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CHAPTER 1

Sometimes terrible things happen in the middle of the night. Sometimes the monster under the bed is real. Sometimes there truly is a bogeyman hiding in the closet.

Sometimes people die.

“Do you think they saw us?” Jenny Lange gasped as she fled across the overgrown vacant lot in Detroit’s rough Eight Mile area. Moonlight silvered the bright banner of the fifteen-year-old’s long blond hair, turned her face into a pale beacon as she glanced back over her shoulder. Dressed in a ski jacket, jeans and boots, she was little more than a slim shadow in the darkness. The night was black and cold. A biting wind whistled through the canyon made by the surrounding apartment buildings, whipping sparkling whirlwinds of snow from the crusty layer on the ground.

“Don’t know.” Lori Penski snorted with laughter. Also fifteen, she ran a couple of steps behind her best friend, Jenny, her flight slowed by an intermittent attack of the giggles. “Did you see what they were doing?”

“What? What were they doing?” Micayla Lange’s heart pounded so hard that she could hear it thudding in her ears even over the rapid-fire crunch of their feet punching through the snow. Slip-sliding along behind, she almost begged for an answer, knowing even as the words left her mouth that she was probably going to be ignored just like always. Only eleven and undersized, she was having trouble keeping up. Having hurried so as not to have been left behind when her big sister and her sister’s friend had sneaked out of the apartment where they’d been babysitting her and she’d supposedly been asleep, she’d grabbed her coat and stuck her bare feet in the sneakers she’d worn to basketball practice earlier. The sneakers were proving no match for ten inches of snow: icy wet, they kept threatening to slide off with every step she took. Her feet and ankles burned from churning as fast as they could through the frozen slush, and her pajamas were wet almost to the knees. Even with her coat zipped clear to her throat, she was so cold that her skin stung.

And scared. She was so, so scared. She and Jenny were never, ever supposed to leave the apartment at night while their mother was at work. They weren’t even supposed to answer the door. This run-down section of Detroit was dangerous, riddled with crime even in broad daylight. They’d only lived there for two months, since their parents had split up, and already they’d gotten used to the sound of gunfire at night and learned to rush straight in from the school bus so that they would spend as little time as possible on the street.

“Here they come!” Jenny’s eyes went wide as she looked past the other girls, back toward the sixteen-story brick tenement that backed up to the vacant lot. With much shushing and giggling, Jenny and Lori had peeped in the windows of the basement apartment, where a bunch of boys the older girls knew had been—what? Micayla had no clue. She hadn’t made it all the way to the building before Lori had slipped and banged a knee into a window with a loud clank and the girls, choking with laughter, had bolted for home.

“No way,” Lori gasped as she and Micayla glanced back, too. Sure enough, Micayla saw three or four boys tearing around the corner of the building, shouting and pointing as they spotted the girls. But they weren’t the only ones in the vacant lot in the middle of this frigid night. Off to the right, in the shadow of another of the boxlike apartment buildings, a lone figure stood watching. A man, Micayla thought, too big and bulky to be a teenager. Unlike the boys, who were loudly and enthusiastically giving chase, he melted into the darkness even as Micayla caught sight of him. A stray beam of moonlight slid over him to catch on something he was carrying: a pole? An aluminum baseball bat? Whatever it was was black, but it had a shiny metallic gleam that showed up as a quick, glittery flash as he stepped into the light spilling from an apartment window above him then just as quickly moved into the dark again. Micayla didn’t know why, but something about the man made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.

There’s somebody else here, she wanted to tell her sister. But she was too winded to say it out loud. Plus Jenny was too far ahead. And Jenny never paid attention to her, anyway.

“Jenny! Micayla!”

At the sound of the familiar voice, sharp now with angry surprise, Micayla’s attention riveted on the source. Wendy Lange, blond and slender like Jenny, stood wrapped in her shabby blue coat on the sidewalk in front of their apartment building, which was directly across the street from the vacant lot. The car she’d just gotten out of pulled off down the street, engine rattling, taillights reflecting red off the knee-high piles of snow that lined the curb.

“Oh, no, it’s Mom!” Sounding horrified, Jenny slowed down, glancing around at her friend and her little sister in dismay, while Lori made a face and muttered, “Busted” out of the side of her mouth.

“Mom! Mom!” Micayla shrieked, waving. Unlike Jenny, she was so glad to see their mother that the gladness felt as warm as a little ball of sunshine forming inside her. Mom meant safety, and she hadn’t felt safe from the moment she’d left the apartment. Now, suddenly, with their mother’s eyes on them, she did. Stepping off the curb, Wendy waved back specifically at Micayla as she started across the street toward them. Despite the wave, Micayla could tell from the way she was walking that she was mad.

At Jenny, though. Not at her. Her mother rarely got mad at her. Micayla’s my good girl, was what she always said.

Because Micayla always was.

“We went out to get some milk,” Jenny hissed, backtracking to grab Micayla’s hand. “Hear? We were just going to walk down to the little all-night grocery on Hines because you wanted milk, but we got scared and decided to come back. Got that? Don’t you dare say anything about us spying on the guys.”

“She’s gonna know—”

Jenny squeezed her hand so hard that Micayla yelped. “Not if you don’t tell her, she won’t.”

“Okay. You don’t have to hurt me.”

“You just better not tell.”

“I won’t.”

“You girls get over here right now!” It was their mother’s stern voice. Micayla felt sorry for Jenny. Jenny got in trouble a lot, and Micayla hated it every time, whether Jenny deserved it or not.

“The guys took off,” Lori muttered to Jenny, who glanced back.

Micayla glanced back, too, and saw that the boys were indeed nowhere in sight. Only she, Jenny and Lori were left to face Wendy’s wrath. Micayla felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. Jenny would probably get her face slapped at the very least, and the prospect made Micayla feel sick. She hated it when Mom and Jenny fought. Wendy would say that Jenny was the one who’d been left in charge, and Jenny was older. Sometimes Micayla felt bad because, according to their mother, nothing was ever her fault. Although if she lied like Jenny wanted her to and got caught, this time it might be her fault and this time she might get her face slapped, too.

That wasn’t so good, either.

“Come on.” Jenny yanked on her hand. Lori had dropped back, obviously glad she wasn’t the one whose mom was furiously marching toward them. By this time, Wendy had almost reached their side of the street. Stumbling a little because of the relentlessness with which Jenny was pulling her, Micayla kept her eyes on their mother as Wendy stepped carefully up onto the packed-snow path between the drifts that led to the sidewalk. Head bent, Wendy was watching her feet. The moonlight brightened her short blond hair, gleamed off the slick wet blackness of the street behind her, sent her long shadow stretching out toward the hurrying girls.

That moment—the sight of her mother bathed in moonlight, the feel of Jenny’s warm hand clamped on her own, the wet smell of the snow, the sounds of the retreating car and their crunching footsteps, and the bite of the icy, blowing wind on her cheeks—was frozen forever in Micayla’s mind. The last tick of before. If only she could stop time right there. . . .

Because the after began a heartbeat later, when shots exploded through the night.

Crack! Crack!

The sound still bounced off the buildings, still reverberated in Micayla’s ears, when Wendy crumpled. Just like that, like her bones had suddenly turned to dust. She toppled face-first into the snow, which instantly began to turn scarlet around her.

Micayla screamed.

And woke up.

As cold as if she’d actually been outside on that frigid night again.

Which of course she wasn’t.

She was inside. The air around her was warm. The cold she was experiencing came from the frosty window glass she was doing a full-body press against. The curtain had been pulled back, and beyond the window—actually one section of a wall of sliding glass doors—the pool area glistened under the fresh layer of pristine white snow that had been falling since she’d arrived at her uncle Nicco’s lakeside mansion shortly after 5:00 p.m. Except for the pale gleam of moonlight reflecting off the snow, the world beyond the window was black as ink. Earlier, at the stroke of midnight, an explosion of fireworks had lit up the night sky as cash-strapped Motor City had thrown its cares aside and celebrated the New Year. She’d watched, alone, through a downstairs window, then gone to bed.

If it hadn’t been for the glass, I would have been out there wandering barefoot in the snow right now, Mick thought, and she felt her stomach knot.

At least, from the absence of sound echoing around her, she felt safe in assuming that this time the soul-shaking scream she’d let loose had been all in her head.

Please God.

She didn’t need to see a clock to know that the time was right around 2:30 a.m. Just like it had been then. Plus it wasn’t long after Christmas, as cold as a meat locker outside, spurting snow. And she’d been upset when she’d fallen asleep.

Of course she’d been sleepwalking again.

I’m twenty-seven fricking years old. Am I never going to outgrow this?

Peeling herself away from the window, Mick ignored the mild vertigo that she always experienced when she woke up abruptly under these conditions, then took a deep, hopefully steadying, breath. Her heart, which had been pounding like a SWAT team at an unsub’s door, started to slow down. Looking around, she tried to get her bearings.

Having gone to sleep in one of the eight second-floor bedrooms, she was now two stories below, in the part of the vast, elaborately finished walk-out basement that led to the pool and tennis court. With no memory at all of how she had gotten there.

Carefully she closed the curtain, blocking out the night.

Her hands shook, but she chose to ignore that. Just like she ignored the ringing in her ears, the dryness of her mouth and the racing of her pulse.

With the curtain closed, she was left standing in the dark. A pinpoint-size red glow up near the ceiling reminded her that security cameras were everywhere. At the thought that her unconscious perambulation might have been witnessed by one or more of the security guards manning the monitors from the gatehouse out front, she felt a slow flush of embarrassment creep over her body. The good news was, it chased away the last of the chill.

She slept in flannel pajama bottoms and a tank top. The bottoms were red and loose, the top white and snug. Her long, horsetail-thick chestnut hair trailed over her shoulders in two braids. Not a look meant for public consumption, and not the image she wanted to project to the security guards. At five foot six, she was as lean as a whippet and superbly fit. Hard-bodied. Cool, competent, tough as nails. Right now, though, to anybody who happened to be watching, she probably looked the exact opposite.

Current appearances notwithstanding, girly and vulnerable she was not.

Mentally flipping the bird at the invisible watcher who might or might not be behind the camera, depending on the degree of slacking that was going on, she padded back down the carpeted hallway. There was an elevator, but she preferred to take the stairs. A little exercise was what she needed to take the edge off. She didn’t sleepwalk much anymore, maybe two or three times a year, but she knew the drill: her thought processes would be cobwebby for hours if she didn’t do something to shake them out.

By the time she made it up the semicircular marble staircase to the second floor, her head was on straight and she felt normal again. Which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. The anger and sense of betrayal that had been with her for almost twenty-four hours now had come back, and had once again settled into her stomach like a rock.

“Bastard,” she said out loud to her absent ex‑boyfriend. She’d said it to his face before she’d left, along with a lot of other things. She didn’t know why she’d been so surprised to learn he’d been cheating on her. She knew men. She knew cops.

What was surprising was how much it hurt to find out that Homicide Investigator Nate Horacki of the Detroit PD was no better than the rest of them.

This time yesterday, she would have said she was in love with him.

But now . . . ​no way. She wasn’t that big of a . . .

Clink.

Mick never would have heard the slight sound if she hadn’t been right where she was, striding along the open second-floor gallery that ran across the top of the enormous, eye-popping entry hall, nearly at the doorway of the bedroom she was using, the one she always used, which she’d come to think of as her way-luxurious home away from home. But she was there, and she did hear it. Stopping dead, she listened. To nothing at all except the hum of the heating system. Except for the faint glow of moonlight streaming through the windows, the house was dark. Not wanting to advertise her movements to anyone outside who might be interested, she hadn’t turned on a light on her way back to her bedroom. Now every sense she possessed focused on the shadow-filled spaces stretching out all around her. The house was huge, and tonight, except for her, it was empty. At least, it was supposed to be.

Clink.

There it was again. Mick went taut as a bowstring, every sense on the alert. The smell of pine from the Christmas garlands tied to the gallery’s wrought-iron railing wafted in the air. Shimmery gold ornaments in a glass bowl on the console table to her left glinted as a shaft of moonlight played over them. Trying to remember how the house had looked before darkness had swallowed it up, she concluded that the tall, menacing shapes in the corners were the human-size toy soldiers and nutcrackers her aunt Hope, Uncle Nicco’s wife, had used as Christmas decorations. She relaxed a little even as she listened hard.

Silence once again blanketed everything. But she knew she hadn’t imagined the sound. And it hadn’t been a random creak that she could put down to the settling of floor joists or something equally innocent; it had been sharper and metallic. Purposeful, was how she characterized it. Which meant she needed to check it out.

She embraced the thought with relish. Checking it out was something to do, something to think about, something she was good at. And it was a whole hell of a lot better than lying sleepless in her bed trying not to think, which she knew was the fate that awaited her for the rest of the night.

Uncle Nicco had hired her to house-sit while he, his wife, five grown children and their families spent New Year’s and the week after at their place in Palm Beach. Because of the bust up with Nate, she had arrived a day early, just a couple of hours after the family left. The house should have been empty for this one night.

New Year’s Eve.

So if the house was empty except for herself, what was the source of that sound?

Moving swiftly, Mick slipped into her bedroom and retrieved her gun from the nightstand. The familiar, solid weight of the Glock 22 felt good in her hand. Her handcuffs were on the nightstand, too. She grabbed them, tucked them into her pocket just in case, and thrust her feet into terry flip-flops, which had been part of the spa basket her longtime best friend, Angela Marino Knox—Nicco’s daughter—had left on her bed as a Christmas present and which she had been using for slippers after painting her toenails with the hot pink Passion Fruit polish that had also been in the basket. Then she retraced her steps, quiet as a whisper, moving cautiously but quickly back along the gallery, listening.

Clink.

There it was again. Probably it was nothing. Still, her heart rate accelerated as she focused in on the location of the sound: first floor, toward the rear. Padding down the stairs, the marble hard and silent beneath her feet, she tried to pinpoint the location more exactly. Left, past the huge formal living and dining rooms and the music room and the library. Slinking purposefully along, moving from shadow to shadow, she gave a fleeting thought to hitting one of the panic buttons that had been placed in strategic locations for the purpose of instantly summoning the security guards. The odds were high that the sharp, metallic sound she was hearing was something entirely innocent, but backup was always a good thing. Then Mick considered who had pulled security guard duty on this icy New Year’s Eve and made a face.

She didn’t need backup, anyway.

No longer hearing anything out of the ordinary, she proceeded with quick caution, clearing each dark room as she passed it. As Uncle Nicco was always bragging, the security system was state of the art, not the kind of thing a burglar could easily breach. Plus, given the presence of the guards, the cameras, the fact that the estate was ringed on three sides by a twelve-foot-high fence (the fourth side was secured by the lake) and every outside door had at least two top-of-the-line double bolts, the house was a virtual fortress. What were the chances that . . . ?

Boom.

Okay, that wasn’t nothing. It was a soft boom, a muffled, barely audible boom, but a boom nonetheless. As if something had exploded, maybe, only quietly. Mick’s eyes widened as she rounded a corner and spied the faintest of yellow glows emanating from a door about twenty feet away. A click, a boom, a glow—good God, could the house be on fire?

The security system included state-of-the-art fire detection. If the house was on fire, by now the system should have been wailing its little heart out.

Unless something had compromised the system.

Adrenaline pumping, Mick glided quickly and silently to the open door, then flattened herself against the wall beside it. The yellow glow was gone. The hall . . . ​the room . . . ​the house . . . ​were once again silent and dark. A quick, careful peek around the door frame revealed exactly nothing: there was just enough moonlight filtering through cracks in the floor-to-ceiling drapes to help her ascertain that the room was empty. But there was a smell: a kind of acrid, smoky scent that reminded her of a detonated cherry bomb. And barely audible sounds—a shuffle, a click, a thunk. Although she liked to think she possessed a highly honed sixth sense, one wasn’t required to deduce that she was not alone. Her heart lurched. Her stomach clenched. She wet her lips.

Then professionalism kicked in, and icy calm descended like a curtain.

She was still peeping around the door frame, formulating her next move, when a man, tall and lean, dressed all in black and wearing a black ski mask with one of those miner’s lights affixed to a band around his forehead, walked out of an open door on the opposite side of the room as brazenly as could be. She hadn’t previously been more than vaguely aware of that door. If she had thought about it at all, which she couldn’t recall ever having done, she had probably assumed it led to a closet. Only no burglar—and a burglar this certainly was—would bother to blow open a closet door, and it was clear from the sulfurous smell, from the boom she’d heard, and most of all from the fact that the door appeared to be hanging drunkenly from one hinge, that it had been blown open.

The room was Uncle Nicco’s private office, which meant the door almost had to belong to a safe. A closet-size, walk-in safe that held God only knew what in the way of valuables. A safe she’d never even known existed.

Which it was nevertheless her job to protect.

The man was maybe six foot two, broad shouldered and athletically built, with a young man’s confident gait. Open military-style jacket over a tee, pants and boots. With—she squinted to be sure—surgical gloves that made his hands look as white as a cadaver’s against all that black. Still absolutely unaware that she was anywhere in the vicinity.

Having registered all this in the space of a split second, Mick did what she had to do: she stepped into the doorway, planted her feet and jerked her weapon up.

“Freeze,” she barked. “Police.”


CHAPTER 2

When you stole things for a living, unexpected developments—naturally—were to be expected. Finding a hot, female, pajama-wearing, pigtail-sporting, self-proclaimed cop pointing a gun at him at 2:36 a.m. on New Year’s Day in what was supposed to have been a gangster’s deserted house was, Jason Davis reflected as he obediently froze in response to her command, just one more twist in the game.

“Damn.”

His partner’s muttered expletive barely reached Jason’s ears. Behind him, hidden from the cop in the stygian depths of the safe they were in the process of robbing, Jelly also stopped dead. The beam of light from his headlamp streamed past Jason’s shoulder, blending with Jason’s light. At least Jelly, who tended toward the hyperactive and preferred action to inaction every time, had the good sense not to turn it off. At five foot eight and a hundred nineteen bony pounds, John “Jelly” Bean was good at passing unnoticed. He stood unmoving for now, listing slightly to the right under the nearly sixty-pound weight of the suitcase he carried in one hand.

The suitcase that was stuffed with five hundred thousand dollars in untraceable cash.

Jason, who at six foot two and a hundred eighty muscular pounds was carrying two similar suitcases with much less effort, plus a bag of tools slung over his left shoulder, gave a slight shake of his head to warn his partner to cool out and stay put.

“Hey,” Jason addressed the woman easily. “You work for Nicco, right? I take it somebody forgot to clue you in that we were coming to get this stuff tonight.”

The sound she made was a cross between a snort and a laugh. “Yeah, right. Get your hands up.”

Briefly one-handing her weapon, she hit the light switch on the wall. The desk lamp and a floor lamp in the corner blinked on, bathing the sumptuously furnished, teak-paneled room in a warm glow. Gold curtains, red-based Oriental carpet, life-size oil painting of Marino’s blond, bosomy missus on the wall behind the desk: a barrage of colors hit his retinas. Jason narrowed his eyes a little in defense against the sudden brightness and kept his focus on the cop. Her gun—a regulation Glock, which she was two-handing again—didn’t waver. Neither did her eyes, which were fixed on his face. Clearly she wasn’t buying what he was selling.

Smart girl.

Still, he wasn’t about to just give up. Behind him, he could feel Jelly’s nerves fraying. That was worrisome, because when he hit a certain degree of anxiety, Jelly was liable to do something counterproductive. Like pull out his own gun and start shooting it off. In Jelly’s sometimes shortsighted view of the world, the only good obstacle to their plans was a dead obstacle to their plans.

“You shouldn’t-a done that,” Jason drawled. Meaning turn on the lights, which his glance at the offending light switch, he hoped, made obvious. He shook his head at her in reproach. He had gone into dumb-muscle mode, adopting the body language and speech patterns of one of Marino’s goons. A chameleon-like ability to change his persona to fit the exigencies of the situation was one of the many secrets of his success. “Guys in the booth might take notice, boss’s study lights up bright in the middle of the night. Boss didn’t want anybody, including the security guys, to know something was going down. Shit hits the fan about this, you be sure to tell him you’re the one who fucked up his operation, not me.”

Despite his warning tone, her lip curled in contempt. She made a threatening gesture with the Glock. “Put the suitcases down. Get your hands in the air. Do it now!”

Her tone, her expression and the gun pointed at his heart were all business. The sparkly pink toenails and pigtails and small, pert breasts with clearly visible nipples thrusting at him through a thin white tank top were something else. First time he’d ever encountered a cop pointing blatantly braless breasts at him along with her gun, and he found the juxtaposition distracting, to say the least. Nevertheless he figured she was probably legit. Nicco Marino’s security force was all male, and anyway she didn’t have the crook-on-the-make look of one of Marino’s guys. Despite her appearance, her attitude had real, sworn-in, badge-carrying cop written all over it. To say nothing of her gun, which he reluctantly recognized as regulation-issue Detroit PD.

What the hell was a cop doing in Marino’s house, especially tonight, of all nights?

“Lady, you’re making a helluva big mistake . . . ,” he tried.

“Suitcases down. Hands in the air,” she barked, her stance widening, her grip on her weapon tightening. Forget the girlish tits and braids. Her eyes glinted at him, cold as a shark’s. “Do it now.”

“Okay, fine. Whatever you want. Don’t blow a gasket.” His tone remained easy, casual. A quick upward glance toward the security camera trained on the safe’s door told him that its lens was still covered with the aluminum foil he’d put in place some three minutes before, at the beginning of what was supposed to have been a five-minute, in‑and-out operation. Capping a lens with aluminum foil was easy, cheap and practically foolproof if you wanted whoever was monitoring the camera to think they were watching a dark, motionless space. Even turning on the light as she had done wouldn’t make a difference: the palm-size piece of foil he’d wrapped around the lens hugged it closely enough to block out any illumination. So as far as the guards in the booth knew, providing they were even paying attention and not asleep or busy with their own private New Year’s Eve celebration, nothing would have changed.

Jason meant to keep it that way.

“Put the suitcases down! Get your hands in the air!” Her voice was sharp. Her gun meant business.

“Now, see, we got a problem.” Still holding on to the suitcases—he was willingly parting with a million dollars he had worked hard to obtain when Lake Erie sported mermaids—he took a step forward, clearing the doorway for Jelly to emerge if necessity dictated, relieved that the light in the room meant that the beam from Jelly’s headlamp no longer had to sync with his. Following him, her eyes narrowed warningly, and he stopped. No point in pushing her into doing something he might be the one to regret. “I don’t want no shooting or nothing”—this was a message meant as much for Jelly, who, if Jason knew anything about his partner, had pulled out his beloved .38 and was spoiling for a shoot-out, as it was for the cop—“but I got orders to deliver these here suitcases to a certain party tonight. Boss’s orders,” he emphasized. Boss, as they both knew, meant Nicco Marino. Her expression continued to remain grim, but he thought he saw the tiniest flicker of doubt in her eyes.

That’s right. You have no way of knowing if I’m telling the truth or not, do you? You don’t know what the program is because you weren’t supposed to be here tonight.

His advance work had told him that much, and his advance work was never—well, almost never, with tonight being the glaringly obvious exception—wrong.

“You moron, you’re wearing fucking surgical gloves. Think I’m going to swallow your bullshit? The only place you’re going tonight is jail. Put the suitcases down, get your hands in the air. I won’t tell you again.”

Damn, she had a point about the gloves, which he’d forgotten all about. At least he managed not to glance down at them. The gun pointed at him never wavered. He didn’t move, figuring that if she was going to shoot him for standing there talking while he held on to the suitcases, he’d already be dead. Bottom line was, she had no way of knowing what Marino’s orders to him had been. Maybe Marino had told him to wear gloves. At least that was how he was going to play it.

“Your ass,” he warned her. “And for your information, Boss don’t like us to leave fingerprints anybody can trace back.” He shrugged, his tone and movements still slow and easy and untroubled, then waited for her to order him to drop the suitcases one more time. Her mouth tightened. Then she took a step sideways, one-handed her gun again and flung her left palm outward, going for the wall. Her tits jiggled. Hell, he could see her nipples. A fraction of an instant to register that distraction was all it took to make the situation nearly catastrophic. Luckily, his focus returned just in time for him to perceive what she was up to: she meant to hit the panic button placed discreetly on the wall just to the left of the light switch. He’d discovered that component of the security system when he had first scoped the place out, and he’d decided disabling it wasn’t necessary. After all, the house was going to be deserted on New Year’s Eve, so who would be around to activate it?

Miscalculation. Once she touched that button, the goon squad would be all over them within minutes. He’d just officially run out of time.

He did the only thing he could: dropped one suitcase and flung the other at her, hard. She dodged, yelping. Shrugging out of his tool bag, he dived at her. The suitcase hit the wall with a thud and burst open. He saw this from the corner of his eye while in mid-dive, watched the suitcase disgorging rubber-band-bound bundles of cash, manila envelopes and papers, which exploded across the room like so much shrapnel. Before she could recover enough to go for the panic button again or snap off a shot or do anything else remotely effective, he connected, knocking the gun from her hand and grabbing her around the waist, meaning to spin her around and lock her down before she could cause him any more problems.

“Damn it, no,” she cried. Struggling to free herself, she was as hard to get a grip on as a wriggling snake. “Get back!”

Strong-arming his shoulder in an effort to back him off—fat chance of that—she tried whirling away and almost succeeded. But even as he caught her by a hip bone and an arm and jerked her back toward him, he felt steel talons dig into his wrist. Without any other warning, he heard a triumphant “Hah!”

Then he was airborne, sailing high before slamming hard into the floor—oomph. The crash landing knocked the breath out of him. It happened so fast, and was so unexpected, that he didn’t even have time to react. For a moment he saw stars. Stunned to find himself lying on his back wheezing as he blinked dazedly at the ceiling, he had no time to properly assess the situation before two sharp objects—it took him a second to identify them as her bony-ass knees—slammed into his rib cage. A throat chop that would have been disabling if he hadn’t reflexively hunched a shoulder in time to deflect it sent pinwheels of pain shooting through the base of his neck.

Holy cow, Miss Tits was a ninja! Who would have thought it?

“Get on your stomach!”

“Ow!” Forced into instant defensive mode as she wrenched at his beleaguered wrist in an effort to enforce her command, he was able to yank it free, then fell under immediate, savage attack. He fought off a lightning rain of blows that he just managed to evade by the skin of his teeth. They fell hard and fast on his head and shoulders, chop-chop-chop-chop-chop, landing with solid-sounding thunks that promised he was going to be hurting later. Straddling him, her thighs closing as tight as twin pincers on either side of his hips, she recaptured his wrist with the swift sureness of a diving hawk and twisted.

“Yeow! Goddammit, lay off,” he roared, trying to shake free.

“Give up!”

She had gravity and surprise on her side, coupled with the fact that his ski mask had slipped out of place just enough so that he could barely see. Unless he abandoned the no-hitting-women principle of a lifetime and flattened her with a punch—always assuming he could get one off, with her doing her best to twist his arm into a pretzel—subduing her was going to be a war.

“Roll onto your stomach!” she screamed again, attempting to flip him over with every bit of leverage she had. Then, clearly addressing whoever was monitoring the camera, on which, as she had no way of knowing, he had disabled the audio feed at the same time as he had covered the lens, she added, “Damn it, Snider, are you watching this? Think I might need help here?” The tiniest pause. A tone change. “What the . . . ​There’s something over the lens!” Her attention riveted on him again. “You put something over the lens!”

Duh was on the order of what he would have replied if her stiffened fingers hadn’t just then driven as painfully as four sharpened screwdriver blades into his solar plexus. Oh, shit, hello. His wrist let out a silent shriek as she gave it a violent jerk. At that point, he figured, a lesser man would have caved and rolled. He might have rolled a little—anything to ease the burning pain that shot like a fire-trailing arrow up his arm—but he damn sure didn’t cave.

“Ow! Enough! Somebody’s going to get hurt.” Squinting blurrily up through the tiny slit that was still available to his right eye, defending himself as best he could without dislocating his shoulder or actually doing her any real harm, he devoutly hoped it wasn’t going to be him. By means of strenuous effort Jason managed to dislodge her long enough to get the arm she wasn’t trying to break hooked around her waist. A yank, and she was off-balance, toppling forward onto his chest. Yes. He got a whiff of shampoo—some kind of floral smell, surprisingly feminine for a ninja assassin—and then she was on the rebound, wriggling on top of him once more, jackknifing into a sitting position. . . .

And answering his yank with a chop to his neck, then a twist to his wrist that practically broke it.

“Enough!” he yelled again, meaning it. “Ow! Damn it to hell anyway!”

“I said on your stomach. Snider, Petrino, anybody! Get your asses in here.”

Working on freeing his wrist, he blocked her would-be disabling blows as best he could while still keeping the arm that wasn’t in the process of being dislocated clamped around her waist so she stayed off-balance. At the same time he tried with a notable lack of success to once again yank her close enough so that her blows lost force. Silky-skinned, sweet-smelling, unmistakably all female, she was also wiry and strong and a hell of a formidable opponent. Managing to break her hold on his wrist before she could totally disable his arm, aiming to roll with her so that his weight held her trapped and helpless beneath him, he was instantly outmaneuvered one more time. Instead of pinioning her beneath him, he instead found himself engaged in a pitched hand-to-hand battle with a martial-arts-trained opponent who was terrifyingly effective despite being little more than half his size.

“Stop it!” Real annoyance colored his voice now as one deflected blow whacked him hard across the mouth. His ingrained aversion to hurting women gave her a distinct advantage, but it only went so far, especially when this particular woman was clearly trying to knock him senseless and might actually succeed at any moment. The damn mask was nearly blinding him. It was also starting to hamper his breathing. His arm, which she was twisting again, felt like it was on fire. He didn’t want to hurt her, he would cause her as little harm as he could, but he also wasn’t about to lose this fight. The stakes were too high: one and a half million dollars, in fact. Plus if the unthinkable happened and she actually bested him and then captured him, probably ten to twenty behind bars. To say nothing of the injury to his pride.

Just because he was currently practically getting his ass kicked didn’t mean the situation was out of control.

“Give up! You’re under arrest! Get over on your stomach! Now.”

A metallic sound coupled with the feel of something cold snapping tight around his wrist widened his eyes. Somehow, in the midst of the grunting, grappling, no‑holds-barred wrestling match they were engaged in, she’d managed to clamp a handcuff around his left wrist.

“Damn it to hell!” He yanked his wrist free of her hold even as she once again did her best to flip him onto his stomach. Luckily, he was big and she was slight, and their relative positions meant she lacked leverage. He wasn’t going anywhere, and she seemed to realize it at the same time he did. Thwarted, growling, she snatched the ski mask from his head and aimed a punch at his temple. Surprise instantly coupled with relief at being able to easily see—and breathe—again. Both were immediately superseded by the urgent need for a reaction. In the nick of time he managed to catch her fist before it could connect. For a split second the battle paused as they glared at each other. Then she yanked her hand free and aimed another one of those killer chops straight at the base of his nose.

“Stop!”

“You’re dead!” Her face flushed, her pigtails flew, her breasts heaved: Jason would have found the sight riveting if he hadn’t been so busy dodging. A split second slower, and he would have been out like a light, or worse.

“That’s it,” he roared as the side of her hand slammed into his cheekbone and the whole side of his face went instantly numb. He meant it, too. No more Mr. Nice Guy. The thought that he’d barely escaped having his nasal bones driven into his brain was motivating. His arm around her waist tightened like a vise, and he finally succeeded in jerking her flat against his chest. Unfortunately, she managed to keep her grip on his wrist as she folded, with the net result that he practically broke his own damn arm.

“Ow! Holy Mother of—” Curses spewed from his lips.

She struggled to free herself and sit up. “You’re under a—”

“Yo, pigtails. Give it up or somebody’s going to be cleaning your brains off the wall over there.” Jelly loomed into view at this critical juncture, gun thrust toward the cop’s head, voice faintly muffled by the ski mask that still covered his face.


CHAPTER 3

The cop froze, and suddenly the fight was over. The tumbled mass of her hair spilled across his mouth and throat as she turned her head to look up at Jelly, and Jason had to shake his own head to free his lips of encroaching, feminine-smelling strands. Despite their pitched battle, and the fact that he had her pinned tight to his chest, she was still grimly hanging on to his twisted, handcuffed wrist.

“You want to shoot me? Go ahead,” she said to Jelly, who was aiming his .38 with precision. “Then you’ll have every cop in Detroit after your ass.”

“No,” Jason warned him. Then, remembering his opponent’s ferocity, he added, for effect only and knowing Jelly knew him well enough to recognize mendacity when he heard it, “Unless she leaves you no choice.”

“Just make a wrong move,” Jelly told her.

As Jason moved his captured arm experimentally, needles of pain shot toward his shoulder, making him grimace.

“Uh, you want to let go of the wrist?” he asked her.

She looked at him. He’d seen caged pit bulls with kinder eyes.

“How about you let go of me first?” she countered.

He did, and she did.

“Sit up,” Jelly ordered.

Lying flat on his back now with her straddling his hips, both of them breathing hard in the aftermath of the battle, Jason had a groundhog’s eye view as her jaw clenched and her eyes narrowed. She was, he felt, weighing the possibility of going for Jelly’s gun.

“Don’t even think about it,” he warned her, and she flashed him a look that should have pulverized his eyeballs even as Jelly, never slow on the uptake, backed off a pace.

“Get off him,” Jelly said, his gun trained on her threateningly. “Stand up.”

Unlike Jason, who had nothing against cops when they weren’t trying to chop him to death or arrest him or otherwise interfere with him personally, Jelly actively disliked cops on principle. Also, Jelly was a confirmed misogynist. As a consequence, Jason saw no trace of consideration for his opponent’s profession or gender in Jelly’s demeanor. Given enough provocation, and without Jason to serve as a deterrent, Jelly couldn’t be trusted not to shoot her. Later, Jelly might tease him about being wrestled to a draw by a woman, but for now, Jelly’s sense of humor, like his sense of proportion and any leanings toward compassion he might possess, were on hold. All he wanted to do was get out of there with the money.

Amen to that. It was all about the money. But Jason wasn’t about to let Jelly shoot somebody just because she happened to be a woman and a cop and in their way.

“Easy. No harm done,” Jason said as a reminder to Jelly, who grunted derisively. In response to Jelly’s reinforcing gesture with the gun, the cop eased herself off Jason, moving with obvious reluctance. As she rose slowly and carefully to her full height, Jason rolled to his feet himself, feeling a little the worse for wear but not caring to have either of the others know it. His arm tingled like it was asleep, his face was still half numb from that killer chop to his cheekbone, and he could feel at least half a dozen bruises forming elsewhere. His adversary was looking slightly the worse for wear, too. Her hair—reddish-brown, thick, wavy hair that reached the middle of her back—had come loose from those schoolgirl braids to straggle wildly over half her face, which seemed to be naturally pale but was at the moment flushed pink from their tussle. Her eyes were big and brown and flashed angrily beneath black slashes of brows as she pushed the hair back out of her way with one hand. She had a high-cheekboned, triangle-shaped face with a pointed chin. Slim, delicate nose. A wide mouth, currently tight-lipped. She wasn’t beautiful, but with her lithe build and small, firm breasts jutting out at him through the barely there layer of her tank top, she was wicked sexy. A hot cop with the chops to almost take him out: it would have been a near-irresistible combination if he’d had time to pursue it.

Unfortunately, he didn’t. They were on the clock. The operation had been timed for five minutes, in and out. A quick glance at his watch confirmed it: they were already a minute over. Outside in the van, Tina would be getting antsy.

“Here.” Jelly passed him the cop’s gun. As Jason took it, she gave him a black look. Then her eyes flickered past him, fixed on something, and widened.

“You got trouble, tough guy. Your insurance policy just expired,” she said. Then she smiled.

That smile was gloating enough to make Jason look where she was looking. It was only as he saw the aluminum foil lying amidst the scattered bundles of rubber-band-wrapped bills and other detritus on the floor that he realized that his do‑it-yourself lens cap had come off.

And experienced one of those oh, shit moments that he really, really hated.

Unless whoever was working the security system was blind or absent or drunk off his ass in honor of the holiday, they did, indeed, have trouble: the house eyes had just lost their blindfold. Unable to help himself, Jason shot an instinctive glance at the camera, which unfortunately wasn’t the kind with the tape in the unit but instead sent images directly to the monitoring station to be viewed in real time. His worst fear confirmed, he quickly averted his gaze as he realized that giving anyone who might be looking a guaranteed-to-be-recorded, full-face view of himself was just about the stupidest thing he could do. Jelly still wore his mask, but Jason’s was long gone. Not that it mattered anyway was the corollary thought that hit him a split second later: the cop had seen his face. She was looking at him right now, as a matter of fact. Venomously. Triumphantly. Having probably already memorized every feature. No doubt in the world that she would be ready, willing and able to describe him, pick his photo out of a lineup, identify him if he was ever picked up, the whole nine yards.

Not good. In fact, real bad.

And that was before you factored in the odds that the goon squad, having gotten an eyeful of what was actually going down in Marino’s office, was already hotfooting it their way.

“Camera,” he said to Jelly by way of a warning. He could feel adrenaline surging like some kind of turbo-fuel through his veins. This, the first cock-up in as pretty a series of robberies as anyone could ever have planned, might well also be the last.

“Busted,” the cop gloated. Balanced on the balls of her unmistakably feminine feet, her slender hands flexing, her tits as delectable as ever in that thin white top and the rest of her plenty sexy, too, she gave off Mike Tyson vibes, if Iron Mike was pissed and spoiling for a fight. “If you’re smart you’ll surrender to me now, ’cause you’re going down. The security guys aren’t cops like me. They don’t give a crap about your rights or the law.”

“Shut up.” Jelly scowled at the camera, then looked at Jason. “What do we do?”

“Keep her covered.”

Jelly’s gun snapped up to point at the cop again while Jason replaced the foil in a quick move on the hope that the security team had somehow missed what was happening within range of this particular camera. He then snatched up his ski mask from the floor and stuffed it in his pocket. DNA and all that, although he didn’t suppose it mattered now. Who needed DNA when you had video and an eyewitness?

“Get the money,” he said to Jelly, who nodded.

“You really think that’s going to help?” the cop taunted Jason as, careful to keep her gun aimed squarely at her because he’d seen what she was capable of in the way of surprise moves, he rejoined her. Actually, he was hoping that replacing the foil would help. It was New Year’s Eve, after all, and Marino’s security force tended more toward street punks than trained professionals. It was entirely possible that no one had been watching the monitor for the few minutes the veil had been lifted. Still, counting on it would be stupid. Time to clean up the mess to the extent possible and get out while the getting was good.

“Turn around and walk toward the safe,” Jason ordered her. “Hurry up.”

“You’re just digging yourself in deeper with every stupid thing you do,” she said.

Jelly looked up from where he was scooping up the scattered cash. “Only thing to do is shoot her, you realize. You can’t bring yourself, I will.”

“No.” Jason’s voice was firm. Of course, forbidding Jelly to kill her had its drawbacks. The cop could hear him, too. “We only shoot her if we have to.”

Jelly grunted, clearly unimpressed. The cop seemed unimpressed, too. When she didn’t move despite the fact that he was now looming over her threateningly, Jason, wary of any countermoves, started to grab her arm to spin her around and facilitate the process of getting her underway. The rattling of the handcuff still dangling from his left wrist distracted him before he touched her. Reminded of its presence, glancing down at it in disgust, he discovered that his glove—both gloves—were missing, probably ripped to shreds and lost in the fight. Not that fingerprints were much of a concern any longer: both the camera and the cop had gotten real good looks at his face. The whole anonymous robbery thing was out the window, at least as far as he was concerned.

Shit.

Their eyes met.

“Unlock the cuff,” he ordered her. This was taking too long, and her intransigence wasn’t helping. Of course, it was probably deliberate: anything to slow them down. Cutting their losses and running with the remaining two suitcases was an option, but the cop had to be dealt with or she’d be screaming for backup and chasing after them before they got ten feet. Anyway, for both him and Jelly, a cool five hundred grand was a lot to just leave lying on the floor. In fact, he wasn’t prepared to do it.

“Now,” he added, meaning it.

Pursing her lips, the cop complied.

“She can ID you,” Jelly pointed out.

“Yeah, well. I’ll take my chances.” Jason pocketed the handcuffs and made a gesture that ordered the cop to start walking. “Head for the safe.”

His voice brooked no opposition. She did as he told her, moving as slowly as she dared.

He’d been meaning to tie her up with whatever restraints he could come up with and leave her there, but the handcuffs were actually going to work in his favor, he realized now that he thought about it: he would cuff her to one of the metal shelf supports inside the safe and stick his cap in her mouth by way of a gag. She wouldn’t be going anywhere, or yelling out for help, anytime soon.

“Make things easy on yourself. Surrender to me now, and I’ll protect you from the security guards,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder at him.

“Keep your mouth shut and I’ll protect you from my partner. Maybe.” Put her in the safe, grab the money, go. As a Plan B it sucked, but it was pretty much all they had. The property was eleven acres, the guardhouse was clear out by the road, and the goons manning it—who might very well be asleep or inattentive or drunk off their asses, because it was New Year’s Eve, after all—would be on foot if they were coming. And there was a hell of a lot of snow to plow through, plus gates and locked doors and a whole slew of other obstacles to navigate. Even if somebody had been watching the monitor during the brief time they’d been visible, all that would slow them down. Still, either way, time wasn’t on his and Jelly’s side.

“She’s going to be a problem,” Jelly warned.

“Damn right I am. Your asses are going down.”

“You just don’t know when to shut up, do you?” Jason said to the cop. It was becoming increasingly obvious that she was the type to hunt them down to the ends of the earth. If she’d been holding a gun on him instead of the other way around, he would have been getting nervous about now, knowing that the smartest thing she could do was kill him. But she—she hadn’t turned a hair as far as he could tell. Either she had cojones of steel, or she had guessed that he had a weak spot where women were concerned.

“You just don’t know when somebody’s trying to do you a favor,” she retorted.

“A favor.” Jason’s tone was skeptical.

The door to the safe was only a couple of steps away. He’d blown the lock to gain access, but the opening itself was unimpeded. Take care of her, grab the suitcases, and he and Jelly were out of there. Thirty seconds to get out of the house, another minute and a half to get to the van, which was parked out behind the pool house, Garza’s Snow Removal emblazoned on its plain white side. Floor it down the delivery driveway, which Tina on the small rent-a-tractor, posing as scheduled maintenance after a snowfall, would have cleared by now, out through the side gates before the goons could summon the brainpower to lock it down, then onto the expressway and away.

With one and a half million dollars in untraceable cash. Worth it? Absolutely.

“Yeah, a favor. Doing ten to twenty beats being shot in the head,” the cop replied, echoing his own guess as to the time he was facing if the legal system got involved. “These guys don’t mess around.”

“Get in the safe.”

“You know you’re not going to get away with this.” She stumbled, supposedly on the ruffle of loose papers littering the floor, which, since they hadn’t been there before, had to have spilled from the burst suitcase, and “fell” to her knees maybe a foot shy of the threshold. A delaying tactic, which wasn’t going to work.

“Get up.” His tone was deliberately brutal. There hadn’t been anything in the advance work that would have indicated something might have been in the suitcases besides cash, but it didn’t really matter: whatever else Marino might be sitting on, Jason, Jelly and Tina had no interest.

“I don’t believe it.” She was still on her knees, her voice scarcely louder than a whisper.

“What?” When she didn’t move, but instead started spreading out the papers and really looking at them, he took a proactive role in speeding up the process by bending down and catching her by the elbow, with the intention of hauling her upright. Her arm felt almost fragile, which, when he remembered the fight she had put up, surprised him. She was very slender, her taut physique more that of a ballet dancer than an athlete. Maybe a hundred fifteen pounds soaking wet. Which was embarrassing, when he thought about it.

“It was a lie,” she said.

Even as he hauled her upright, she was still looking down.

“What was?”

A little unsettled by her attitude, he automatically glanced down, too, just to see what she was looking at so fixedly. The papers on the floor were pictures, he saw, eight-by-ten-inch photographs on ordinary typing paper that looked like they had been printed from a computer. He wouldn’t have spared them another thought if one of the faces hadn’t immediately leaped out at him: Edward Lightfoot, the city councilman who had shot his wife and two teenage daughters in their home just before Christmas, then turned the gun on himself. The story had been all over the news, a grim reminder of the holiday season’s dark side. But these pictures, even in the quick glance he allotted them, they told an entirely different tale. They showed a badly beaten Lightfoot tied to a chair in what looked like a basement. A gun was being held to his head. Jason didn’t recognize the gunman, who had been only partially captured by the camera, but he sure as hell recognized one of the men in the background: Nicco Marino. Another shot showed Lightfoot’s eyes closed and his brains exploding out through the back of his head: it clearly had been taken just as the gunman had pulled the trigger. A third was of Lightfoot after the deed had been done: slumped in the chair, a bullet hole—no, make that two bullet holes—in his forehead.

Looked like someone on the scene with a cell phone had been busy taking pictures.

“That’s Edward Lightfoot,” he said before he thought.

“They killed him.” The cop sounded like she was barely breathing.

“Marino and his goons do that. So what else is new? Start walking.”

Her head slewed around and she glared at him. “That’s a lie!”

Jason recovered his sense of what was important fast. “Don’t care. I said start walking. Get in the safe.”

“Nicco Marino doesn’t murder people.”

“Oh, yeah? Looks like murder to me.” When she still didn’t move, he pushed her toward the safe. “Go.”

“If that’s true—” She took a quick breath and turned those big brown eyes on him. “Do you have any idea what you’ve stumbled into here?” Her shaken-sounding question was fierce.

“Shut up and keep moving.” The truth was, he didn’t want to think about it. He shoved her past the damning pictures even as they lodged themselves indelibly in his brain. An uneasy feeling already churned in his gut. Jesus H. Christ. Marino was involved in the death of Edward Lightfoot? This was knowledge he didn’t want to have. Dangerous knowledge. The kind of knowledge that got people killed.

And the fact that he possibly had that knowledge had been recorded for posterity by that thrice-damned security camera, and sooner or later somebody was going to find the footage.

Shit.

“Good to go,” Jelly announced to the snap of a suitcase lock. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Thud. Crash.

The sounds came from about half a house away—which, considering the size of the house, was fortunately a fairly good distance. Freezing on the threshold of the safe, his hand tightening on the cop’s arm, Jason felt his pulse quicken. The goons in the guardhouse not only weren’t missing in action but they had also arrived faster than he’d expected. Luckily, they didn’t have the smarts to try to sneak up on them. Instead they had obviously burst in through the front door and were charging this way at full throttle.

Time had officially run out.

“Grab that other suitcase,” Jason ordered Jelly. The distant, muffled shouts and the pounding of approaching feet had Jelly hauling the one he’d just filled toward the door. Jelly shot Jason a look. Jason said, “Do it. Go.”

With the sound of pursuit closing in, Jelly wasn’t arguing. Detouring to snatch up the second case, bearing up manfully under what was pretty much his own weight, Jelly sprinted away.

“You don’t want to shoot her, knock her out,” Jelly threw over his shoulder as he ran out the door. “Just do it and come on.”

Then he was gone.

“Hand me my bag and get that one. Quick.” All too aware that the difference between escape and capture was now down to about a minute or less, Jason gave the cop a meant-to-be-intimidating, don’t-mess-with-me look. She glared balefully back. He’d swung her around, had her by the arm with her gun pointed at her, and still she didn’t appear particularly impressed. But to his surprise she didn’t give him grief, instead picking up first his tool bag, which she thrust at him, and then the suitcase. Clearly she found it heavy: her mouth tightened, and the muscles in her arm and shoulder tensed. But he couldn’t carry it and take her with him, too, and suddenly taking her with him seemed the right thing to do. A hostage in the hand was worth two in the safe, and all that. And he was starting to have the feeling that they might need a hostage.

Besides, she’d seen those pictures, too.

“Move. Down the hall and to the left. Fast.”

With his tool bag now slung over his shoulder, he hauled her, she hauled the suitcase, and in an awkward tandem run they followed Jelly along the preplanned escape route.

“You call the cops?” The shout came from one of their pursuers. They weren’t in sight yet—Marino’s faux Greek Revival mansion was huge—but they were close enough now that Jason could understand the words they were yelling at each other. If he hadn’t gone into ice-cold mode, as he naturally did when situations got hairy, such proximity would have gotten his nerves jumping.

“Hell, no! No cops! Don’t you know nothing?”

“Yeah, but . . . ​Mick’s a cop.”

“Mick don’t count. I called Iacono, okay?”

“Faster.” Jason’s fingers tightened around her arm. He didn’t know who Mick or Iacono were, but then, he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to know anything at all. All he wanted was to get out of there with his money. Slip-sliding a little on the marble, they turned a corner, heading toward the exit. A cold rush of air told him that Jelly had gotten there already, had made it outside and left the door open for him.

She didn’t argue. Instead, she ran with him. Her feet slapped the marble floor aggressively, her steps as quick as his. Her expression was intense. Flushed with exertion, her arm warm beneath his imprisoning fingers, keeping a tight grip on the suitcase stuffed with stolen cash she’d done her best to part him from before, she didn’t offer the slightest degree of resistance.

If she’d fought, he probably would have had to release her. He didn’t have time for another pitched battle, and he wouldn’t have shot her, for sure, or even have knocked her unconscious, as Jelly had suggested. As she almost had to know.

Ah, there it was: the exit. French doors leading to a terrace, which led to a set of stone steps, which led to a shrubbery-shielded sidewalk, which led around past the pool to the rear of the pool house. The van, with Tina at the wheel and Jelly closing in, would be waiting.

“This way.”

Beyond the door, the night beckoned: a moonlit black sky shaking loose more flakes upon a glistening layer of snow. Just a few minutes more and . . .

“Go.”

As he propelled her ahead of him out the door into the icy darkness, a question started blinking on and off like a warning light in his mind. Why isn’t she busting her ass to get away?


CHAPTER 4

God, it’s cold. That was Mick’s first thought as a frost-laden wind slammed into her body. Her second, as she leaped down the steps to the walkway, was My feet are freezing. Then the details got swamped by the big picture: This should not be happening. I should be taking this guy down, not taking off with him.

But under the circumstances, taking off with him was the only thing she could think of to do.

The pictures . . . ​those damning pictures. The images remained seared in her brain. Remembering, her heart pounded. Her pulse raced. Her stomach coiled around on itself like a writhing snake. Although she might wish on every star playing peekaboo with the thick layer of clouds overhead that it was different, there was no escaping what she had seen. And what she had seen changed everything.

Unbelievable as it seemed, her uncle Nicco had been involved in the death—the murder—of Edward Lightfoot. There was no mistake. The photographs had been perfectly clear. Uncle Nicco’s face had been perfectly clear. Since Lightfoot’s wife and daughters had been killed at the same time, Uncle Nicco almost certainly had had a hand in their deaths, as well. Barring some exotic hoax involving Photoshop, there was no doubt that he had been on the scene, that he was guilty. She had to face it. And she had to face one more terrible thought, too: Seeing the pictures made her as much of a witness as if she had been there when the shooting had gone down.
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