in protests ranging from animal rights to the plight of the homeless. She also worked tirelessly to raise funds for those causes, so she did good things. Still, she seemed rudderless. And so lonely.

				Meredith was all about changing the lonely. ‘They’re just having fun,’ she told Audrey. ‘At least there’s no wine involved. Movie night with wine? Choosing which flick we were going to watch once took three hours. By then I’d run out of wine and all their men had come to get them.’

				Audrey’s smile was small, but real. ‘That sounds like fun, too. Maybe more fun than the actual movie. Do you always meet here, at Bailey’s house?’

				‘Movie nights are at my place, but breakfasts are always here because Bailey is an awesome cook. In fact, Bailey and I are step-cousins too, just like you and Faith. Bailey’s stepsister, Alex, is my cousin. Bailey and Alex grew up near Atlanta, but Alex came to live with my family when her mother . . . well, she was murdered.’

				Audrey’s smile faded. ‘How horrible,’ she whispered.

				Meredith knew Audrey understood, because her younger brother had been murdered nine months before and she’d nearly lost both of her older brothers just a week ago. There was a lot of pain happening behind Audrey’s polished facade. Which was why Meredith had mentioned it. Audrey needed to know that she wasn’t alone.

				‘It was horrible,’ Meredith said. ‘For Bailey, too, because she loved Alex’s mom. You would never guess it to look at her now, but Bailey became an addict. Heroin.’ Meredith nodded at Audrey’s shocked gasp. ‘Alex went back to Atlanta a few years back to help Bailey and her daughter, Hope. Alex fell for a cop down there and stayed. Bailey met her husband, Ryan, down there too, but she needed a new start after finishing rehab, so they came up here to live with me until they got this house. Bailey finished her nursing degree and is now a substance abuse counselor. She works for Wendi Cullen, the blonde who’s currently shoving berries into her mouth like a rabid squirrel. Sometimes it’s hard to believe Wendi is the director of a halfway house for adolescent girls and not one of the residents. But the girls love her.’

				Audrey chuckled. ‘Wendi is why I’m here, right? Her halfway house needs funds.’

				‘No, sweetie. You’re why you’re here. I think you’ll like this group of ladies. We’re an amazing support system.’ Something Audrey desperately needed. ‘You should totally hang out with us. Second Thursday is breakfast, fourth Wednesday is movies. You’re invited.’

				Audrey eyed Meredith with wary gratitude. ‘Thank you. But when you invited me to breakfast you said the house Wendi uses was being taken away from her and she needs funds for another property.’

				‘Her house is getting knocked down, actually. It’s targeted for demolition in six weeks – a new road’s going through. But we can’t afford to lose the services she provides.’

				‘She takes in young women who’ve been forced into prostitution. She gives them a safe, nurturing environment where they can heal and be reintegrated into the community.’

				Meredith was impressed. ‘Somebody did their homework.’

				‘I always do when I’m asked to do a fund-raiser,’ Audrey said a trifle defensively.

				‘Then that explains why you’re so successful at it.’ Meredith smiled and watched Audrey’s ire visibly recede. ‘I get the feeling that people underestimate you, and dismiss you as flighty or silly or maybe even dumb. I won’t be one of those people.’

				‘Thank you. But I read Wendi’s bio, that she was a victim too. That her abuser took obscene photos of her and distributed them back in the early days of the Internet. I’m impressed that she’s made something so positive out of something so horrific. I want to help with that.’

				‘And we will gladly take your help. We really wanted you to join our group, but you kept blowing off our invitations. And don’t tell me that you’re busy. We’re all busy. Faith, Wendi, Bailey, and I are all counselors or therapists. Dani’s a doctor. Delores runs an animal shelter. Corinne is a college student and interns with me, doing art therapy with the really little ones. And Scarlett and Kendra are cops, so they only join us when they’re off duty.’

				Truth be told, Scarlett Bishop hadn’t joined them very often at all, even when she’d been off duty, and the few times she had, her guard had been up, as if she’d been afraid to show her true self. That Scarlett had shown up this morning had been a very pleasant surprise. That she was openly laughing with the others was a development that made Meredith’s heart happy – and one she attributed directly to the detective’s new relationship with Audrey’s oldest brother, Marcus. Whatever you’re doing, Marcus, keep it up. Please.

				Kendra’s presence, while not a surprise, was troubling because she wasn’t laughing with the others. And she kept throwing furtive glances at Meredith over her shoulder when she thought no one was looking. Something was wrong.

				‘Is Kendra a detective too?’ Audrey asked.

				‘Oh no, not yet. She’s just out of the academy. She and Wendi are sisters, by the way.’

				Audrey blinked, but her good manners allowed her to say only, ‘Oh?’

				Meredith chuckled, because Wendi was five-two, blond, and rail-thin, while Kendra was nearly six feet tall and muscular, her skin ebony. ‘Foster sisters,’ she explained. ‘They love getting a reaction, so when they tell you, pretend to be surprised again, okay?’

				‘O-kay. So . . . should I bring wine to movie night?’

				‘Sure, but nothing too expensive. It just has to taste good with chocolate.’

				Kendra abruptly broke away from the larger group to join them at the table. ‘I didn’t get a chance to say hi and welcome, Audrey. So hi.’ She smiled. ‘And welcome.’ She put the bowl of berries on the table. ‘Wendi was gonna make herself sick. Woman needs a frickin’ keeper.’

				Meredith popped a berry into her mouth. ‘You do a good job of it, Kendra.’

				Kendra smiled fondly. ‘I know. I’ve had a lot of practice.’ Then her smile dimmed. ‘I have a small confession. I came specifically today because there’s something I wanted to talk to you about, Mer, if it’s okay. I didn’t mean to interrupt if you two are talking serious stuff. I waited until it sounded like you were done.’

				‘No,’ Audrey said with a genuine smile. ‘You two talk. I think I’ll dive into the fray.’

				Meredith waited until Audrey had joined the noisy group around the island, then turned to Kendra, quickly sobering because she looked upset. ‘What’s up, hon?’

				Kendra opened her mouth. Closed it. She looked down at her clenched fists. ‘I’ve been having fantasies. About doing things to perpetrators. Especially the ones who do the sex crimes.’

				Oh. Poor Kenny. ‘Violent things?’ Meredith murmured.

				Kendra nodded grimly. ‘Oh yeah. So violent that if I admitted them to anyone in the department, I’d be in a shrink’s office so fast my head would spin. I’d end up on traffic detail for the rest of my life. I’m a little scared myself. I have a trigger temper sometimes.’ She turned beseeching eyes to Meredith. ‘I don’t want to ruin my career. I don’t want to end up in jail. I should say I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I can’t make myself go that far.’

				‘I’d have called you a liar if you had,’ Meredith said mildly. ‘I want to strangle them with my bare hands, eviscerate them and feed them their own guts. I want them to die a thousand painful deaths for every child whose life they’ve ruined. I’m glad I don’t have direct access to the DMV license plate database. It would be too serious a temptation to get their addresses.’

				Kendra almost hid a double-take and Meredith knew she’d hit a nerve. ‘You always seem so . . . level. Even when you’re talking about eviscerating people. You’re . . . serene.’

				Meredith laughed softly. It was a common misconception. ‘No. I’m not. I’m really not. But I don’t dwell on those violent thoughts, either. That’s one of the reasons I’m so diligent about social gatherings like this. If I’m busy and if my heart is happy, there isn’t room for the anger. I have a lot of anger, so I make, keep, and cultivate a lot of friends. Keeps me grounded. I also exercise. Do yoga. Meditate. If you want, I can give you tips.’

				‘God, would you?’ Kendra looked grateful – and so young. She was normally such an old soul that Meredith sometimes forgot that she was barely old enough to legally drink.

				‘Absolutely. Let’s compare calendars after breakfast. Which smells like it’s about ready.’

				They were all serving themselves, buffet style, when Bailey’s husband came into the kitchen, dressed in a suit and tie. He snuck a pancake, rolling it up to eat with his fingers like a burrito.

				‘Ryan!’ Bailey gave him an exasperated look. ‘Get a plate.’

				‘Can’t.’ He dropped a kiss on her mouth. ‘Gotta run. I’m late. Hope’s still asleep.’ He looked over at Delores. ‘Angel’s lying at the foot of her bed, if you wonder where she went.’

				Angel was Delores’s huge dog – it looked to be a wolfhound crossed with a Great Dane with a bit of St Bernard thrown in. The dog also doubled as a security blanket and bodyguard after a killer had left Delores for dead. She rarely went anywhere without Angel.

				Delores looked dismayed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know she’d wandered upstairs. I’ll go and get her right now.’

				‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Ryan said gently. He was a big man, a former army chaplain, and he always struck Meredith as incredibly gentle. ‘She’s keeping Hope company.’ He glanced at Bailey meaningfully. ‘We have to get her one. You know that.’ He looked back at Delores. ‘Hope’s been asking for a dog for a long time. She’s nine now – that’s old enough to take care of one, so I think we’ll be visiting your shelter soon.’

				Bailey rolled her eyes, but it was with affection. ‘You just want it for yourself.’

				He grinned. ‘Not untrue. Blame your in-laws for that. I have to get to work. Love you.’

				‘Love you too.’ Bailey smiled when he stole another pancake and blew a kiss to the women as they awwwed in unison. ‘That man is as big a kid as Hope. My sister and her husband visited from Georgia a few weeks ago and brought their basset hound. Ryan and Daniel took Hope to the park and threw a ball with that dog for hours. Now all Hope talks about is dogs.’

				‘I’ve got a few you’ll like,’ Delores said. ‘Well trained and low maintenance.’

				‘How many animals do you have?’ Wendi asked Delores once they’d all sat down.

				‘Thirteen cats and ten dogs, but only half of the dogs are adoptable right now. Why?’

				‘Well, assuming I find another house, I’m thinking of introducing a new vocational training program for our older girls,’ Wendi said. ‘We’ve already got a culinary training program and one for web design, but I think working with animals would be a good addition. The demand for vet techs is growing – and working with the dogs would be good therapy for all of our girls, no matter what they decide to do with their lives.’

				‘It sounds amazing,’ Delores said. ‘A win for everybody.’ She hesitated. ‘How is the house hunt coming along?’

				Wendi shook her head. ‘Not good. Any property that anybody wants to donate is one step away from being condemned, and I haven’t found one with affordable rent – no place that’s safe and nice. Or big enough. But I’ve still got six weeks, so it’s a long way from over.’

				From the corner of her eye Meredith saw Audrey’s eyes narrow thoughtfully, but it was Scarlett Bishop who spoke first. ‘Don’t discount those properties too quickly. We can mobilize a fixer-upper crew. Marcus and his friend Diesel build houses for worthy causes. I’ll ask them.’

				Audrey nodded. ‘And they’re nice houses, too. We could do a fund-raiser for materials and furnishings. I’ve done them before. I know who to ask.’

				‘She does,’ Dani confirmed. ‘She has raised some serious cash for the free clinic.’

				‘And I may have a lead on a house for your girls,’ Faith added. ‘I’ve made a few calls, but I have some more work to do before I can give you details. It’s a fixer-upper, but it’s . . . well, it’s got character. Don’t get your hopes up just yet, but know that we’re trying to help.’

				Wendi’s eyes lit up. ‘God, anything you guys can do . . .’ She choked up. ‘Thank you.’

				They spent the rest of the breakfast planning until Scarlett got a text. ‘Sorry, girls,’ she said as she pushed away from the table. ‘Gotta roll.’

				‘Is everything all right?’ Bailey asked, concerned.

				‘Yeah. It’s work. My partner needs me to meet him.’

				Meredith frowned. ‘I thought you were still on medical leave.’ Scarlett had bruised ribs from a case she’d worked the week before.

				‘I’ve been back on desk duty for a few days.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t worry, Mom.’

				Her departure broke up the meeting, and the group made quick work of the dishes, restoring Bailey’s kitchen to rights before saying goodbye.

				‘Are you free tonight?’ Kendra asked as she walked Meredith to her car. ‘I’d like to get started on those anger management techniques as soon as I can. I can bring dinner.’

				‘I don’t turn down food. Say around eight?’ Meredith got out her phone to plug in the details, only to see that she too had received a text while she’d been in Bailey’s kitchen. It was from Special Agent in Charge Zimmerman, who managed the local FBI field office, asking her to call him ASAP. She was normally contacted by CPD, not the FBI. This should be interesting.

				‘Eight is good,’ Kendra said. ‘I’ll see you then.’

				‘Until then, do not let yourself give in to your anger.’

				Kendra nodded. ‘I’ll try.’

				‘Try hard.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Cincinnati, Ohio,
Thursday 13 August, 8.50 A.M.

				Kate had returned to her hotel room, but only long enough to shower and change her clothes before hurrying into the office. Now she understood Decker’s urgency, his frantic need to tell someone. Had he been cognizant the whole time he was in a coma?

				God, I hope not. To have the knowledge bouncing around in his head for a week and not be able to tell anyone? To know that children were in danger and be helpless to stop it? That he’d been able to calm himself the way he had was testament to a very strong will.

				God. Kids. She’d given up asking how anyone could target children years ago. She just accepted the existence of pure evil masquerading as walking, talking, breathing human beings. And then did her damnedest to put them in a little box. Usually that box was a steel cage in a prison, but if it was a pine box six feet under so that they were never able to walk and talk among the innocents again? That was deeply satisfying, though it was nothing she’d ever tell anyone in the Bureau, because it’d have her ass in a shrink’s office before she could blink. Although odds were good that the people she respected the most were thinking the same thing and also vowing to never tell anyone either.

				The atmosphere in Special Agent in Charge Zimmerman’s office was grim when she arrived, but she figured that her new boss had just cause. He’d had a really shitty week.

				Zimmerman stood staring out the window, arms folded over his chest, his mouth tight and his expression drawn. She’d only known him for a week and this had been his expression at least eighty percent of the time. He’d lost two of his agents the week before, both shot by the traffickers. And that didn’t include the near loss of Decker.

				Kate had delivered notifications to many families over the course of her career, on behalf of both the FBI and the US Army. Each left her heart shredded, her soul drained. Zimmerman looked like that now, standing at the window. He’d get past it. We all do, one way or another.

				At least the two fallen agents had family and friends to grieve them. If Decker had died, who would have grieved him? I would have. Because he’d hooked her attention the moment he’d looked up at her the week before, on the ground with her rifle in his back.

				But last night, when those blue eyes had popped open, focusing on her face like she was his lifeline . . . he’d hooked her imagination at the very least. As for the rest, they’d have to see.

				Deacon Novak had already arrived and was sitting at Zimmerman’s small round table staring at his laptop, earbuds in his ears. He looked up at her, his impossible eyes unwitchy at the moment. They were weary and bleak and she hated to see it. She far preferred him sarcastic and irreverent.

				He pulled the buds from his ears. ‘I played it for him,’ he said quietly.

				Meaning Zimmerman, she understood. She and Deacon had listened to Decker’s recording of August fourth while sitting in his SUV in the hospital parking lot. Silently Deacon had driven her to her car, no longer nagging that she should sleep when she said she’d meet him here in an hour.

				‘I figured that out myself,’ she said, relieved when one side of his mouth quirked up.

				‘Smartass.’

				Zimmerman turned then, heartache still written on his face, but his eyes were determined. ‘The others will be here momentarily. We’ll play it for them and come up with a plan of action. Have a seat, Kate. There’s coffee in the pot and bagels if you’re interested.’

				She was interested. She’d felt nauseated when she’d first listened to the CD, but now she was hungry. Ravenous, actually. ‘No to the coffee, but a bagel would hit the spot.’

				Zimmerman gave her a look of horror that she wasn’t entirely certain was in jest. ‘You don’t drink coffee? Are you human?’

				She smiled at him. ‘I drink coffee, but not after an all-nighter. I get too jittery.’

				Deacon snickered. ‘And then the human part comes into question. Especially if she’s hungry, too.’ He feigned fear, quailing when she lifted her brows at him. ‘I’m just giving him fair warning that you can be . . . intimidating when you’re hangry and sleep-deprived.’

				Her tendency to become intimidating was a symptom of the ADHD that had gone undiagnosed until she’d been in the army for a year. That doctor had damn near saved her sanity. He’d certainly saved her military career. She’d been a bare step away from the very brig she guarded as one of the MPs.

				Now she knew what to watch for. Don’t get too tired. Ha. Don’t get too stressed. Double ha. Don’t let your sugar drop too low. And always have something to do with your hands. The first two came part and parcel with a career in law enforcement, but the final two she could and did manage pretty well.

				Zimmerman sat next to Deacon, his own coffee cup full. ‘It’s okay. I get hangry, too. I keep an emergency stash of protein bars in my desk if you ever get desperate.’

				‘I usually do too, but thanks.’ She got a bagel, then took the chair on the other side of Deacon, glancing at his screen to see that he’d been listening to Decker’s audio file. ‘I called Agent Troy on my way from the hospital to the hotel, so he’ll be here. Who else is coming?’

				‘We are.’ A woman Kate’s height with a long black braid came through Zimmerman’s door, followed by a man in his early fifties with thinning hair and a face that had been beautiful once, but to which age had not been terribly kind.

				Detective Scarlett Bishop was Deacon’s new partner in the joint task force with CPD, and Kate liked her very much. Scarlett was tough, but she had heart. And she had Deacon’s back.

				The man was Kate’s new partner, Special Agent Luther Troy, and based on what she’d observed so far, she was going to like working with him, too. Troy was smart and funny, possessing a rapier-sharp wit that she’d already learned could cut deep or skillfully whittle. A wit that expressed itself as a verbal swagger that would have earned him a slap across the face from Kate’s mother. Her father wouldn’t have been that gentle, because Troy was a member of one of the many, many groups her father despised.

				Troy had broached the topic himself when they’d initially been paired up the week before, looking her squarely in the eye. ‘I’m gay,’ he’d said. ‘Is that going to be a problem for you? If so, tell me now. I need to be sure you’ve got my back.’

				‘Not for me,’ had been her quick and truthful reply. ‘You watch my back, I’ll watch yours.’

				He’d seemed mostly satisfied, but Kate had detected a hint of wary I’ll-wait-and-see in the way he’d nodded. She supposed he’d had to be hyper-vigilant. Not fair, but it was reality, especially in law enforcement, where it was still a challenge to be anything other than a straight, white male.

				Kate had to forcibly stop herself from running her tongue over her capped front tooth, a little souvenir of the time she’d voiced her disapproval of the blatant prejudice that had been the cornerstone of the house in which she’d grown up. To this day she wasn’t sorry about what she’d said. She was only sorry she hadn’t been fast enough to duck her father’s fist. Or her mother’s resounding slap across the face once she’d managed to pick herself up off the floor.

				And you are thinking about them, why? Because she’d slipped when she’d told Decker that she’d grown up with four brothers. She’d been rattled at the wordless, hostile exchange between Deacon and Decker. She’d told Decker that she hadn’t known what it was about, but she had. Tired, emotionally raw, and rattled, the fact that she had brothers had just . . . escaped. Word vomit.

				She hated word vomit. She hated thinking about her family even more. So don’t. Think instead about the way Decker turned his face into your palm there at the end. As if he’d been parched earth and her touch was rain.

				She drew a deep breath, her pulse beginning to race. No, don’t think about that, either. Think about the two people that just sat down at the table who are giving you strange looks because you look like you’ve lost your fucking mind.

				‘Good morning,’ she said to both of them, proud that her voice gave away none of what she’d been thinking. ‘Scarlett, you look like you feel better.’ Part of the team that had apprehended the traffickers, Deacon’s partner had bruised a few ribs in the process.

				‘I do. I can at least breathe again.’ Scarlett put a plastic bowl full of cookies in the middle of the table. ‘And I’m going insane on desk duty, so here y’go.’

				Troy’s eyes lit up. ‘Tell me those are chocolate chip.’

				Scarlett nodded. ‘With pecans. Please eat them. I have another six dozen at home, just waiting to leap onto my butt and say “Honey, I’m home.”’

				Deacon had already dug into the bowl and sent it around the table. ‘Nine months as partners and I just now find out she can bake. These are amazing.’

				‘Because I just got a new oven. It makes a huge difference,’ Scarlett said, studying Kate intently as she spoke. ‘How are you, Kate?’

				‘I found an apartment and arranged for my stuff to be moved, so I’m settling in.’ It wasn’t what Scarlett had meant, but Kate didn’t want to go there. ‘How is Marcus?’

				Marcus O’Bannion was the publisher of the Ledger, one of the city’s major newspapers. He’d been a critical resource in the apprehension of the traffickers – but in exactly what capacity, Kate wasn’t entirely sure. She’d been surprised at how much he had known about an ongoing investigation – and that he’d been included in the final op. The man could totally handle himself around weapons, but he was a civilian – and a media person, which was even worse.

				Deacon hadn’t been terribly forthcoming with the details, which made Kate think they hadn’t run the case exactly by the book. Scarlett wasn’t talking either, but she’d fallen head over heels for Marcus so she was in no way an unbiased source of information. Marcus seemed like an honorable man, though, and Deacon trusted him. That meant a lot.

				Whatever the case, Marcus had paid dearly for the exclusives that had covered the front pages of the Ledger for the last week. He’d lost too many people he’d loved when one of the traffickers went on a shooting spree at the Ledger’s main office.

				‘He went back to work today,’ Scarlett said. ‘It’s better for him to be busy. He’s had some trouble sleeping, but that seems to be getting better.’ She’d looked like she wanted to ask if Kate had had trouble sleeping too, but had decided not to at the last minute.

				Kate was grateful. She didn’t need anyone else telling her how tired she looked.

				Troy brushed the crumbs from his fingers, then leaned in to whisper, ‘Bishop’s being kind. I won’t be. You look like shit, Coppola. Why aren’t you sleeping?’

				‘Strange hotel bed,’ she whispered back. ‘I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed.’

				Troy’s brows rose in reluctant admiration. ‘Wow. You lie really, really well. Now don’t get me wrong – I count that as a benefit in a partner. Just don’t lie to me.’

				She sighed quietly. ‘Bad dreams, okay? Backstory not relevant. I’ll be all right.’

				‘Better,’ he said. ‘You tried to sneak in a zinger with the “I’ll be all right” at the end, but nine points from the Russian judge for the effort.’

				She had to laugh. ‘Shut up,’ she said with no heat.

				‘That I can do.’ He turned his attention to Zimmerman, who was brushing his own crumbs away. ‘Has everyone else heard this recording?’ Troy asked him. ‘I still haven’t.’

				‘We’re still waiting for two people,’ Zimmerman said.

				‘One of them is finally here and very sorry that she’s late. The sky just opened up as I was parking my car.’ A redhead hurried in holding a dripping umbrella, her face flushed and dewy. Not sweaty, Kate noticed with a little envy. No freckles, no sweat. Porcelain skin. And dewy.

				She had met Dr Meredith Fallon the week before, but only in passing. She knew the woman was a child psychologist and very well respected by Deacon’s task force. And if she hadn’t already known that, the look on Deacon’s face at the moment would have been testament. It was admiration and . . . maybe even gratitude, which Kate didn’t understand. Yet, anyway.

				‘Meredith,’ Scarlett said, surprised. ‘I didn’t know you’d be coming.’

				‘I invited Dr Fallon,’ Zimmerman said. ‘Meredith, come in, sit down. I’m glad you could make it at all, considering I didn’t give you much notice this morning.’

				‘Not a problem,’ Fallon said with an easy smile. ‘I was able to shift my first appointment to my partner. I’m glad you called me.’

				‘Deacon recommended you for this case. Have you met Agents Coppola and Troy?’

				Meredith nodded. ‘I met them briefly last week when they were interviewing the Bautista family.’ Just one of the many families victimized by the traffickers with whom Decker had been embedded. ‘The Bautistas send their regards, by the way. They were my first appointment and I stayed long enough to introduce them to my partner. They’re in good hands with Faith.’

				Kate blinked in surprise at that. ‘Deacon’s fiancée works with you?’

				‘She does indeed. Dr Corcoran brings a great deal of expertise in working with victims of sexual assault. I was lucky to convince her to join my practice.’

				‘Which means that Faith no longer works directly with the sex offenders,’ Deacon said, his relief bare for all to see. Then one side of his mouth quirked up. ‘Which means my hair won’t go any whiter worrying that another one of her patients will try to kill her.’

				Ah. That explained his gratitude, Kate thought, before delivering the punchline he’d deliberately set up. ‘D, if you went any whiter we’d all be wearing wraparound shades indoors.’

				It had the desired effect, making everyone smile for another few seconds before they got into the grim reality of Decker’s CD.

				Zimmerman checked his phone when it buzzed. ‘We’re waiting for one more, but Detective Kimble just texted that he’s on his way up. Set up the clip, won’t you, Deacon?’

				From the corner of her eye, Kate saw Meredith Fallon stiffen. It was only a fleeting movement, and within seconds her expression was once again smilingly serene.

				Troy leaned into Kate’s space again. ‘You two must have had fun together,’ he said with a hint of wistfulness, indicating Deacon, who was cueing up the CD.

				‘Gotta laugh sometimes,’ Kate murmured, ‘or you start crying and can’t stop. I hope you laugh sometimes, too, because I have a feeling we’re really going to need it.’

				‘It’s been a while,’ he admitted, then tilted his head toward Meredith. ‘What’s with her?’

				‘Not a clue,’ Kate whispered back. ‘I’ll ask Dea—’

				She was interrupted by a knock at the door and turned to see a tall, dark-haired man coming through the doorway, wearing an abashed smile and a dark suit that was dripping wet. Detective Adam Kimble and Deacon had grown up together. They were family.

				‘Hi, everyone,’ Kimble said. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. One drop of rain and traffic comes to a screeching . . . halt.’ So had Kimble’s powers of speech as soon as he’d seen Meredith Fallon at the table, but he’d recovered quickly, his smile reappearing.

				‘Good morning, Detective,’ Zimmerman said. ‘You haven’t missed anything. We’re about to review Agent Davenport’s audio file. Everyone, this is Adam Kimble. He’s on the MCES team with Deacon and Scarlett.’

				‘Backstory?’ Troy murmured.

				‘MCES is the joint task force. Major Crimes Enforcement Squad.’

				Troy rolled his eyes. ‘I knew that. Backstory on Kimble.’

				‘He’s Deacon’s cousin.’

				Troy blinked. ‘No shit? I wouldn’t have guessed that. What else?’

				Kate tried to remember more. ‘I met him last week when we took down the traffickers, but before MCES he was working Personal Crimes.’ Which was the CPD’s nice way of referring to sex crimes. ‘No clue on what’s going on between him and Dr Fallon.’

				Kimble had taken off his drenched suit jacket and was giving it a little shake. ‘Where can I hang this? And maybe something to dry my head? I feel like a drowned rat.’

				‘There’s a hook on the back of the door,’ Zimmerman said. ‘Paper towels on the table by the coffee. Do you know everyone, Adam?’

				‘Not everyone.’ Kimble hastily scrubbed his wet head with a paper towel, then scanned the table, taking the only vacant chair, right next to Meredith. But he’d hesitated first. Just for a second, and only noticeable if one had been looking, but of course everyone present was looking.

				That was the trouble with working with a bunch of cops. Everybody was trained to spot the tiniest bit of behavior. The smallest facial twitch. It made keeping your private life private a real challenge. Kate thought she did a pretty good job most of the time. God, she hoped she did. She had private shit that she did not want anyone to know. Ever.

				Kimble met Troy’s eyes across the table, all business now. ‘I’m assuming you’re Agent Troy. I read about the trafficking ring you shut down last week in Cleveland.’ His eyes took on a hardened, almost angry defiance. ‘That was good work.’

				Troy looked uncomfortable. ‘Thank you, but now I feel like a slacker because you did the homework and I didn’t even know the assignment.’

				Kimble’s smile was wry. ‘Hey, D, looks like I get to be the straight-A student for a change,’ he said with self-deprecating humor.

				Deacon looked up from his laptop with an eye roll. ‘You would have always been if you hadn’t been too busy warming the bench in the principal’s office. Boss, I’ve got this clip about as cleaned up as I can with the software I’ve got. The sound quality is still crap, but it’s ready to play. Do we need a set-up for Adam and Meredith?’
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