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			If they ever catch you, say nothing. Admit nothing. Never tell.

			Mercy Callahan never thought she’d be able to talk about her past. When she arrives in Sacramento to make peace with her brother Gideon, and to help find the brutal cult that took away her childhood, she is finally ready to talk. But when Ephraim Burton – the man who made her life a living hell – follows her there, she realises she might never be safe.

			Rafe Sokolov would do anything to have Mercy back in his life and would go to any length to protect her. But when it becomes apparent that Ephraim is more determined than ever to get Mercy back, even Rafe might not be able to stop the trail of destruction he leaves in his wake. As Ephraim draws near, it’s clear it’s not just Mercy who is in danger; those closest to her are firmly in his sights.

			Will Mercy sacrifice herself to help bring Ephraim down? Or will he finally get what he’s always wanted . . .

		

	
		
			To Farrah. Your books warm my heart and your characters make me wish for a place at their kitchen table. Your generosity inspires and your smile lights up the room. I hope you find Mercy’s Farrah to be as brave, intelligent, compassionate, and kick-ass as you are IRL.

			To Deb. I won’t say your bravery humbles me (even though it does), because I know you’re getting through each day the best way you know how. I will say that I’m so glad to know you and that I can’t wait for us to have that tea together.

			And to Martin, as always, I love you.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			Sarah Hafer and Beth Miller for all the editing. Thank you for keeping track of all the cars, weapons, injuries, etc. You allow me to create accurate mayhem.

			The Starfish for the plotting. Thank you!

			Claire Zion, Jen Doyle, and Robin Rue for all your support, every step of the way. Thank you for loving my books and believing in me.

			Martin Hafer for making sure I remember to eat and sleep while my brain is busily churning out the words, and for always reminding me that I ‘freak out every time, yet still manage to finish the book,’ so I should ‘stop freaking out now.’

			All mistakes are my own.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Redding, California
Thirteen years ago
Tuesday, 22 May, 4.30 A.M.

			She was going to die. Rhoda knew it was true. There was no way Brother DJ would take her back to Eden, and, even if he would, the result would be the same. She didn’t want to go back. Ever.

			She cursed the day she’d first climbed into the bed of this truck, all those years ago. How many? She struggled to remember. DJ’s father, Waylon, had been behind the wheel that night that she’d gathered her children in her lap, promising them that everything would be okay. That they were going to a new home where everything would be wonderful and they’d have toys and food and a warm bed to sleep in.

			How stupid was I? Naive and stupid.

			Mercy had only been a year old, so she’d never known the scary time before when they didn’t always have dinner because Rhoda hadn’t turned enough tricks the previous night. But Gideon had seen her come home from a night on the streets of San Francisco with bruises on her face and no breakfast for them because a john had refused to pay. When she’d promised her son a better life, he’d believed her, willingly – eagerly – climbing into the bed of the truck that would take them to paradise. To Eden.

			To Eden. She’d spit, but her mouth was too dry. Eden had been no paradise. It had been hell.

			Gideon had only been five years old that day, so precious and smart. Wise before his time. My beautiful boy. He’d be seventeen now. Well on his way to becoming a man. She hoped. Prayed.

			Gideon. My beautiful son. She’d never see him again in this lifetime. She hoped he was well, that he’d survived. She’d cursed herself every night for the past four years for leaving him alone on his thirteenth birthday, injured, maybe even dying. Watching Waylon dump his limp body behind a dumpster, trying to catch one last glimpse of her son as Waylon tied her hands behind her, pushing her face-first into the truck bed, then taking his payment for Gideon’s escape from Eden, leaving her torn and bleeding . . . It had been the worst day of her life.

			Until she’d climbed into the bed of this truck a third time, her daughter in her arms. This time it was being driven by Waylon’s son, DJ, who’d inherited it when Waylon died. DJ’s price for the ride out of Eden had been the same as when Waylon had driven her to this same bus station while she clutched at an injured Gideon.

			And even though she’d been married to other men both times, she’d complied. She’d sold her body before Eden for a lot less. What was food and shelter when the lives of your children were in danger? Nothing. So she’d paid without complaint.

			The day she’d gotten Gideon out, Brother Waylon had taken her back to Eden to pay for her crimes. She had a sick feeling that today’s outcome with DJ would not be the same.

			She looked down at the trembling body she held too closely. Mercy was burning up. Eden’s healer hadn’t been able to help, but that hadn’t been too big a surprise. Sister Coleen dealt with colds and minor cuts.

			Mercy had an infection. It was bad. Very bad. So progressed that it could be detected by scent alone. Coleen simply wasn’t equipped to deal with such things.

			Which was why Rhoda had taken this drastic step. Why she’d bartered her own life to get Mercy out. To get her away. Hopefully to safety, although anywhere was better than the place they’d left behind.

			Eden. Rhoda quelled what would have been a bitter laugh. She’d welcome death were it not for the small body she held. Lovingly, she brushed a lock of black hair from Mercy’s sweat-covered forehead. How I wanted to see you grow up!

			Although Mercy was already grown up. She’d had her twelfth birthday nearly a year ago. Rhoda remembered turning twelve. Remembered playing games with her friends. Mercy’s birthday had been nothing like that.

			Mercy’s birthday had been filled with tears and pain. And fear. So much fear. It’s all my fault. I agreed to go to Eden. To blindly take my children with me. I believed a stranger. He’d promised her food and shelter and a safe place to raise her children. And Rhoda had believed him, her children paying the price for her stupidity.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ Rhoda whispered. ‘So very sorry.’

			Mercy’s eyelids fluttered, her lashes lifting to reveal bright green eyes so like those of her brother. ‘Mama?’ Her murmur was hoarse and harsh. ‘It hurts.’

			‘I know, baby. It’ll be better soon.’ Rhoda had no idea if that was true or not. But the words seemed to soothe her precious daughter, who closed her eyes again. Hopefully she was asleep.

			Or unconscious.

			Rhoda hoped it was the latter, actually. She hoped that Mercy had been unaware when DJ Belmont had stopped the truck an hour into their trip, and then another hour after that. And yet another hour after that, taking his payment from Rhoda’s body.

			But getting Mercy out of Eden would be worth anything Rhoda had to endure.

			They were almost there. Almost to the bus stop where she’d left Gideon four years before. She leaned down to whisper in Mercy’s ear. ‘Mercy, honey. Are you awake?’ Mercy’s chin dipped in a silent nod. ‘I need you to listen to me. This is important. Find Gideon. He’ll help you.’

			Mercy’s eyes opened wide, her shock apparent. ‘He can’t. He’s dead.’

			‘No, baby. He’s not.’ Please let that be true. ‘He escaped. I smuggled him out that night, just like I’m getting you out now. He is alive and you need to find him.’

			Emotion flashed in her daughter’s green eyes. ‘He is alive? But you said—’

			‘I know what I said,’ Rhoda hissed, prepared for Mercy’s disbelief. I played the part of a grieving mother too well. Except that she hadn’t been grieving his death. She’d grieved the fact that her actions had put both of her children in danger. She’d grieved that she’d left him alone, here, at this bus stop, while he bled and suffered. ‘But you need to believe me now. He is alive. And he will help you. Find him, Mercy.’

			Mercy’s nostrils flared, her eyes narrowing in anger. ‘No.’

			Rhoda blinked, stunned to hear the venom in her daughter’s voice. ‘What? Why not?’

			‘He’s selfish and I never want to see him again. He escaped. He lived. While we . . .’ Tears welled in Mercy’s eyes. ‘We suffered, Mama. We suffered because he was selfish.’

			‘No, Mercy. He wasn’t selfish. Never that.’

			‘No. I’ll be fine without him. We’ll be fine, you and me.’

			Rhoda’s eyes filled with tears. Not we, my sweet girl. Just you. She wouldn’t be allowed to go with her daughter, she was certain. ‘Mercy, baby. There’s something you need to know about Gideon.’

			Mercy turned her face away, clenching her eyes closed. ‘No.’

			‘There was a reason he left.’ A good reason. Good enough that she’d chosen to part with her child. Her only son. Leaving him here, hoping that someone would find him. Help him.

			‘I know. He didn’t want to be apprenticed. He didn’t want to work. He was lazy and selfish.’ Mercy spat the words she’d been fed by the community. By Mercy’s own ‘husband’.

			Words that Rhoda had been too terrified to call what they were: evil lies. Now she was going to lose both of her children, because she was never going to be allowed to live after this latest show of defiance.

			How had she let this happen? How had it come to this?

			‘No, Mercy.’ Rhoda shook her head. ‘He wasn’t lazy. He wasn’t selfish.’ He was attacked. He was beaten. He was all but dead. ‘He was—’

			The truck abruptly stopped, and Rhoda cursed herself for putting the truth off too long. It was too late. She had so much to tell her daughter and only seconds to do so.

			‘Mercedes,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘You are Mercedes Reynolds.’

			Mercy’s eyes widened in confusion. ‘What?’

			The driver’s door opened. DJ was coming. Seconds. You have only seconds. Choose your words wisely.

			‘You are Mercedes Reynolds. Not Terrill.’

			Mercy’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘My parents are Derrick and Ronnie Reynolds in Houston. Find them. They’ll take care of you.’

			‘Mama?’ Mercy’s fingers clenched Rhoda’s handmade coat. ‘You’re not making sense.’

			But she was making sense. For the first time since believing a stranger’s lies about paradise, she was making sense. She was making it right. No, she could never make it right. She could only tell the truth.

			‘Your brother is Gideon Reynolds. You need to find him. Tell him I’m sorry. Tell him that I love him.’ Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked them away, not caring where they fell. ‘I love you. Always and forever.’

			Mercy’s lips trembled. ‘Mama?’

			‘Selena. My name is Selena Reynolds.’ Then she hissed when the back of Brother DJ’s hand connected with her jaw.

			‘Silence!’ DJ thundered.

			Mercy recoiled, clenching her eyes closed as she stiffened, waiting for the next blow, but DJ didn’t have a problem with Mercy so the blow never came.

			Touching the tip of her tongue to her bleeding lip, Rhoda met DJ’s dark eyes and said nothing. As she’d been taught.

			DJ shot her a warning glare. ‘No more of your lies, Rhoda. You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.’

			Rhoda dropped her eyes to the terrified child in her arms. She’s a child. The community held that Mercy was a woman grown, but she was not. Rhoda’s daughter was an almost-thirteen-year-old girl, scared out of her mind, but too beaten down to fight back. Emotionally and physically. Mercy’s husband had beaten her, had taken her so roughly that she’d bled. Again and again.

			My fault. All my fault. I should have stopped him.

			But that was an impossibility. Rhoda had been unable to stop the man’s harsh treatment of her own body, much less Mercy’s.

			They’d been possessions. Nothing more.

			‘You’ll keep your end of the bargain?’ she asked.

			DJ nodded once, his expression grim as he held out his arms.

			Rhoda tightened her hold on Mercy. ‘I’ll carry her,’ she insisted, then swallowed a yelp when DJ hit her again.

			‘Stop making trouble, Rhoda,’ he growled, then grabbed Mercy from her arms.

			Rhoda scrambled to the edge of the truck bed, managing to get one foot on the ground before DJ returned to shove her backward.

			‘Stay here,’ he barked.

			She crawled to one side of the truck so that she could look over the side. Mercy lay on the asphalt parking lot, curled into the fetal position, her body visibly trembling. What had he done to her?

			‘Mercy?’ she called, hearing the fear in her own voice. ‘Mercy—’

			But Rhoda’s cry was abruptly muted when DJ grabbed the chain around her neck and yanked it, cutting off her air supply. On reflex, she grabbed the locket at the base of the chain and pulled it away from her throat, trying to give herself room to breathe. But DJ yanked harder and she opened her mouth, gasping for breath.

			She hated the chain. Hated the locket it held. Hated how the man who’d owned her had used it just as DJ did now. To control her. To show her who owned the very breaths she took. Not me. She hadn’t owned the breaths she took for twelve long years.

			The chain wasn’t jewelry. It was a slave’s collar and she’d borne it for far too long.

			Something sharp punctured her skin before sliding up the back of her neck, beneath the dreaded chain that dug deeper into her throat as black circles began to dance in front of her eyes.

			She wondered if this was it. Is this how he’ll kill me?

			But then a loud crunch filled her ears, and the chain went slack around her neck. She gasped in air that burned, one hand circling her throat protectively. The other still clutched the hated locket.

			Until it was snatched from her hand.

			‘Stay here,’ DJ growled. ‘I mean it, Rhoda.’

			But Rhoda wasn’t listening anymore. She crawled to the truck’s open tailgate and slid to the ground. Grabbing the edge of the truck’s bed, she made her way to her daughter on unsteady legs.

			DJ was crouched beside Mercy, one of his big hands yanking at her chain. In his other hand he held a pair of bolt cutters, and he proceeded to cut the chain from Mercy’s neck. But Mercy wasn’t fighting to breathe. She was as limp as a rag doll, pliant in DJ’s harsh grip.

			DJ rose, holding both chains now. Rhoda thought he’d put them in the truck, but he strode toward a grassy area and used the bolt cutters to dig a shallow hole into which he threw the lockets. He covered them up, patting at the grass he’d cut away until the area looked undisturbed.

			Rhoda stumbled to Mercy’s side, dropping to her knees beside her daughter. ‘Mercy? Say something. Please.’

			But Mercy remained frozen where she lay, still in the fetal position. Wildly Rhoda searched the area, but the parking lot was deserted. There was no one to hear her. No one to help.

			DJ was returning, his face dark and furious.

			‘What did you do to her?’ Rhoda demanded, beyond caring what he’d do to silence her. All thoughts were for the daughter she’d failed in every possible way.

			DJ smiled and the sight sent a cold shiver across her skin. ‘I told her that Brother Ephraim was on his way.’

			The cold shiver became paralyzing dread. ‘Is he?’

			DJ just smiled bigger. And drew a gun from beneath his jacket.

			Rhoda’s heart stopped. This was it, then. The moment he killed her. ‘No. Not in front of her. Please.’

			DJ laughed. ‘You made your bargain, Rhoda. I kept my end. You’re both here. Out of Eden.’ He lifted the gun, but to Rhoda’s horror, he pointed it at Mercy.

			Rhoda threw herself over her child. ‘No! You promised!’

			‘I promised to get you out. I never promised to let you live.’ Leaning over, he pulled Rhoda away from Mercy as if she weighed nothing.

			She expected a loud blast, but all she heard was a little pop.

			Silencer, she thought dully. He planned this. He never intended to let either of us go.

			Mercy’s body jerked and a bright red stain began to spread on the front of her dress.

			‘No.’ No, no, no. Rhoda was sobbing, reaching for her daughter, but DJ held her just far enough away. ‘Mercy? Mercy. Please. Open your eyes. Please.’

			Mercy’s eyelids fluttered open. Mama. She mouthed the word, no sound emerging.

			‘Say goodbye to Mama,’ DJ said mockingly as he pressed the gun to Rhoda’s abdomen.

			Rhoda’s body jolted, a searing pain exploding in her gut. She screamed, unable to contain the excruciating pain. How was Mercy not screaming?

			But she wasn’t. Her daughter lay on the ground, staring up at her. She was still breathing, though. She’s still alive.

			‘Mercedes,’ Rhoda ground out. ‘Find Gideon. Gideon Reynolds.’

			Mercy didn’t respond, continuing to stare, her eyes filled with confusion, pain, and terror.

			‘Shut up, Rhoda,’ DJ snarled. ‘She’s not going to find anyone. She’s going to die here. Just like Gideon did. Just like you are.’

			Rhoda shook her head hard. ‘Selena. I’m Selena. Not Rhoda. Never again.’

			DJ shrugged. ‘Whatever.’ He tried to yank her to her feet, but her knees buckled.

			‘Ephraim will kill you for this,’ she rasped.

			DJ just laughed. ‘No, he won’t. He never does. He can’t.’

			That made no sense, but Rhoda’s mind was spinning out of control and not much made sense. ‘Why are you doing this?’

			‘Because I can.’ He tightened his hold on Rhoda’s arm and dragged her to the truck, hefting her to her feet, leaning her against its side. ‘Watch, Mercy.’

			He pressed the barrel of the gun to Rhoda’s temple. This was it, then.

			‘Say bye-bye, Rhoda,’ he said, humor in his voice.

			‘Selena,’ she gritted out. ‘If you’re going to kill me, at least have the guts to say my name. Selena Reynolds.’

			He chuckled. ‘Goodbye, Rhoda.’

			Watch, Mercy. Brother DJ had commanded it, so Mercy obeyed as she’d been taught to do. She watched, a scream frozen in her throat. Mama! But her mother didn’t answer because her mother was gone.

			Dead.

			Her mother had collapsed against the side of the truck, a hole in the side of her head. For a moment she stared at Mercy, her eyes wide.

			Dead.

			And then Brother DJ lifted her mother’s body, his arm under her legs, and tossed her over the side of the truck into the bed. The bed where he’d taken her mother three times since they’d left Eden.

			The only home Mercy had ever known.

			Her mother hadn’t even protested. It had been the payment for getting them out. Mercy knew that. Her mother had told her so after each time. Mercy had wanted to answer, had wanted to tell her mother that it wasn’t worth it, that she – Mercy – wasn’t worth it, but she’d been unable to speak.

			DJ hadn’t been gentle, but it was still better than . . . him. Brother Ephraim.

			My husband. Just thinking the word made her shudder. And he was on his way. Brother DJ had told her so. Ephraim would find her here. He probably wouldn’t kill her. Although she’d wish he would.

			She always wished he’d just kill her, but he never did.

			Brother DJ rubbed his bloody hands on his pants and began walking her way. ‘Come on, Mercy.’

			She just stared up at him, unable to say a word.

			He leaned down, grabbed her arm, and forced her to stand, but her legs were like limp noodles. She hurt, everywhere. Her abdomen burned. She pressed her palm to her body, then stared at it dully. Her palm was covered in blood. I’m bleeding. Because he shot me. It was like a dream. Not real. Except it was. Her mother was dead. And I’m bleeding.

			‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he grunted. ‘Not you, too.’

			She continued to stare. She’d heard Ephraim use that ‘F’-word, but only when he was really angry. Never in as casual a tone as Brother DJ’s.

			He began to drag her toward the truck and she suddenly understood what he planned to do.

			He’s going to kill me, too. He never intended to let either of us go.

			But why had he driven them all the way here? Wherever here was. The sign said Redding Bus Terminal. She knew what a bus was, but despite being able to read the other two words, she didn’t understand them.

			They’d driven for hours. Why come all this way only to kill us both? He could have stopped at any time and killed them on the side of the road.

			He was toying with us, she realized. Making her mother believe that Mercy would be free. Her mother had been so hopeful . . . Now she was dead.

			Mercy squinted when bright lights abruptly blinded her. A car. Another car had appeared and was pointing its lights at them.

			‘Fuck!’ Brother DJ cursed again. He lifted his gun, pointing it at the bright lights. He fired once, then dropped her arm when blue lights began flashing above the bright white lights. ‘Cops.’

			He ran to the truck, firing at Mercy again. Every nerve ending in her leg sparked, the shot hitting her midcalf. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound would come.

			Brother DJ got in his truck and sped away, firing a final time, but the bullet missed her, hitting the asphalt near her head. Shards of stone exploded from the road, and little pricks of pain licked at the side of her face.

			And then it was quiet, the only sound the soft motor of the car that had spurred Brother DJ to run.

			Cops. That meant police officers.

			Who were bad. They’d hurt her. Beat her. Take her to prison. Make sure she never saw daylight again. If they ever catch you, say nothing. Admit nothing. Never tell about the community. Never say ‘Eden’.

			The threats she’d heard a thousand times from her teachers in the community spun in her mind like a tornado, giving her a rush of energy. Get away. She had to get away.

			She pushed herself to her hands and knees and began to crawl away from the lights. Toward the grass. Toward the lockets Brother DJ had buried.

			She hated her locket. But she needed it. Felt . . . wrong without it. She hated that she needed it.

			Mama. Her mother’s locket was there, too.

			Her mother, who was dead. Whose body was in the back of Brother DJ’s truck.

			Her mother, who’d tried to save her.

			The car behind her never moved. No people emerged. No one shouted a threat. No one tried to stop her. So she kept crawling.

			Finally her knees touched grass and she wanted to cry. She hurt. So bad. The world began to spin, but she kept pushing her body forward.

			Just a little more. A little farther. And then she saw it. The patch of earth Brother DJ had disturbed when he’d buried the lockets. She collapsed next to it and clawed at the dirt until her hand closed around the chain that Ephraim had used as a weapon against her so many times.

			She dragged it from the ground, then clawed until she found a second chain. The lockets were covered with dirt, hiding the two children kneeling in prayer under an olive tree, all under the spread wings of the archangel Uriel. But Mercy didn’t need to see the engraved image. It was permanently etched in her mind. Just as were the names engraved into the backs of each locket.

			Miriam. Rhoda. The names they’d been given in Eden. Miriam was so common a name, her mother had always called her Mercy for short. The past year Mercy had thought it a cruel joke, because there had been no mercy for her or her mother. But the nickname made sense now. Because my name is Mercedes.

			She wasn’t Miriam. She was Mercedes. And her mother was Selena.

			Except that her mother was dead.

			Tears filled her eyes. Mama.

			She didn’t know how long she lay on the ground, tears running down her face. But when the screech of sirens filled the air, she was too tired to move.

			The police were coming and she was too tired to move.

			‘Miss?’

			Curled on her side, Mercy struggled to open her eyes. But she was too tired. So tired. Need to sleep.

			Hands were on her, turning her to her back, and her mind screamed at her to run. But she couldn’t move. So tired. Leave me alone. Need to sleep.

			‘Shit,’ a man said. ‘She’s been shot. Gunshot wound to the lower abdomen. Another midcalf.’

			‘Pulse is thready,’ a woman said. ‘BP falling. Let’s get her loaded.’ A hand stroked her face. ‘It’ll be okay, honey. We’re going to help you.’

			Mercy wanted to believe her. Wanted it so badly. But people didn’t help you out here. They lied and got you to lower your guard. Then they hurt you.

			But Ephraim hurt you. Brother DJ hurt you, too. And they were inside. They were community. They were supposed to have taken care of her.

			Whatever these people did to her, it couldn’t be worse than what her own husband had done.

			And if they killed her?

			She almost hoped they would. It would be a relief.

		

	
		
			One

			Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 4.45 P.M.

			I’m back. Oh God, I’m back. Mercy Callahan inhaled deeply, hoping yoga breathing would calm her racing heart. Why did I think this was a good idea? This is a terrible idea. I’m just going to make things even worse.

			‘Mercy, did you sleep at all on the flight?’

			Mercy startled at the voice in her ear, glancing at her best friend as they emerged from the Jetway into the terminal, which teemed with people. Too many people. Mercy had to steel her spine against the urge to run away. To run back to New Orleans. Again.

			‘No. I’m too . . .’ Anxious. Terrified. Wound tighter than a coiled spring. ‘Too everything.’

			Farrah made a sympathetic noise. ‘I know, honey. But it will be okay. And if it’s not, I’m here. I won’t leave you, and if you need me to, I’ll take you home.’

			Home. New Orleans truly had become home. People loved her there. People respected her there. People didn’t pity her there. Or they hadn’t until six weeks ago. There was something about having your face spread all over the front page of newspapers all over the country that kind of put a person in the public eye. When the picture was under a headline that read RESCUED FROM A SERIAL KILLER, the public eyes were filled with speculation and horror and a physical distance that Mercy rationally knew was a fear of saying the wrong thing. But it was still distance.

			But she’d still been okay. Until that damn CNN interview five days ago. One of the other two survivors had talked at length about her experience, making sure to mention all the victims so that no one forgot their names. As if I could. Of course the woman being interviewed had mentioned Mercy and of course Mercy had tortured herself by watching it.

			The content hadn’t been awful. It had been respectfully delivered, but seeing her own face on the TV screen, how pale she’d been, how absolutely terrified . . . Mercy hadn’t slept that night or any of the nights thereafter. It was like having a house dropped on her head. Everything changed.

			And every one of her co-workers had seen the broadcast. Every single one. They didn’t have to tell her so. Mercy had seen the truth on their faces and it had rattled her to her core.

			It made her feel like a stranger in the first place that had ever truly felt like home. But New Orleans was home thanks to Farrah, and that her friend was sticking close by her side was better than any gift Mercy had ever received. If Mercy did run back to New Orleans, Farrah would never blame her.

			‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

			Farrah nudged her shoulder into Mercy’s. ‘One step at a time, girl. You know the drill.’

			Yes, Mercy knew the drill. One whole day at a time had been too terrifying to contemplate, back when she’d first met Farrah, back when she’d been eighteen and trying so hard to make a life for herself. She’d managed a step at a time. A breath at a time. She still needed the mantra to keep her sanity, especially at night when the memories encroached like prowling wolves scenting helpless prey.

			Or on flights back to Sacramento. Mercy preferred the wolves, quite honestly. This city, this state, they were frequent stars in her nightmares.

			‘I know. One step at a time.’ Mercy made herself smile. ‘You showed me. You and Mama Ro.’

			Farrah Romero’s mama was priceless, a woman with a warm smile who took no shit from anyone. Mercy wished her own mother had been more like Mama Ro, the wish shaming her more than words could say.

			Mercy’s mother had been brave in her own way, sacrificing her life – quite literally – there at the end. Those were the worst nightmares of all.

			‘Let’s get your luggage,’ Farrah said. ‘Then the rental car. We’ll find somewhere to eat and let you pull yourself together before we see your brother.’

			Mercy had to swallow back the bile that rose to burn her from the inside out every time she thought about her brother. Gideon. How she’d hated him, for so many years.

			How wrong she’d been. God, I am a horrible person. He was going to hate her, and if he didn’t, he should. Him and his best friend, Rafe.

			She’d done both of them wrong. A wave of dizziness had her sucking in air as she realized too late that she’d been holding her breath. And that she’d stopped walking in the middle of the terminal, forcing disgruntled travelers to go around her. I’m rude, too. ‘God,’ she gasped as little black dots flickered all around her. This was such utter bullshit, but she couldn’t seem to make it all stop.

			‘You’re all right.’ Farrah’s hand was on her back, rubbing small circles as they stood there. Farrah ignored the frowns on the faces of the travelers, focusing only on Mercy. ‘That’s my girl. It’s a panic attack. You know what to do. Breathing’s good. In and out.’

			Mercy blinked hard and readjusted the strap cutting into her shoulder. The cat carrier was heavy, but that was good because the biting pain was helping to center her. Not that she’d admit that to anyone ever again. The last time she’d admitted that pain helped her focus, she’d ended up in the psychiatric ward on a seventy-two-hour hold. That had . . . sucked. ‘I’m okay. I’m fine.’

			Farrah smiled, bright as sunshine. Her best friend had the very best smile. Just seeing it made Mercy want to smile back. It was Farrah’s superpower. ‘Of course you’re okay,’ she said, giving her back a final pat. ‘Let’s get moving, so we can get something to eat.’

			Mercy told her feet to move. One step at a time. Thankfully her feet listened and she and Farrah were headed toward baggage claim. ‘We have to get the cats settled first. I’ll find a pet store to get litter boxes. And food.’ Hearing the word ‘food’, Rory yowled pitifully from his carrier, and Mercy patted the side. ‘Hush, beast. You’ll survive a little longer.’

			Farrah made a derisive noise. ‘I think your cats could miss a meal or two, Merce. Or ten.’ She lifted the cat carrier she held in one clenched fist. ‘Jack-Jack weighs sixty-two pounds.’

			Mercy laughed, the sound foreign but welcome. Farrah could always make her laugh. ‘Not quite sixty-two pounds.’ Her Ragdoll kitties topped the scales at nineteen pounds each. ‘Besides, the vet said they’re both healthy. Not fat, just sturdy.’

			Farrah’s brows lifted. ‘Sturdy. I like that. I think I’ll start using that word for myself.’

			Mercy frowned. ‘Stop that. You’re curvy and gorgeous. I wish I had your curves.’ Farrah was soft, her whole demeanor inviting hugs, and the bright, bold colors she wore glowed like jewels against her dark skin. Today’s outfit was bright yellow and had heads turning with smiles and appreciation.

			Farrah sighed, a put-upon sound that she’d drama’d up for Mercy’s benefit. ‘No, you don’t. It’s hard to find clothes for curves. I wish I were stick-slender.’

			But Mercy saw the twinkle in Farrah’s eye and knew the truth. ‘No, you don’t. You like the way Captain Holmes stares at your curves.’

			Farrah grinned. ‘That I do, and I make no apologies. My man is fine.’

			‘Yes, he definitely is.’ Even though Captain Holmes could be intimidating in cop mode, he was kind and funny and he’d always treated Farrah like she was the sweetest of treasures. That made the man more than fine in Mercy’s book, even if he did make her feel small whenever he was in the room. ‘But not my type,’ she added when Farrah gave her an amused look. ‘He’s very . . . big, isn’t he?’

			Farrah threw back her head and laughed. ‘He most certainly is, in all the right places. One in particular.’

			Mercy’s cheeks heated. She hadn’t meant that, but Farrah had a bawdy streak. ‘Was he okay with you just dropping everything to come with me?’ she asked, changing the subject.

			Farrah sobered, nodding. ‘He was perfectly okay with it. You said you needed me and that was good enough for him. That we’re staying in a house owned by a cop made him feel better about it, though.’ She shrugged. ‘He worries.’

			A house owned by a cop. Mercy winced, thinking about the cop in question. Homicide detective Raphael Sokolov, Gideon’s best friend. The brother of his heart in the way that Farrah was the sister of hers.

			Rafe probably hated her, too. If he didn’t, he should. Or would, given enough time. She selfishly hoped that he wouldn’t, though. Her memories of Rafe as she’d sat at his bedside for two weeks – his golden hair, his slow smile, and his unfettered happiness despite his pain – were the only bright spots in the nights she’d spent tossing and turning and fearing to sleep in the six weeks since returning to New Orleans. ‘The cop is on disability leave.’ Because he’d taken a bullet. For me. ‘Did you tell your captain that?’

			Farrah made a face. ‘Well, no. But a cop’s a cop, Mercy. Just because the man is recuperating from injuries doesn’t mean squat. He’s still a cop deep down. Instincts don’t go on sabbatical, you know.’ She narrowed her eyes abruptly. ‘He knows we’re coming, doesn’t he?’

			Mercy opened her mouth, then closed it again.

			Farrah’s frown deepened. ‘Mercy? He knows we’re coming, doesn’t he?’

			‘No, but his sister does. I called her to ask if we could stay with her for a little while.’

			‘Okay.’ Farrah’s frown receded, but her wariness remained. ‘The sister is Sasha, right?’

			‘Right. Rafe’s house has three apartments. Rafe was staying on the bottom floor because he couldn’t do the stairs, at least when I was last there.’ Before I ran away like the coward I am. ‘The bullet tore the muscles in his thigh.’ Mercy shuddered at the memory of the pain he’d suffered, but she couldn’t dwell on that now or she’d never make it to baggage claim. Breathe in and out. Nice and easy. She swallowed hard and pushed on. ‘The bottom-floor apartment actually belongs to Daisy.’

			‘Your brother’s girlfriend,’ Farrah said conversationally, but every mention of Gideon was said with care, like she expected Mercy to bolt. Or faint dead away.

			Neither was out of the realm of possibility at the moment.

			‘Yes. I like Daisy. She’s artsy and fun.’ But the woman had experienced her own share of heartache and Mercy felt a kinship that she wished she could have further explored. Now’s your chance, Callahan. You’re back. You can do all the things you wish you’d done when you were here six weeks ago.

			Things like having a heart-to-heart with Gideon. Like begging for his forgiveness.

			Gideon loves you. You know that. But it was a lot for anyone to forgive. She wouldn’t blame Gideon if he couldn’t. Still, she needed to make that right, too.

			‘Daisy’s such a cute name. I can’t wait to meet her,’ Farrah was saying warmly. ‘So if Rafe has taken Daisy’s apartment, where does she live?’

			‘On the top floor. They just switched. Rafe’s sister Sasha rents the middle floor.’

			‘And that’s where we’re going to stay?’

			‘For a few days.’ She patted Rory’s carrier. ‘Until I find an extended-stay hotel that takes cats.’

			Farrah studied her as they walked. ‘Extended? Exactly how long is “extended”?’

			Mercy bit at her lip. ‘I don’t know. I have . . . some time off.’

			‘How much time off?’

			Mercy braced herself for Farrah’s reaction. ‘Two months.’

			Farrah stopped walking, staring at Mercy in stunned disbelief. ‘Two months? How?’ She pulled Mercy’s arm so that they were against the wall, out of the traffic flow. ‘How did you get two months of vacation?’

			Breathe in and out. Nice and easy. ‘It’s not vacation. I’m on leave. Personal leave.’ And I’m lucky to have it, she told herself for the hundredth time.

			Worry clouded her friend’s brown eyes. ‘You never mentioned requesting leave.’

			‘Because I didn’t.’ Mercy leaned against the wall, closing her eyes. ‘I effed up. At work.’

			‘Oh, honey,’ Farrah murmured. ‘What happened?’

			‘It was after that CNN special interview on Monday night. I got distracted. Mixed up some test samples.’

			Farrah’s indrawn breath said all that she didn’t. Mixing up samples in Mercy’s line of work was a big deal. A very big deal. She held people’s futures in her hands. Their innocence or guilt often rested on the results of the DNA analysis she ran for the New Orleans PD. I could have ruined an innocent man.

			‘I figured it out, though,’ Mercy added, ‘after I’d run both samples. I was able to correct the first report before the DA could use it to file charges. I told my supervisor, and he and his supervisor called me into a meeting Thursday afternoon. I thought I was getting fired.’ Mercy opened her eyes to find Farrah’s full of compassion and concern. ‘I’m lucky that I ’fessed up and that it was my first mistake. They said that they knew I’d been under a lot of pressure and that they wished they’d encouraged me to take leave when I first came back from Sacramento.’ When she’d first run away from Gideon – and Rafe – only to hide her head in the sand. ‘But they couldn’t.’

			‘Not unless it affected your job.’

			‘Which it did.’

			‘Of course it did,’ Farrah said, her voice so abruptly sharp that Mercy flinched. ‘You were abducted by a freaking serial killer, Mercy. You almost died.’

			The tears of anguish in Farrah’s eyes kept Mercy from taking offense at her tone. ‘But I didn’t. I’m okay.’

			‘No, you’re not okay, you stubborn thing.’ Farrah brushed a trembling hand back over her hair, the close-cut natural style that framed her face so well. ‘Just because you weren’t physically injured doesn’t mean you’re okay. Plus, Detective Sokolov was injured and he did almost die. It was a trauma.’ She pressed her fingers to her lips as she visibly fought for composure. ‘I almost lost you,’ she added in a devastated whisper.

			Mercy didn’t want to think about it. Not now. If she allowed herself to remember the ordeal, she might turn around and run for the nearest plane out of Sacramento. ‘I thought if I just worked and kept to my routine, that I’d get through it. It’s worked before.’

			Farrah’s voice was back to quiet. Soothing. ‘It worked before because you were also seeing a therapist.’

			‘And I have to do that, too,’ Mercy admitted. ‘My supervisors said that no one blamed me for my mistake, and that they wanted me back, but that a therapist would have to sign off on my state of mind.’

			Farrah squeezed her arm. ‘Are you okay with this?’

			Mercy shrugged. ‘I have to be. It’s a reasonable requirement. Plus, I love my job and they were actually really nice about it all. I think I was harder on myself.’

			‘No,’ Farrah drawled dryly. ‘Say it ain’t so.’

			Mercy’s lips curved. ‘It ain’t so.’

			‘And you are a lying McLiarface who lies.’

			Mercy snorted. ‘You’ve been babysitting your nephews recently, haven’t you?’

			‘I have.’ Farrah set the cat carrier on the floor, enveloping Mercy in a hard hug. ‘It was like a wake-up call for you, huh?’

			And how. Mercy nodded miserably against Farrah’s shoulder. ‘Yeah. I realized that I could have sent an innocent man to prison and . . . I kind of fell apart. I had to come clean.’

			‘Of course you did. You are a good person, Mercy Callahan.’

			Mercy wasn’t so sure about that. She’d done some pretty awful things. But you’re here to make amends, she thought, and therefore didn’t argue. ‘When the bosses gave me two months of leave, I decided I had to face what happened in California.’

			Farrah pulled away, her expression wary. ‘In California? You mean in Sacramento? Or . . .’

			Farrah knew of Mercy’s history in California – her most recent brush with danger in Sacramento back in February, but also the childhood she’d spent in fear in the northernmost part of the state. Farrah was the only one who did know all the details, except for the new piece of information that had left Mercy reeling, adrift, and fleeing for home. Mercy hadn’t shared it with anyone. She hadn’t completely processed it herself yet.

			There’s something you need to know about Gideon.

			Oh, Mama. Why didn’t you talk faster? Why didn’t you tell me long before it was too late? Because now Mercy knew the truth and it had upended everything she’d thought she’d known before.

			‘Or,’ Mercy whispered, unwilling – unable – to say the word that haunted her waking thoughts and worst nightmares.

			Eden. The cult that had fostered DJ Belmont, who’d killed her mother. The cult that had glorified Ephraim Burton, who’d . . . Hurt me. Over and over and over.

			Farrah’s shoulders sagged because she understood all the implications of what Mercy hadn’t said aloud. ‘Oh, honey. Why now, after all these years? What changed?’

			That was the question, wasn’t it? She’d escaped Eden thirteen years before, had undergone years of therapy to forget what she’d experienced. Well, not to forget. No one ever truly forgot sexual assault. But she was able to live with the memories, to relegate them to the proper places in her mind. She’d been doing so well.

			Until Sacramento. Until Gideon. Until she’d learned the truth.

			‘Gideon,’ she murmured. ‘He changed everything. I have to see him. To tell him that I’m sorry.’

			Farrah frowned. ‘Sorry for what?’

			‘For hating him all this time.’

			‘Mercy, honey, we’ve had this conversation. He left you in that awful place. He killed his boss and ran away because he didn’t want to work. Left you and your mama to bear the consequences, which were brutal. Resentment is natural.’

			Except that none of that was true. It was a filthy lie, concocted by the men who’d owned them back then. Why didn’t I question? Why did I believe that ridiculous story? Why did Mama let me believe it? A sob started to take root in her throat, and Mercy fought it back. ‘He was only thirteen.’

			Farrah cupped her cheek. ‘I know. He was young and scared. He probably didn’t know what you and your mother were suffering after he left.’

			Mercy shook her head. ‘No, you don’t understand. I found out something when I was here before. I found out why Gideon escaped. He didn’t just run away.’

			Farrah’s eyes widened. ‘What? How did he escape, then?’

			Mercy thought about her mama, about those final minutes of her life. ‘Mama told me to find him. Right before she was . . .’ Murdered. Mercy couldn’t say that word, either. Because it was my fault. Her mother had sacrificed her life. For me. ‘At first I was shocked, because I’d thought he’d been dead all that time. But Mama said that he’d escaped, that he was alive, and that he’d help me. But then I got so angry. I said no, that he was selfish. Mama said, “There’s something you need to know about Gideon.” And now I know what that was.’

			Farrah waited patiently, as if they weren’t standing against the wall of a crowded airport terminal.

			Mercy swallowed again. ‘They hurt him. They beat him. Almost killed him.’

			‘Oh my God,’ Farrah whispered, horrified. ‘Why? Because he killed his boss?’

			‘He did that, but only because he fought back when one of the men tried to . . .’ Say it. Stop being a coward. Say. It. ‘Tried to rape him. He killed the man by accident and the other men from the community beat him so bad that he almost died. He couldn’t walk, couldn’t see, was barely conscious.’

			Farrah stared in shock. Then she gave herself a little shake and asked, ‘How did he get out?’

			‘Mama.’

			‘Oh.’ The word escaped Farrah on a quiet rush of breath. ‘I get it now. Your mama smuggled him out, didn’t she? Just like she smuggled you out.’

			Mercy nodded. ‘But she left him at a bus stop, all alone, hoping someone would find him. She had to leave him. She had to go back . . . there.’ To Eden. ‘Because of me.’

			‘To protect you. Oh, Mercy. I’m so sorry.’

			Mercy blinked rapidly. She would not cry. Not here. ‘I didn’t know. I hated him all those years. I hated him for something he didn’t do.’

			‘He’ll forgive you. I know it.’

			‘He already has.’ For that, anyway. ‘I guess I haven’t forgiven myself.’

			‘No,’ Farrah drawled again. ‘Say it ain’t so.’

			Mercy was amazed to hear herself chuckle. ‘It’s so. It’s so so.’

			Farrah hugged her again, hard. ‘We’ll get through this. You and me. I won’t leave you.’

			Mercy couldn’t quite breathe from being squeezed but didn’t want to move out of Farrah’s embrace. This was love, safety. Acceptance. ‘You’re staying for two whole months?’ she asked lightly, even as she clung.

			‘I’ll stay until I know you’re okay. I got time coming from the university and if I get lonely for my captain, he can get himself on a damn plane. You’re worth it, Mercy.’

			‘I love you, Ro.’ Mercy blurted the words, shocking herself. Farrah had often said the words to her, but Mercy had never been able to say them back. ‘I should have said it years ago. You’re the sister I never had. Your family is my family.’

			Farrah reared back, blinking in surprise, and then her eyes filled with tears again, but this time they were tears of happiness and affection. ‘Oh, baby girl. I love you, too.’ She straightened her spine and grabbed the cat carrier. ‘Let’s get our suitcases before my mascara starts to run.’

			Mercy forced her feet to move. One step at a time. One breath at a time. You can do this. Be brave. At least she had a few hours to center herself before coming face-to-face with her brother or any of the Sokolovs.

			‘Would you look at that?’ Farrah said, pointing down the escalator to where people waited at baggage claim. People holding signs.

			Specifically, people like Sasha Sokolov holding a sign that said CALLAHAN, each letter in a different color. Because that was the way Sasha rolled.

			She was tall, like her brother. Blond, like her brother, with the same dark brown eyes that lit up with an inner joy that Mercy envied. Just like her brother.

			‘That’s Sasha, I take it?’ Farrah drawled.

			Nervously Mercy scanned the waiting crowd for Rafe, but he wasn’t with his sister. Relief left her a little dizzy, even as disappointment sat like lead in her gut. Why would he come to meet her? She’d left him without a single word. ‘Yeah. I, um, didn’t know she’d be meeting us. I didn’t even tell her which flight we were on.’

			Because she hadn’t wanted Sasha to meet them. She hadn’t wanted anyone to meet them. She needed time to prepare herself for the hard conversations that lay ahead.

			‘Mercy!’ Sasha shouted, waving her rainbow sign. ‘Over here!’ Not willing to wait – for much of anything – Sasha charged, sidestepping several travelers like a running back dancing upfield.

			Farrah laughed. ‘I think this is gonna be fun.’

			Mercy had just braced herself for impact when Sasha grabbed her in a fierce hug, lifting her to her toes. ‘I’m so glad to see you,’ Sasha whispered, then pulled away, holding her hand out to Farrah. ‘I’m Sasha.’

			Farrah bypassed Sasha’s hand, going for the hug, and Sasha made a happy sound. ‘I’m Farrah. Thank you for meeting us.’

			Sasha stepped back with a mock glare for Mercy. ‘It wasn’t easy. I’ve been here for hours, waiting on every flight that could possibly have started in or transferred from New Orleans.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ Mercy mumbled.

			Sasha waved her apology away. ‘Introduce us properly, Mercy.’

			‘Sasha, this is my best friend, Dr Farrah Romero. Farrah, Sasha Sokolov.’

			Sasha lifted her perfectly arched brows. ‘Doctor?’

			‘I’m a biophysicist,’ Farrah explained. ‘I work for a university.’

			Sasha nodded. ‘Very cool. If you’re willing, I’d love for you to chat with my youngest sister, Zoya. She wants to be a doctor. A medical doctor, I think, but she’s only seventeen, so . . .’

			Farrah smiled. ‘I’d be happy to talk to her.’

			‘Excellent.’ Sasha shook her head. ‘Where are my manners?’ She took a cat carrier in each hand and gave a low whistle. ‘Shit, Mercy, how many cats you got in here? And are they sitting on bricks?’

			Farrah nodded. ‘Right? They’re behemoths.’

			Mercy made herself smile, because her anxiety was beginning to build again. There were too many people here. Too much noise.

			‘Hey,’ Farrah murmured, sensing her tension. ‘Go sit down. I’ll get our bags.’

			Mercy shook her head. ‘I’ll go get our rental car and meet you at the pickup curb.’

			‘Nope,’ Sasha said. ‘No renting of cars needed. I drove my father’s SUV today, which you will be borrowing while you’re here. He never drives it anymore, not since he got the Tesla.’

			Tesla? Really? Farrah mouthed.

			‘Karl owns a successful marketing agency,’ Mercy told her, then turned to Sasha. ‘That’s not necessary, really.’

			Sasha gave her a long, long look. ‘Yes, it is. Gideon is family. You are Gideon’s sister. Therefore, you are family, and no family of ours rents a car when they visit.’

			‘I’ll be here for a while,’ Mercy said, flailing for some argument she could make stick in the face of the tsunami that was Sasha Sokolov.

			‘Better still,’ Sasha returned. ‘Also, I already stopped at the pet store this morning for cat supplies. Food, litter, a litter box. Even some toys. So once we get your suitcases, we can go straight to my place, where you can rest.’ With that, she stalked off toward the baggage carousel, handling the cats as if they weighed nothing.

			‘Wow,’ Farrah said with clear admiration. ‘I’m impressed. It took me years to bulldoze you like that and she figured it out in a few weeks. Are they all like that?’

			Mercy sighed. ‘Yes. They have a large family.’ A big, noisy, pushy, boisterous family who loved each other so much. Who loved Gideon so much. ‘There are eight kids, and Mrs Sokolov is as big a force of nature as Mama Ro.’

			Irina Sokolov had also bulldozed her way through Mercy’s defenses, mothering Mercy as if she’d been another Sokolov. Mercy had balked at first, preferring solitude as she’d sat by Rafe’s hospital bed, but Irina hadn’t allowed it. They’d developed a natural rapport and by the end of her visit, Mercy had grown fond of the older woman, missing her counsel when she’d fled back to New Orleans. It will be good to see her again.

			‘And Sasha’s brother?’ Farrah asked slyly. ‘Is he a force of nature?’

			Ignoring Farrah’s innuendo, Mercy honestly considered the question. ‘No. There’s a . . . a quietness with Rafe that the rest of the family doesn’t seem to possess.’ At first she’d thought it was because he’d been injured and was in pain, but she’d quickly learned that his quiet ran deep, but that he hid it from his family and she’d never asked why. She wasn’t sure if she’d wanted to know, because knowing would foster the closeness that Rafe had wanted, but that had scared her to death. ‘Or at least I didn’t see it in the two weeks I was here.’

			‘I cannot wait to meet him,’ Farrah said. ‘I’ll help Sasha find our bags. Why don’t you go to the ladies’ room to freshen up? It’ll be quieter there. We’ll wait for you by the door over there.’

			Mercy nodded, grateful. ‘I will. Thank you.’ She paused a moment, though, watching Farrah and Sasha getting to know each other by the baggage carousel. Farrah said something that made Sasha throw back her head and laugh and in that moment, she looked so much like her brother that Mercy’s heart hurt.

			Rafe had laughed like that. Not often – he’d been in too much pain – but once or twice she’d say something wry and his laugh would boom out, joyful and happy. He’d been golden in those moments. Beautiful. Untouchable by someone like me.

			And then that last time, the last day she’d been there, he’d sobered, staring at her as if he’d never seen her before. Stay, he’d murmured. Let’s see where this goes. Please. And then he’d kissed her, shattering everything she’d thought she’d known about who she was and what she wanted.

			That was what had made her run home, the straw that broke the camel’s back. That terrifying, beautiful, amazing kiss. He should be so angry. Maybe he wouldn’t even want to see her again. Maybe she should find a hotel, like right now.

			Or maybe she should grow the hell up and stop being a frightened child. Deliberately turning her body, Mercy headed for the ladies’ room, trying to calm the butterflies in her gut that had changed to angry bees.

			Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.00 P.M.

			Finally. Ephraim had been waiting for hours, his own flight from New Orleans having landed early that afternoon. Mercy had led him on quite the merry chase, with two cross-country flights in under a week.

			He’d booked his flight to Louisiana as soon as he’d seen Mercy’s face on the TV on Monday night. Or at least as soon as he’d recovered from his shock at seeing her alive when he’d thought her dead for thirteen years.

			The CNN interview had been full of shocks. Mercy was still alive. She’d survived being abducted by a serial killer. But there was another victim – Eileen, who’d been given the name of Miriam when Ephraim had married her. Now she was dead at this serial killer’s hands. And the most dangerous shock of all – Miriam’s locket had been found and was now in the hands of the police. Which meant that, unless Miriam had removed their wedding photo from the locket, the cops now knew his face.

			Fortunately, he no longer wore the pirate patch like he had in the photo. Not out in the world anyway. Only in Eden, because no one in the community could know that he’d gotten surgery none of them would have access to.

			But the real chances of the cops knowing his face were slim. If they had his picture, they’d have it spread all over the TV. Just like Mercy’s had been in that broadcast.

			The CNN reporter had been so helpful, telling her viewing audience where Mercy now lived. Ephraim had followed Mercy around New Orleans for days, learning her routine. He’d planned his grab for last night, only to learn from her neighbor that she was flying back to Sacramento and he’d missed her.

			He hadn’t planned to kill Mercy’s neighbor, but the woman had seen his face. He’d had no choice. His preferred method of eliminating threats was snapping his victim’s neck – and he was damn good at it – but he wanted the old lady to look like she’d died of natural causes, so he’d suffocated her instead, which took more effort. Tracking Mercy had been a lot more trouble than he’d expected.

			But it had all worked out because there she was, walking toward the ladies’ room. Mercy Callahan, or so she called herself now. When she’d been his wife, she’d been Mercy Burton. And since Eden didn’t permit divorce, she was still Mercy Burton.

			Slowly, he moved toward the restrooms, not wanting to attract any attention. He had no idea if Mercy or her bastard brother had told anyone about him, but there was a chance that his photo from Miriam’s locket might have surfaced, and he wasn’t going to be careless.

			Careless men got caught. I will not get caught.

			Not for the first time, he cursed Miriam, wishing he could have been the one who’d snapped her neck instead of the random stranger who’d killed her. If she’d stayed where she was supposed to be – in Eden, with me – she’d still be alive. Her locket would be safe, instead of in the hands of the police. His photo would still be secure.

			He’d told Pastor that putting their wedding photos in the women’s lockets was a terrible idea, but the man seriously thought he was infallible. After thirty years of being told he was God’s emissary, Eden’s own priest, Pastor believed his own press and had developed a serious God complex.

			But Pastor was old. And I’m next in line. The only threat to his taking control of Eden after Pastor’s death was DJ Belmont.

			And I’m about to grind him into the ground like the cockroach he is. As soon as he dragged little Mercy back to Eden, he’d be able to prove that DJ had lied. DJ had sworn to Pastor that he’d killed Mercy and buried her where her body would never be found.

			But DJ’s lie was evidenced by the young woman walking into the ladies’ room, all by herself.

			That she’d separated from her companions was a bit of luck. He didn’t want to have to kill the other two women, but he would if he had to. He wanted to take only Mercy back with him.

			Where she belonged. And nobody was going to stop him.

		

	
		
			Two

			Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.03 P.M.

			Luckily the ladies’ room was completely unoccupied and quiet. She could think in the quiet. Not that she really wanted to think.

			She was back in California. Back to Gideon. Back to Rafe. And back to the memories of Eden that seemed so much closer to the surface here.

			Eden. As much as she dreaded having to face Gideon and Rafe again, just being in California had her nearly hyperventilating. Eden was here, somewhere. Somewhere north of Sacramento, way up in the mountains where monsters could hide and continue their abuse.

			Monsters like Ephraim Burton and DJ Belmont. She shuddered. DJ had killed her mother, but it was Ephraim who’d terrified her to the depths of her soul. He still did. The memory of him, big and hulking, harsh hands that hit and hit, still had the power to reduce her to the traumatized girl she’d been. His one eye, intense and so cruel. His body that had . . . hurt her.

			Say the word, Mercy. He raped you for an entire year. Until she’d nearly died. She would have died, had it not been for her mother’s sacrifice.

			But Mama had sacrificed, enabling Mercy’s and Gideon’s escapes. Gideon had been searching for Eden ever since. He’d become a special agent with the FBI, to help people. To find Eden. To free the others who were still enslaved. Still afraid and hurting. While I ran away to hide from him, to hide from life. To hide from everything. All the while refusing to help him find the monsters that had taken everything.

			No more. Everything had changed, all because of Gideon and his passion for the truth. The FBI knew about Ephraim Burton now. They knew that he’d been Harry Franklin before robbing a bank had sent him into hiding. Had sent him to Eden. An FBI task force was looking for him.

			If they found him, they’d arrest him for murder and sexual assault. So many victims. The FBI would want her to testify against him. She’d have to see him again. To look at the face that still haunted her nightmares.

			The angry bees in her gut swarmed and she was abruptly glad she hadn’t had anything to eat on the plane. Ephraim Burton was out there. And so was DJ Belmont. Walking the earth as free men when her mother was dead. And I’ve been hiding all this time, afraid of my own shadow.

			No more. Because she’d returned to do the right thing. ‘I may still be afraid,’ she muttered quietly, ‘but I’m sure as hell not hiding anymore.’

			She looked up, stared at her own reflection. She was pale and there were dark circles under her eyes. But her eyes were clear and she straightened her spine, suddenly refilled with purpose. You are not weak. You have survived. You are here. And you are not a little girl anymore, cowering in fear as he raped you. You’re a grown woman, in charge of your future.

			She was here in Sacramento to make amends. To Gideon, to Rafe. But if she could make amends and destroy the men who’d tortured her and her mother and so many others at the same time?

			That was an empowering thought. ‘You can do this,’ she said to the woman in the mirror.

			She would make amends. She would make the men who hurt her mother pay. One step, one breath at a time. I’m back, you sons of bitches.

			Mercy gave a hard nod to her reflection. She knew what she had to do now. She wasn’t sure how to do it, but she wouldn’t have to do it alone.

			She had Gideon. And Rafe. They might hate her, but they’d help her take Ephraim and DJ down, because they were both good men who did the right thing.

			And it wasn’t like she’d have to face Ephraim today. The FBI was searching for him, but it wasn’t like he was going to pop up and surrender himself. So she had a little while to bolster herself.

			She turned to the mirror to give her face a light coating of foundation and to apply her lipstick. At least she didn’t look like death warmed over, even if that was exactly how she felt.

			Gathering her things, she squared her shoulders and walked from the ladies’ room.

			Only to come to an abrupt halt, her breath seizing in her lungs. No. It’s not possible. It’s a dream. A nightmare. It’s not real.

			But then her nightmare smiled, a glass eye glinting as it reflected the overhead lights. ‘Hello, wife.’

			The eye was new, but the voice was familiar. So damn familiar. You like it, don’t you. Tell me you like it. Tell me. Tell me or I’ll break your fucking arm, you little whore.

			Mercy stared up at him, her mind beginning to fuzz, little black dots dancing in her vision. Ephraim. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be real.

			‘Nothing to say?’ he mocked. ‘No greeting for your husband?’

			A snick seemed to echo in the silence between them and Mercy had only a split second to wonder what it was before feeling the bite of a blade against her wrist. He grabbed her other hand and yanked.

			‘You’ll come with me,’ he growled, ‘and you won’t say a word. Nod once if you understand.’

			Her brain was telling her to run, but her feet were made of stone. She stood there, able only to stare at him, her heart beating like a wild thing in her chest.

			He yanked again, pulling her hand through his arm. The knife now pressed against her side, through her blouse.

			He’s going to ruin it, she thought numbly. He’s going to make me bleed on it.

			Her feet still didn’t move, even when he yanked her again.

			‘Move your ass, bitch,’ he whispered in her ear.

			And then another voice, one that made her shiver. ‘Mercy?’

			Oh God. Rafe. He spoke in her best daydreams, deep and musical. But she didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond. She was . . . not there.

			‘Mercy!’ He was shouting now, from behind them.

			Her feet were finally moving. She was walking to the door. With Ephraim.

			I’m not going to get the chance to be brave. I’m sorry, Mama. I’m sorry, Gideon.

			And then there was a loud crack and the arm holding hers was gone.

			Eden, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.05 P.M.

			Amos Terrill rubbed his thumb over the lines of the script he’d just carved into the lid of the hope chest. He was almost finished with it, this special project on which he’d been laboring for the past five months, mostly in secret. He’d made countless hope chests, coffee tables, kitchen cabinets, armoires, and jewelry boxes over the thirty years he’d lived in Eden. All of them had been gifts for the membership or items to be sold to bring money into the community coffers.

			This was the first time he’d ever made something for himself. Something he didn’t intend to share with anyone.

			No one except his Abigail. His heart.

			A splinter caught at his thumb and he pulled it out, sucking at the small wound before returning to his task. He could sand the hope chest later. He didn’t have much more time to himself. Everyone knew he stopped working at suppertime, and then people would start dropping by.

			Amos, can you fix this? Amos, a minute of your time? Amos, need a pair of strong hands to help with . . . It didn’t matter what. It was all the same after thirty years.

			He picked up the detail blade, his favorite of all of his carving tools. He’d brought it with him to Eden, when he was young and full of hope, ready to change the world.

			Now he knew the truth and every day had become a struggle, each harder than the day before.

			He had to stay positive. Had to keep smiling. Had to stay patient. Had to nod and pleasantly reply that all was well when he was greeted in passing.

			In other words, he had to lie.

			He finished carving the last word and took a look at his work. It had become something of a trademark, a personal signature he’d added to all the larger pieces of cabinetry he created.

			The words were carved in a scrolling, old-fashioned script: Surely Goodness And Mercy Shall Follow Me All The Days Of My Life. Psalms 23:6. Anyone in the community would think it simply a beautiful Bible verse, one that matched the song that used to be in his heart.

			But it wasn’t. It was a tribute. Penance, even. His way of trying to make it up to a beautiful little girl whom he’d failed. So utterly.

			Mercy. He thought of her often, especially after the birth of his Abigail, whose name meant father’s joy. As with most things in his life, Abigail’s birth had been bittersweet, losing her mother just minutes after they’d held their baby for the first time.

			He’d thought he’d lose them both. Like he’d lost his first family. Mercy. Gideon. Rhoda. Dammit, Rhoda, I’m so sorry. You tried to tell me, but I wouldn’t listen.

			He hadn’t wanted to listen.

			But now he knew the truth and he needed to get Abigail out. To safety. To freedom.

			He wouldn’t fail her like he’d failed Mercy, Rhoda, and Gideon.

			He picked up the hope chest and turned it over effortlessly, a lifetime of woodworking giving him more strength than most men. He began to carve his true signature into the base of the chest, no larger than a dime. A small olive tree with twelve branches. It was exacting, but, at the same time, something he could do with his eyes closed, he’d done it so many times.

			‘Papa!’

			Amos startled, the knife in his hand skipping over the wood, and pain ripped into his finger. ‘Ugh!’ he cried, unable to stifle the sound.

			‘Papa?’ Abigail bounded into his workshop, with the same energy with which she tackled everything else in her life. ‘Tackled’ being the operative term. Abigail never walked when she could run, never sat when she could stand. Never whispered. Ever.

			His lips curved up into a smile even as he grabbed a clean rag to press to his finger.

			‘Abi-girl,’ he said with genuine warmth. Abigail was the only one who could summon anything close to happiness for him. She was the only thing that was real and had been for the past six months. Ever since Amos had witnessed Brother Ephraim calmly breaking the necks of Sister Dorcas, her husband, and their sixteen-year-old son, three of the dearest people in the world. Amos’s throat burned every time he remembered Brother Ephraim so carelessly tossing their bodies into an unmarked grave.

			After which Ephraim had returned to tell the membership that Dorcas and her family had chosen to return to the world after the untimely death of their dear Miriam.

			Miriam, who’d walked around with shadows in her eyes. Who, the last time Amos had seen her, had been bruised and bloody and begging to die.

			Sister Dorcas had begged Amos for his help. Please help us get her out of here. Please.

			Amos had done his best, or he’d thought so at the time, working through the night to fashion a hope chest similar to the one he was now building for Abigail. It wasn’t ornate and hadn’t had a false bottom, but it had been large enough that Miriam had been able to hide inside. Her father and brother had hoisted the hope chest into the bed of Brother DJ’s truck when no one was around to see their muscles strain under the added weight. Miriam was supposed to have climbed from the back of the truck and run for freedom the moment that Brother DJ had slowed enough to make it possible.

			But it had all been for naught. Miriam must have been attacked by an animal because her body had been returned to them, too damaged to be identified. And, as punishment for their part in her escape, Sister Dorcas, Brother Stephen, and their son, Ezra, had been murdered in cold blood.

			I failed them, too.

			But he would not fail again. He would not fail his Abigail.

			‘Are you all right, Papa?’ she asked, leaning in to peer at his bleeding finger.

			‘I’ll be fine,’ he assured her. ‘What brings you skipping into my workshop, Abi-girl?’

			She giggled. ‘Abigail, Papa. How many times must I tell you?’

			It’s Mercy, Papa. Not Mercy-girl. How many times must I tell you?

			He swallowed hard, shaking off the memory of his daughter, dead for thirteen years. He tapped the end of Abigail’s adorable nose, so like her mother’s. ‘Until I get it right, obviously.’

			Abigail sighed dramatically, then stared again at his finger. ‘That’s bleeding a lot, Papa. You should go to the healer.’

			He glanced at his finger, grimacing at the sight of the rag, already heavy with blood. ‘You’re right. Why don’t you go to Deborah’s house and play? Tell her mother that I’ll be by to get you as soon as I get my finger taken care of.’

			He tossed a tarp over the almost-finished hope chest, hiding it from view. He didn’t want anyone to see it. He didn’t want anyone getting close enough to realize that its interior wasn’t nearly as deep as it should be. He didn’t want anyone spying the false bottom that hid a crawl space just large enough for a seven-year-old girl.

			For Abigail.

			The chest clearly hadn’t worked for Miriam. If it had, she’d be free instead of dead, so Amos was saving it as a last resort to get Abigail out. He first had to convince Pastor and Brother DJ to allow him to go into town when DJ took items to be traded, because there was no way Amos would leave his little girl hidden in the back of the man’s truck all alone. Move carefully. Take your time. He didn’t want Brother Ephraim to become suspicious of him or he might end up in an unmarked grave like Sister Dorcas and her family. And then who would take care of his Abigail?

			Abigail grabbed his uninjured hand. ‘I came to tell you that I have supper.’

			He looked down at her, unable and unwilling to hide his affection. ‘You do? Butter sandwiches again?’

			She rolled her eyes. ‘No, Papa. It’s roast chicken with pumpkin. Deborah’s mother made extra by mistake. She said we should eat it or it would go bad.’ She cocked her head, her pigtails swaying to one side. ‘I think she makes extra by mistake on purpose.’

			Amos smothered a chuckle. ‘You do?’

			Of course Deborah’s mother did. She was a good woman who hated to think of anyone going hungry. Her husband was a good man, always available to help.

			Amos would miss them when he and Abigail were gone from this place.

			‘Yes,’ Abigail said with a sharp nod. ‘She does it all the time, Papa. If it was truly an accident, I think she should have learned better by now. I think she likes to feed us.’

			This time his chuckle escaped. ‘Well, we shouldn’t let on that we know her secret. We will accept her delicious gift and be thankful, yes?’ He closed the door, not bothering to lock it.

			The door had no lock. None of the homes in Eden did. Except the Founding Elders’ homes. And the clinic.

			Which was where he needed to go. He bent over and kissed Abigail’s soft hair. ‘Go play. I’ll be by to pick you up very soon.’

			He watched her bolt across the compound’s open courtyard, narrowly avoiding Sister Joan, who only chuckled and shook her head.

			There were good people here.

			And bad people.

			Amos wondered which of the membership were evil like Brother Ephraim, hiding behind a nice smile and a friendly hello. He wondered which of the people he’d lived among for thirty years were aware that Brother Ephraim knew how to kill with his bare hands, or which, like himself, had simply been oblivious.

			Amos had been so blind. So willingly blind, because there had been signs. Signs he’d been too happy to ignore.

			No more.

			Drawing a breath, he descended the steps into the clinic. It was housed in an earth home, partially underground, like all the dwellings in Eden. He glanced around, finding the room empty. He didn’t bother searching – there really wasn’t anywhere the healer could be hiding. The patient treatment area was one big room, with a curtain that could be pulled for patient privacy.

			He avoided looking at the bed in the corner, pristinely made. That was where Abigail’s mother had died in childbirth. Afterward it had been especially hard to remember why he was here, living separate from the world. In a proper hospital, women didn’t usually die in childbirth.

			Not like here, in Eden.

			There was only one other place the healer could be. He approached the door to the healer’s office, where she kept supplies and medicines, intending to knock, but his fist froze midair. The door was slightly ajar, a faint whirring sound catching his ear. He frowned, having not heard anything like that before.

			He approached carefully, afraid of what he’d see. The last time he’d investigated an odd noise, he’d witnessed Ephraim murdering three good people.

			He stared, his mouth falling open. He could only see a portion of the healer’s desk, but what he did see jarred a distant memory. A thirty-year-old memory. An upright box. A keyboard. A . . . 

			He wasn’t sure what the last thing was. A screen of some kind, but thinner than anything Amos knew existed. Sister Coleen, the healer, was staring at it.

			It was a . . . Was that a computer? Here? In Eden? It couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t be. He’d used computers in high school, but the screens had been large and nearly square.

			She leaned to one side, briefly disappearing from view. When she straightened, she held a sheaf of papers, which she paged through, then stood.

			Oh no. Amos stepped back, nearly tripping over his own feet as he crossed the room to the door, where he stood, still holding the rag around his bleeding finger. Think fast. ‘Sister Coleen?’ he called.

			She appeared at the door, looking slightly alarmed. ‘Brother Amos. When did you get here?’

			‘Just now,’ he lied. He held up his finger. ‘Need some help with this.’

			She pulled the door shut, locking it with a key she wore on a string around her neck along with her locket, the same style that every woman in Eden wore. Even the healer wasn’t exempt from the marriage laws, having been given to a new husband after her first husband died from old age.

			Amos had thought her like every woman in Eden, but clearly she was not. She had a . . . computer. It was too hard to believe. Where was she even getting the power to run it?

			The compound had a generator, but it was used for things like Amos’s power tools. Not for computers. He was stunned.

			She no longer held the papers she’d been reading. She must have left them in the office, because now she met him at the door, ushering him to the table next to the bed where Abigail’s mother had died.

			Amos’s mind was reeling. The healer had a computer.

			How long had she had it? How had she hidden it? He’d been in that office. He’d built that desk.

			His breath stuttered as he realized that he’d built it to very exacting specifications – including a small locked cabinet that would have been the perfect size for the tall . . . 

			He couldn’t even remember the word.

			‘How much blood have you lost?’ Sister Coleen asked. ‘You’re so pale, you might be going into shock.’

			No, he thought. I’m already in shock. I’ve been in shock since I saw Ephraim kill three of my best friends. ‘A lot,’ he said weakly. ‘I’m a little dizzy.’

			Sister Coleen gently peeled the bloody rag away. ‘Oh my, this is a deep one. I keep telling you to wear gloves when you’re working with your knives.’

			He nodded numbly. ‘I will.’

			She tsked. ‘That’s what you always say, Brother Amos. If you slice your finger off, I can’t fix it. Then how will you take care of that pretty little girl of yours?’

			He mumbled something in response that seemed to please her, but he couldn’t hear himself speak over the pounding in his head.

			They had a computer. Here. In Eden.

			They also had a killer here in Eden.

			And Amos had no doubt that if anyone found out what he knew, he’d be killed, too. God, please help me get my baby girl out of this place before they do.

			Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.10 P.M.

			‘Mercy!’ Rafe Sokolov lifted his cane to strike the man a second time, but his legs were unsteady. The man toppled him to the floor with one hard sweep of his arm, glaring, his face one that Rafe knew all too well.

			Ephraim Burton, the devil himself.

			Rafe had seen the photo of Burton, found two months before in a locket – silver, engraved with two children kneeling under an olive tree, all under the spread wings of an angel with a flaming sword. The symbol of Eden. Of evil. He’d memorized every line of the man’s face, hating him with every fiber of his existence. This man had hurt Rafe’s best friend, Gideon. And even though she’d never said so, Rafe was certain that he’d also hurt Mercy.

			That he was the man who had raped Mercy when she was only twelve years old.

			‘Mercy!’ Rafe shouted again, but she didn’t turn around. Didn’t move.

			Burton scrambled to his feet, kicking Rafe hard in the hip. ‘You’re insane. Stay away from me!’ he said and moved to grab Mercy again. ‘Come along, dear. You’re okay. Let’s just leave.’

			‘No!’ Rafe thundered. Lurching forward, he hooked the curve of his cane around Burton’s leg and yanked with all his strength.

			Burton stumbled and cursed, but Rafe was already on his knees, yelling at the top of his lungs as he pulled his gun from his holster. ‘Police! Stop or I’ll shoot.’

			Burton spun around to look at him, dragging Mercy around with him.

			Rafe sucked in a breath that burned. He’d dreamed about Mercy throughout the long weeks since she’d run from Sacramento. From me. And from her brother. But she hadn’t looked like this, so lost. Remote.

			Rafe had seen her like this one other time – on the security video that had captured her abduction by a killer two months ago. She’d gone blank then, like a zombie. She looked like that now. Standing there, in the clutches of a man who aimed to hurt her. Again. She wasn’t fighting.

			She wasn’t even . . . there. She’d checked out of her current reality. The realization made Rafe’s blood run cold.

			‘Who the hell are you?’ Burton snarled, shattering Rafe’s panic. Restoring his focus.

			‘The man who’s going to kill you if you don’t let her go right now,’ he snarled back, aiming his gun at Burton’s fucking head. Then, raising his voice again, Rafe shouted, ‘Someone call 911. I need police assistance!’

			Burton looked at his gun, took a quick, frantic look at the crowd gathering around him, then pushed Mercy so that she fell into Rafe and took off, pulling people to block the path he’d taken. He was out the door before Rafe could catch his breath.

			Shouts of ‘Gun, he has a gun!’ rang out, sending people screaming and falling to the floor, hands over their heads. Parents threw themselves on top of their children. It was chaos.

			But Mercy didn’t move.

			‘Mercy?’ Rafe moved her so that she sat beside him. She just . . . stared.

			‘Put down the gun!’ a man ordered, running up to them, his own gun drawn. He was young, maybe twenty-five, and the gun in his hand trembled.

			Rafe carefully laid his weapon on the floor, his hands in the air.

			‘I’m an off-duty cop,’ he said. ‘ID’s in my inside pocket.’

			Visibly shaken, the airport officer patted his pocket and pulled out the ID. ‘Detective Raphael Sokolov,’ he said, panting slightly. ‘What the hell is this about?’

			‘That man.’ Rafe pointed at the door. ‘He left through there. He’s wanted by the FBI for bank robbery and murder. I need to get my phone, okay?’

			The cop nodded warily. ‘Go ahead.’

			Rafe held up his phone, then called 911 himself. While it rang, he tilted Mercy’s chin up as gently as he could. She was catatonic. Her gaze blank, she sat up on her own, but she was motionless. Like a robot whose battery had run down.

			And . . . ‘Oh shit, she’s bleeding.’ Blood had seeped through her white blouse and was spreading from her side to her back.

			‘This is the operator. What is your emergency?’

			‘This is Detective Raphael Sokolov.’ He told the woman his badge number. ‘I need a BOLO for a fugitive escaping from the American terminal at the Sac airport. He assaulted a woman and ran when I tried to stop him. He’s about six one, two hundred fifty pounds, muscular, dark hair, black eyes. He was on foot, but he might have a vehicle. His name is Harry Franklin, but he goes by Ephraim Burton as well.’ Harry Franklin was Burton’s real name. The name on the FBI’s most wanted list. ‘I also need an ambulance. The victim is bleeding and unresponsive. Conscious, but not cognizant.’

			The airport cop had flagged down two other officers, who were now exiting the airport, weapons drawn. Rafe didn’t have too much confidence that they’d catch him, but at least they were in pursuit.

			‘Rafe? Rafe?’ Sasha pushed through the crowd that had once again begun to gather now that the airport police had arrived. She carried two small carriers, one in each hand, and was followed by a tall African American woman who looked terrified. She must have been the friend that Mercy had told Sasha she was bringing. The brief relief that her friend wasn’t male was quickly shoved aside as Sasha dropped to her knees, carefully setting the two carriers aside. ‘Oh my God, Rafe. Are you okay? What happened?’

			In his ear, the operator was speaking. ‘Are you there, Detective?’

			Rafe held his hand up to Sasha, silently asking for her patience. ‘I am.’

			‘I have an ambulance en route and I’ve notified the airport security to send any medical personnel they have on duty. I’ve also put out a BOLO on Harry Franklin, aka Ephraim Burton. Is he armed?’

			‘He must have been. His victim is bleeding from a wound in her side.’ He looked around and saw a blade on the floor, having skittered up against the wall when he’d taken Burton down. He pointed it out to the officer, who’d returned and was doing a good job with crowd control. ‘Make sure no one touches it. Please.’ To the operator he said, ‘He had a switchblade. He dropped it. It’s here and needs to be taken into evidence.’

			‘I’ll inform the first responders. Can you stay on the line?’

			Rafe had to focus, a difficult task with Mercy sitting beside him like a doll, staring at nothing. ‘I need to contact the FBI. They’ve been searching for him. But I can use my sister’s phone for that.’ He held out his hand and Sasha dropped her phone into his palm. He almost called Gideon but decided against it. Gideon would be too frantic to think clearly if Rafe blurted out that Mercy was here and had been hurt. Rafe had known that Mercy was coming because Sasha had told him, but they’d agreed not to tell Gideon, as Mercy had specifically asked that she be allowed to contact him herself when she arrived.

			She hadn’t told Sasha anything about informing Rafe, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. All of his anxiety had been wrapped around seeing her again – would she be glad to see him or would his presence cause her to run back to New Orleans again?

			Six weeks ago he’d pushed her for more than she’d been comfortable giving him, kissing her when he’d known he needed to give her more time. More space. She was a survivor of rape, for God’s sake. But he hadn’t been able to resist her lips when she’d smiled at him on that last day. But then she’d run, leaving him to curse himself for his clumsiness.

			Why she’d returned was still a mystery, but Mercy wasn’t saying anything right now, even though her friend from New Orleans was pleading with her to speak.

			I can’t do this to Gideon. Not right now. He found the contact information for Special Agent in Charge Molina, Gideon’s boss.

			He handed Sasha his phone. ‘Stay with the 911 operator, please.’

			Sasha swallowed hard. ‘What’s going on, Rafe?’

			‘Just wait. I need to make another call.’

			The woman who’d followed Sasha dropped to her knees on Mercy’s other side, gently lifting the hem of her blouse. ‘It doesn’t look deep. I don’t think it’s bleeding anymore.’

			Rafe exhaled, too relieved to speak for a moment. ‘Good. Just . . . I don’t know. Watch her for a minute.’

			He dialed Molina’s number and a crisp male voice answered. ‘Special Agent in Charge Molina’s office, this is Jerry Fowler speaking. How can I help you?’

			‘This is Detective Sokolov, SacPD. I just saw Ephraim Burton in the airport, aka Harry Franklin. He’s a fugitive, wanted for—’

			‘I know the name, Detective,’ the man interrupted. ‘Where are you, exactly?’

			‘In Sac airport, at baggage claim. He was trying to abduct Mercy Callahan, who just arrived from New Orleans.’

			‘I see,’ the man said. There were clacking keyboard noises on the other end. ‘Have you notified SacPD?’

			‘Yes. They’re en route. Miss Callahan was injured, but it doesn’t appear to be life-threatening.’

			‘May I speak to her?’

			Rafe studied Mercy, who still stared sightlessly. ‘No. She’s conscious, but appears to have disassociated.’

			There was a long pause with more keyboard clacking. ‘I see,’ the assistant finally repeated. ‘I’ve notified SAC Molina and our dispatch. Will you be available for interview?’

			‘Of course. Whatever you need. But I’ll be at the hospital with Mercy. I’m leaving as soon as SacPD gets here and cordons off the crime scene.’

			‘I’ll send whatever agents SAC Molina assigns to the hospital. Do you need me to know anything else?’

			Rafe made himself think. ‘I don’t think so.’ But his mind was coming off the adrenaline rush and he began to remember the things he’d forgotten to tell the 911 operator. ‘Oh wait, he didn’t have an eye patch, like in his photo from the locket. He had a glass eye. It reflected the light. But his face had tan lines. The area around his eye was lighter, like he still wears the patch sometimes. He also has a little gray at the temples.’

			‘Noted. Thank you, Detective. Can we reach you at this number?’

			‘No, this is my sister’s phone. My phone’s still tied up with 911 dispatch.’ He gave Molina’s assistant his cell phone number.

			‘Thank you. We’ll be in touch very soon.’

			The call ended and Rafe handed Sasha her phone before holstering his weapon and turning to the woman still kneeling at Mercy’s side. She was sheltering Mercy from the barrage of clicking camera phones, and for that Rafe was grateful. Mercy had just been assaulted. She’d hate having her privacy violated as well.

			‘I’m Rafe Sokolov,’ he said.

			‘Farrah Romero. I’m Mercy’s friend from New Orleans.’ Quiet tears were running down her face, and the woman’s Southern drawl was currently thin with fear and panic. ‘What happened?’

			Sasha had crouched in front of him, sheltering him from the camera phones as well. ‘Why isn’t she responding?’

			‘I don’t know.’ He gently pushed Mercy’s hair away from her face and cupped her cheek. ‘Mercy, honey, you’re safe. It’s okay.’

			‘What happened?’ Farrah asked again, more forcefully this time.

			‘She was coming out of the ladies’ room and . . .’ Rafe hesitated, not knowing how much Mercy had told her friend. He opted for discretion. ‘Someone from her past was there. He tried to drag her away. He had a knife, but it looks like we were lucky and she’s not hurt badly.’

			Farrah met his eyes and somehow he knew that she knew about Eden. About Burton.

			‘You told the FBI that he had a glass eye,’ Farrah whispered. ‘He didn’t when Mercy knew him. You’re sure it was Burton?’

			He nodded. ‘Absolutely positive. Sasha, can you get my wheelchair?’

			‘Of course.’ Sasha stood, then laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘Are you all right, Rafe?’

			‘Yeah. Just . . . get my chair, please.’

			Sasha nodded and went to fetch his wheelchair, which had rolled away when he’d launched himself out of it to strike Burton with his cane. Wish I’d shot him in the back when I had the chance. But he hadn’t, and it pissed him off. He’d grabbed his cane instead. His fucking cane.

			He’d been on disability for six weeks, but as soon as he’d been able to stand, he’d gone to the range every damn week to keep his skills sharp, his reflexes sharper. And to feel like a cop again, just for a little while, even though he wasn’t sure he ever would be one again.

			Why hadn’t he drawn his weapon? Why had that damn cane been his first reflex?

			He’d have to worry about it later. For now, he needed to focus on Mercy. At least he’d kept her from Burton’s clutches. For now.

			The man had come for her thirteen years after her escape. Rafe had never believed he’d given up. But how had Burton found her? How had he known she’d be at the airport today? He started to ask Farrah who else had known they’d be on that flight, when the woman exhaled in audible relief.

			‘I think she’s coming around,’ Farrah said in a low voice.

			Mercy was blinking now, slowly. With purpose, unlike the robotic way she’d blinked before. She looked to the right, then left, then closed her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured.

			‘For what, baby girl?’ Farrah whispered in a kind of crooning singsong tone.

			Mercy shook her head slightly. ‘I don’t know. Is he gone?’

			‘Yeah,’ Rafe answered. ‘He’s gone. You’re safe. Are you hurt anywhere other than your side, anywhere that we can’t see?’

			She touched her side, opening her eyes to see her blood-covered fingers. ‘Oh.’ Then she turned to Rafe, her head tilted in the exact way that Gideon’s did when he was puzzling something out. ‘You’re here.’

			He wasn’t sure if it was a yay-you’re-here, or a why-the-hell-are-you-here, or simple surprise to see him. It was impossible to determine from her flat expression and tone. ‘I came to meet you. But I didn’t want to overwhelm you in case you didn’t want to see me, so I stayed out of the way until Sasha could tell you that I’d come along.’

			But he wasn’t giving Mercy the option to tell him to leave. There was no way he was letting her out of his sight. Not now.

			Sasha crouched beside them again, having retrieved his wheelchair. ‘I was going to ask you if you were okay with him being here when you came out of the ladies’ room, but then . . .’ She shrugged.

			‘Yeah,’ Mercy said in a monotone. ‘Then.’ She was talking now, responding to conversation, but her expression was completely closed off, her eyes unreadable.

			But at least she wasn’t blankly staring. That had been damn creepy.

			A team of medics made their way through the crowd and one of them went down on one knee in front of Mercy. ‘Hi. I’m Rick. I understand you had a bit of excitement here. How can I help you?’

			‘She needs stitches,’ Farrah said.

			‘I’m fine,’ Mercy said in that same flat tone.

			‘You’re not fine,’ Farrah said sharply. ‘Goddammit, woman, will you let someone take care of you for once?’

			Mercy didn’t react. Didn’t flinch. Just sat there as calmly as if she’d been meditating. ‘I am fine.’ She looked at the medic. ‘I’m so sorry to have bothered you, but as you can see, I don’t need medical attention. A few Band-Aids will be sufficient for the cut on my side.’

			‘Mercy,’ Farrah whispered brokenly. Tears were slipping down her cheeks. ‘Please.’

			Mercy patted Farrah’s hand absently. ‘I’ve had a lot worse, Ro. I’m okay. I promise.’

			That did not make Rafe feel even a little better. Or Farrah, from the way her face crumpled.

			Sasha met Rafe’s gaze helplessly. ‘We can’t force her to get medical attention.’

			Rafe sighed. ‘Let’s take her to Mom and Dad’s.’ He glanced at Farrah. ‘Mom’s a retired nurse. She’ll know what to do.’

			Farrah’s nod was shaky. ‘Okay. Thank you.’

			‘Are you okay with that, Mercy?’ Sasha asked.

			‘I have to get the cats settled,’ Mercy replied, not answering the question. But she hadn’t said no and Rafe wasn’t going to ask again.

			‘I can get the cats settled for you,’ Sasha said. ‘Will you allow me to do that for you, at least?’

			‘I need Rory.’

			Rafe frowned, the sudden spurt of jealousy both irrational and real. ‘Who is Rory?’ Then he remembered. ‘The cat. Right. Jack-Jack and Rory, right?’

			Mercy looked at him then, her expression so serene it was terrifying in its own right. ‘Right.’ She drew a breath. ‘Thank you. I . . .’ She looked away. ‘Just, thank you.’

			He didn’t dare touch her. She was so incredibly fragile. He wasn’t sure what to say, but he did know that I was doing my job or Anytime were bad responses. He decided on, ‘You’re welcome.’

			Sasha handed Rafe his phone. ‘The operator came back. She said the ambulance is here.’

			‘No,’ Mercy said loudly, and then she did flinch, having startled herself. ‘No hospital. No ambulance.’

			‘I’ll take care of it,’ Rafe said, making his voice as gentle as he could, then relayed the information to the operator, but it was too late.

			Another pair of medics rushed in, pushing a stretcher. Rafe ended the call with 911 dispatch, then reached for his cane. Grimacing, he pushed up, his good leg bearing his weight as he lowered himself into the wheelchair. He only used the chair when there was a lot of walking involved, like at an airport. He hated the chair, but he found his legs were weak and rubbery. It was his adrenaline crashing, but knowing that didn’t make him any happier about having to use the chair. Hooking his cane over the back, he propelled himself to meet the medics halfway.

			‘Do you need help, sir?’ one of them asked.

			‘Not me.’ Rafe showed them his police ID. ‘The injured woman is over there.’ He pointed to where Sasha and Farrah were helping Mercy to her feet. ‘She doesn’t want medical attention.’

			‘Now that we’re here, we have to have her sign the form.’

			‘I’m sure she will. Be easy with her. She’s had a shock.’

			‘Of course.’

			Rafe watched as the medics approached Mercy as one might an animal caught in a trap. Mercy’s expression remained unchanged as she reiterated that she didn’t want transport and signed the medic’s form. Her hand didn’t even tremble.

			Rafe was trembling, though. Now that it was over, all he could see was Ephraim Burton’s snarling face. All he could hear was the way he’d called Mercy ‘wife’.

			The man would try again, but there was no way that asshole was laying a finger on Mercy. He’ll touch her again over my dead body.

			Rafe knew that Mercy wasn’t his. She might never be his, no matter how much he’d wished for it, for her to return to him. But he would make sure that she lived whatever life she wanted, with whomever she wished to live it, wherever she wished.

			Even if it’s not with me.

			Life had dealt her far more than any one person should have to bear. She deserved peace.

			Eden, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.25 P.M.

			Amos left the healer’s clinic, still reeling from seeing a computer in Eden, but stopped short when he saw the crowd gathered around Pastor in the central courtyard. Amos scanned the group for Abigail, quickly making his way to her side, then kept his expression concerned, mirroring the rest of the community as Pastor gravely announced that Brother Ephraim was missing. The man had gone out to the mountain to fast and pray, as he did several times a year. And now he couldn’t be found.

			Which, given that Ephraim was a killer, was also probably a lie.

			A killer and abuser, Amos thought grimly. I knew. I knew, but I didn’t want to admit it. Didn’t want to admit that Ephraim Burton destroyed my family.

			That he’d beaten Gideon. That he’d destroyed Rhoda.

			That he’d been so cruel to Mercy that Rhoda had died saving her.

			I should have been at Rhoda’s side. I should have been the one to save my daughter.

			Because Mercy had been his daughter. Not of his blood, but of his heart.

			And I failed her the most. He’d allowed her to be given to a brute, even though she’d cried and begged him, her father, to help her.

			Amos swallowed hard, willing himself not to cry. Not here. Not now. Not again.

			He had failed Mercy, but he would not fail Abigail. He held his daughter’s hand gently, feeling her dismay. Her fear.

			He was afraid too, but not for the same reason. Abigail was only responding to the tension of the adults around her. Amos was afraid because he now knew that Eden was no paradise. The healer had a computer. Pastor had to know about it. Nothing happened in Eden that Pastor didn’t know about. Amos wondered who else knew. He wondered who he could trust.

			He doubted everything and everyone. For the first time in more than thirty years, he doubted his pastor.

			He’d stood behind the man thirty years ago, when Pastor had been accused of embezzlement and fraud. Of stealing from their church. Amos had been young and impressionable and more than a little in awe of the man. So when Pastor let it be known among his trusted flock that he was moving to start a new kind of church, Amos had followed him.

			To Eden. And for thirty years, he’d been a faithful servant – to God, to Pastor, and to the community.

			But no more. He would get them out, him and Abigail, and then he’d tell the world about the marriage laws that forced twelve-year-old girls to marry brutes like Brother Ephraim. He’d tell the world about the apprentice laws that forced thirteen-year-old boys to serve masters who tried to rape them.

			He hadn’t believed Gideon when he’d run to them seventeen years before, pale and trembling and crying. He hadn’t believed that Brother Edward had touched his son inappropriately. He’d believed the Elders, who’d claimed Gideon had killed Brother Edward, that he’d maimed Brother Ephraim. That Gideon was lazy and hadn’t wanted to work. Even though Amos had known that Gideon wasn’t lazy. He’d been a good boy. A good son.

			He’d told himself there was nothing he could do when Brother Ephraim took Rhoda, claiming she was compensation for Gideon’s sin of murder and for stabbing Ephraim’s eye out. He’d told himself that there was nothing he could do to keep his Mercy from sharing Ephraim’s bed. He’d believed Pastor and the Founding Elders at every turn.

			But no more. He’d get his Abigail out, and then he’d tell the world what Ephraim had done.

		

	
		
			Three

			Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.25 P.M.

			What a clusterfuck. Crouched behind the driver’s seat of a beat-up family minivan, Ephraim held his breath as the woman pulled up to the booth to pay for the time she’d parked. Her name was June Lindstrom, and she was shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. If she didn’t give him up on purpose, her fear just might.

			‘Remember,’ he said quietly, ‘I’m here and there is a gun pointed right at you.’ Which was mostly true. It would take a second for him to move from his hiding place to take her out, but he could manage it.

			If there was one good thing about Eden, it was that manual labor kept him in shape. He was as flexible and strong as he’d been when they’d started the community thirty years ago. Stronger, actually. He’d been a scrawny seventeen-year-old. Now he could lift a weaned calf. He could certainly take out a scared woman, even if he hadn’t been armed.

			‘I r-remember,’ she stammered. ‘Don’t hurt me, please.’

			‘I won’t, if you keep our bargain. Act naturally when you pay at the parking kiosk. Use the automated lane. Do not get in the lane with the attendant.’

			‘I’ve never paid that way before.’

			‘Well, today you learn something new.’

			The car rolled to a stop and June fumbled with her ticket and then her credit card, mumbling prayers under her breath as she paid.

			At least she’d obeyed and hadn’t stopped at an attended lane. He didn’t want to kill an attendant, too.

			Finally they were moving again. ‘I did what you said,’ June said pitifully. ‘You said you’d let me go. You promised.’

			Like that meant anything. Ephraim had made millions of promises in his life, none of which he’d ever intended to keep.

			‘Just drive,’ he ordered, risking a peek through the middle window. She’d mounted a shade over the window, which had been a godsend. It kept anyone from seeing into the minivan’s interior and allowed him to peer out, also without being seen.

			June obeyed, then said, ‘Where do I go? We need to go north or south on I-5.’

			‘Go north.’ Once they went far enough, he’d have her pull over and dispose of her. The van was old enough that it might not have GPS, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He’d dump the van as soon as possible and steal another car. He needed to get away so he could think.

			Ephraim was rattled and he didn’t like it at all. Everything had been going so well. He’d had Mercy in his hands. In my fucking hands. He unfolded his body from the floor and sat in the seat behind June. Much more comfortable.

			Until a car came from the other direction. He blinked hard, the oncoming headlights making his headache worse. Fucking asshole, hitting me with a goddamn cane.

			He’d seen the blond man sitting in a wheelchair all by himself, but he hadn’t given the guy a second thought. He was in a wheelchair, for fuck’s sake. He had not anticipated that the guy was going to have freaking ninja skills.

			The whole evening had been a clusterfuck. I should have pulled my gun. That crack on the head had jostled his brain for a few seconds, and before he knew it the blond bastard had pulled his own gun. By the time Ephraim could have pulled his, there were too many people surrounding them. He would have had to shoot his way out and he didn’t have that many bullets.

			His gun was old – thirty years old. He’d procured it shortly after they’d started Eden and had kept the gun a secret all this time. It didn’t make sense to advertise that he owned a weapon, even to his fellow Founding Elders. Especially to the Founding Elders, because they were all lying bastards. Takes one to know one, after all. Hell, the others probably had secret guns, too.

			Unfortunately his gun wasn’t a model kept in Eden’s gun locker. Those were all hunting rifles, their use closely monitored by Brother DJ. Ephraim had only a few rounds of ammo left, all as old as the gun itself. He’d have to get more.

			Because next time I’ll be prepared. Except that he’d lost the element of surprise. Now Mercy would know he was coming, and she and that Fed brother of hers would make plans.

			They’ll be ready next time.

			So will I. Because there had to be a next time. He needed Mercy, preferably alive. He needed to prove to Pastor that DJ was a lying sack of shit and needed to be dealt with.

			Hopefully by meeting his fate with ‘wolves’. It was Eden-speak for someone who’d questioned authority and had been quietly killed in the middle of the night. It might be one person, or a couple, or even a whole family. It depended on how widespread the rebellion ran.

			It was Ephraim’s job to deal with the rebellions and it was one of his favorite Eden responsibilities. Mauling the body postmortem to make it look like ‘wolves’ was just icing on an already fun cake. It was also an important job because it kept the innocents from wandering at night. It convinced those who were considering questioning them not to do so.

			‘You can pull off at this exit,’ Ephraim said and June obeyed. If she weren’t so old, he’d take her back to Eden, but she was nearly as old as Pastor. She wouldn’t be able to pull her weight and they already had too many elderly members who sponged off the rest of them.

			When he was in charge of Eden, he’d help their elderly meet their Maker expeditiously. That way, he’d get rid of the dead weight and the few who remembered the community’s beginning at the same time. Win–win.

			June took the exit, slowing as they approached the end of the ramp. ‘Where—’ She faltered, letting loose a loud hiccuping sob.

			‘Turn right,’ he said, irritated with her.

			She did and he was pleased to see that it was a farm road. Nobody around.

			‘Pull into that little road on the left.’ It was an orchard. Lots of cover in the trees. It wasn’t picking time yet, so it could be a while before her body was found.

			June did as she was told, crying in earnest now. ‘Don’t. Please don’t.’

			‘Be quiet.’ He opened the side door and got out, then opened her door and shoved the pistol into her ribs. ‘Put the car in park and get out.’

			‘You promised!’ she wailed. ‘I did what you said!’

			‘And I said be quiet!’ he barked, yanking her from the driver’s seat. ‘Walk. When we’ve gotten far enough, I want you to face one of the trees and count to five hundred. I’m taking your car, but you can flag down help on the road.’

			She stumbled, her body shaking with her sobs. Wheezing in breaths, she finally made it into the orchard.

			‘This one,’ Ephraim said. He’d make it quick. No reason to torture her further. ‘Face the tree.’

			She did and he shot her in the head, then once again as her body hit the ground to be sure she wouldn’t survive to report him to the police. The shots echoed in the quiet of the early evening, and Ephraim ran back to her minivan to get away quickly in case the sounds of gunfire drew attention. He hadn’t fired a gun in a while and had forgotten how loud they were. Should have just broken her neck. Would have been quieter. He’d remember that in the future.

			Once he’d driven back to the main road, he took the next side street and pulled over again. There he raided her purse, taking her cash and credit cards. The cards he’d drop in a dumpster somewhere, along with her phone. It would make an adequate motive for her death.

			She didn’t have much cash – under fifty dollars. But every little bit helped.

			Ephraim had money of his own – a lot of money. The problem was, it was in offshore accounts managed by Pastor, and Ephraim could only get funds through the old man. That would also change once the old man died.

			He would have killed Pastor years ago if the wily old bastard hadn’t kept the bank codes for the offshore accounts safely tucked in his own mind. To Ephraim’s knowledge, nobody knew the codes except for Pastor. He alone dabbled in the accounts. In the old days, Pastor would slip away to the city, where there were bankers on his payroll. Nowadays he did it online with Eden’s one computer.

			The money had continued to grow, as had their percentages of the pie because half of the original Founders were dead. Ephraim’s brother, Edward, had been murdered by that little bastard Gideon, and DJ’s father, Waylon, had had a heart attack, the two dying within days of each other, seventeen years before. Doc had died twenty years ago, but he’d been ancient when they’d set up their first camp. Now the only two left of the original Founding Elders were Pastor and Ephraim. And DJ, who’d unfairly been given Waylon’s share. Given that DJ was younger than all of them, he could control all the money once Pastor and Ephraim were gone.

			And there was no way Ephraim was going to let that happen. He’d lived in the middle of fucking nowhere for thirty fucking years and some of that money had been his before coming to Eden. Edward had earned it and Ephraim was his brother’s only living heir. DJ would not touch a penny of that money. Especially given that he’d lied about having found and killed Mercy after her escape.

			So Ephraim needed to get Mercy and drag her back to Eden. He’d botched tonight’s attempt, but he’d be successful the next time. He’d considered showing Pastor a video clip of Mercy from that CNN interview, but Pastor still believed that the Apollo moon landing was a Hollywood trick. DJ had shown him what was possible with Photoshop and now Pastor didn’t believe anything unless he saw it with his own eyes.

			So I need Mercy. I want Gideon, but only so I can kill him. The man held no value other than to satisfy Ephraim’s need for vengeance.

			Buckling up – no reason to give a cop cause to pull him over – he headed back toward the interstate, just as his phone rang. It was a basic smartphone, provided by Pastor, but Ephraim didn’t use it often. The sole person he had left on the outside was his mother and her dementia was so progressed that she didn’t know him anymore, and he only left Eden a few times every year.

			‘Yeah?’ he answered. If it was DJ, he couldn’t let on that he knew Mercy was alive. Ephraim wondered if DJ even knew. He had to assume that he did, otherwise he wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble not to bring back any current newspapers that covered Miriam’s murder and Mercy’s abduction by a serial killer. And that covered the locket.

			Fucking hell. That stupid locket. Stupid wedding photo. The man with the cane had recognized him. That photo had to be in the hands of the authorities. That severely limited Ephraim’s options for moving around freely. Fucking hell.

			‘Ephraim?’ It was Pastor, and Ephraim straightened in his seat out of habit. It pissed him off.

			‘Yes, Pastor?’

			‘When are you returning? You were supposed to be back this morning.’

			I’ll come back when I feel like it, you old fucker. But Ephraim didn’t say that out loud. He wouldn’t cross Pastor until he had the bank account information. ‘I ran into some difficulties. I need another few days.’

			‘Difficulties?’

			Shit. It was Pastor’s mild tone. Nothing good ever came from Pastor’s mild tone.

			‘I hit my head,’ Ephraim said. Which was technically true. That blond asshole’s cane had clocked him but good. ‘I have a possible concussion and I’m laying low until I can drive safely.’

			It was a ridiculous lie, but the best he could conjure on the spur of the moment.

			‘Oh, good heavens,’ Pastor said, abruptly concerned. ‘I knew you had to have a good reason. DJ thought you might have decided not to come back.’

			The little prick. He’d like it if I never came back. Then he’d get control of Eden and the money. It wasn’t like DJ wasn’t already skimming off the top of whatever payment he brought back to the community. Pastor was insane to have given DJ sole responsibility over transporting their products to the buyers and taking the payments. The prick was stealing from them. It was obvious to Ephraim. Unfortunately not to Pastor, and the old man ruled with an iron grip.

			‘Of course I’ll be back,’ Ephraim said, injecting a little aw-shucks into his words. ‘When have I ever not come back?’

			‘That’s what I told DJ. He has so little faith.’

			Ephraim rolled his eyes. Pastor had been drinking his own Kool-Aid for too long. All the praise and worship had blown his sense of reality. No one in the know had any faith, except in sex, drugs, and cold hard cash.

			‘I’ll be back, Pastor. I just need to take it easy for a few days. Is there anything wrong? Did you need me back for anything special?’

			‘No. Just checking on you, like a good shepherd cares for his flock.’

			Oh please. ‘I have a splitting headache, Pastor.’ Very true. ‘Is it all right if I call you back tomorrow?’

			‘Yes, I’d like that. Call me every day, so that I know you’re okay. Where are you staying?’

			‘In Santa Rosa. With Regina.’

			The madam operated the only place of business that Ephraim frequented. She kept a stable of young faces, replenishing them with fresh talent whenever Ephraim was due to visit. He paid her well, and she protected his privacy. Win–win.

			‘I see,’ Pastor said. ‘Should we target more of the younger girls for Eden? I hate that you have to go elsewhere for your needs.’

			My needs. Pastor sounded so Victorian sometimes. ‘That would be amazing. I can ask Regina if she knows of any runaways that would suit.’

			‘You do that,’ Pastor said warmly. ‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Go take some aspirin.’

			‘I will,’ Ephraim promised. ‘Gotta go.’

			He really wanted to check into one of the hotels close to the airport, but he didn’t dare now. He had no doubt that his fuckup this afternoon had put Mercy’s Fed brother on alert. If the authorities put his photo on the news, a hotel clerk could recognize him and turn him in.

			So he headed toward Santa Rosa. He’d be safe at Regina’s place. He had some research to do and she always let him use her Wi-Fi. His first task would be to identify who that blond guy with the cane was. That asshole was going down, and Ephraim was going to make it hurt. With the blond guy out of the picture, and Gideon gone, Mercy would be unprotected.

			She’d walked away with him in a daze, her eyes blank. It would have creeped him out except that he remembered her having done that during the year they were married, every time he visited her bed. She’d just tune out.

			It was still a little creepy, actually, but at least he knew she wouldn’t put up a fight.

			Eden, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.35 P.M.

			Pastor was on the move. He’d sent out a search party of most of the compound’s men, including Amos, to look for Brother Ephraim. But he’d sent them as the daylight was waning, when they’d be less likely to see anything – a trail, any markers Ephraim had left behind. A body.

			Amos didn’t care if they found Ephraim or not, alive or dead. He wanted to know what Pastor knew. He needed to know.

			Because some small part of him still wanted to believe that Pastor loved them all, that he was the shepherd he’d always claimed to be. That Amos and all of Eden’s residents were safe in Pastor’s care.

			A larger part of him knew that such blind faith was folly, and that was what had gotten him into this mess to begin with.

			Amos fell behind to the back of the pack and waited for them to walk far enough ahead that he was left in the encroaching shadows. That was all right. He didn’t need light to see. He knew these woods. He always knew the woods, familiarizing himself with the terrain whenever Eden moved to a new location. He was the carpenter, the woodworker. He spent hours examining the trees, picking out the best specimens for his work.

			Now he crept quietly through the forest in the direction that Pastor had gone. And, sure enough, after a few minutes, he heard the man’s voice, full and rich, with its ‘preacher cadence’.

			‘Well, where is he?’ Pastor demanded.

			Amos frowned and went still.

			Who was he talking to? Pastor had walked off by himself.

			‘You said that last time,’ Pastor snapped, although no one else had spoken. ‘Fetch him. Now.’

			Amos crept closer and blinked. Held tightly in Pastor’s hand was a slender . . . box. It looked like a deck of cards. Except it was lit up, illuminating Pastor’s scowling face as he spoke.

			‘I see. When he is no longer indisposed, can you have him call me?’

			Call him? Call him? That thing . . . that tiny thing was a . . . a phone?

			No way. Wow. He remembered car phones, and Eden newcomers had whispered about how small the devices had become, but this . . . Wow.
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