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			Prologue

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Friday 18 December, 11.15 P.M.

			Andy’s body jerked and his eyes flew open. His own shiver had woken him up. Cold. He was so damn cold. So move, dammit. Get your blood—

			His memory returned and with it, a mind-blowing panic.

			He couldn’t move. He was tied up. Someone had tied him up and left him here. Wherever here was.

			Scream, dammit. Scream for help. He drew a deep breath into his lungs that burned like fire, and his body shook in a fit of hoarse coughing.

			No, he remembered. Don’t scream. His head still throbbed from the last time. He’d woken once before and screamed. How long ago? It had been dark then. It was dark now.

			The man had come when he’d screamed. Dressed in black. Of course. Didn’t the bad guys always dress in black?

			Because this was a bad guy. Andy had screamed for help. For anyone. But guy-in-black had kicked him in the head so hard he’d seen stars. That had shut him up quick.

			That wasn’t what had put him back to sleep, though. No. He fought to swallow because his fear was a living thing, filling his chest with ice, choking his throat. The man had brought a smelly rag with him and had covered Andy’s face with it. He’d tried not to breathe it in, but the man had aimed a hard punch to his gut, forcing him to gasp in a breath along with whatever was on the rag.

			Just like in the alley.

			Yes, yes. Andy remembered the alley now, the one behind Pies & Fries. He’d been on his break and had gone out for a smoke. Someone had been waiting. It had been dark already and Andy hadn’t seen the guy until he’d lit a match and even then he hadn’t seen a face. Or a body. The sudden flare from his match and the shadow at the edge of his peripheral vision was all he’d seen.

			Who did this to me? Why? He didn’t have enemies. Not anymore. Not here, anyway.

			He’d started over. He had.

			And now he was going to die here. Wherever here is, he thought bitterly.

			I’ll miss my final exams, and I had As. Even in English Lit. He’d worked so damn hard for that A too.

			Which did not matter right now. None of that mattered right now.

			I need to get out of here. Before he comes back. Whoever he is.

			I need to get out of here. Need to find Linnie. Never told her that I love her. Need to tell her. Need to tell her that I didn’t mean it. Any of it. They’d had a fight. He’d said terrible things. She’d think he meant the things he’d said. That he’d run away. Like everyone else in her life. Like everyone in both their lives.

			I made a mistake. It couldn’t have been her that he’d seen that day. With another man. She’d denied it so forcefully when he’d screamed his accusations. His rage. His hurt. She’d backed away, weeping, still denying. Then she’d fled. And I let her go.

			And then, when his temper had calmed, he’d believed her. She wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t. I believe you. But he hadn’t told her. Not yet. Unless I get out of here, I never will.

			He struggled against the ropes that bound him, wrists and ankles, but all it did was burn his flesh. He collapsed into a heap on the cold concrete, barely holding back the sob that threatened to rip him up from the inside out. It came out a whimper. A teeny little whimper.

			Be a fucking man, dammit. Do something. Save yourself.

			But it was no use. I’m going to die here.

			You can’t die here. You’ve come too far. Fought too damn hard.

			For nothing. I’m going to die here.

			He was so cold. He could feel the icy concrete through his thin sweater and socks. They’d taken his parka and his shoes. Both were new too. New to me, anyway. He’d bought them at the thrift store just last week. He’d paid his spring tuition and had just enough left over to buy some winter clothes. Because nothing from the year before fit anymore.

			Because I finally grew. He’d waited for years to be big enough to fight back. Finally, he was. And some asshole shoves a smelly rag in my face and I’m down for the fucking count.

			Who? Who could do this? Who the fuck would want to? It wasn’t robbery. After he’d bought the parka and shoes at the thrift store, he’d only had twenty bucks in his pocket – and those were his tips from the dinner rush. Everything else – all one hundred forty-two dollars and six cents that he had left in the world – was in his checking account.

			Nobody in his right mind would want to rob him and the one person who hated his guts was in jail.

			That sick bitch was in jail, wasn’t she? New panic layered over the old. The judge had sent her away for fifteen years. It had only been three.

			Oh God. If she gets out, I’m dead. Andy began to pant, hyperventilating. The cops would have told him, right?

			No, genius, because they don’t know where you are either. You ran away, remember? Changed your name. Didn’t leave a forwarding address.

			The only people who knew where he was were Shane and Linnie. Linnie . . . she’d never want to see him again, he thought, closing his eyes. The things I said . . . I’m so sorry.

			Shane would always come if Andy called. But Andy hadn’t called. Hadn’t returned any of Shane’s calls after they’d gone their separate ways. Because I wanted to start over.

			Just like Shane had. Shane was never afraid.

			A tear spilled from his eye and trickled down Andy’s face. I’m not going to live to see the morning.

			Not if they kept him out here all night. He’d freeze to death.

			Do something. Be a damn man. Find a way to cut these ropes before he comes back and makes you breathe from that smelly rag again.

			Find a way to get free so you can find Linnie. So you can tell her.

			There was nothing on the floor that he could use to get free. No metal with a sharp edge. No plastic, even. Not even one rock. Nothing.

			It was just concrete with rough wooden walls. Someone had slapped some planks together to make a shack. There was no mortar or fiberglass or anything between the planks – nothing to keep out the cold. It was just going to get worse.

			Andy went still when he heard the snap of a twig outside. Someone was coming.

			Maybe it was help. Maybe they’ve come to take me home.

			But then the door opened and his heart sank. It was the man again, still dressed in black. Without a word, the man picked him up and slung him over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold.

			Pain radiated through Andy’s head. The rest of his body was so cold it was numb. He saw the ground pass under his feet as the man carried him across a yard covered in the thin layer of snow that had fallen two days before. His body was jostled as the man opened a door and . . .

			Oh my God. Warm. It was so warm. His feet were on fire with the worst pins and needles ever as the blood began to circulate. Another whimper escaped his throat.

			‘Put him down there,’ a voice said quietly. Male. Older. So menacing that Andy shivered again.

			New pain swept over him when the guy in black dumped him face down on a sofa. An old sofa. Dusty.

			A new voice cried out in distress, female and . . . familiar. Oh God. Familiar. ‘Why?’ she asked, physical pain in the single syllable. ‘Why him? He had nothing to do with this.’

			‘Because I need him,’ the man said. ‘Sit him up straight.’

			Guy-in-black yanked the collar of Andy’s thin sweater, pulling him into a sitting position. He was in an office with old, ratty furniture. In a garage? He could smell the oil.

			Andy stared at his captor in the dim light provided by a single lamp.

			He was . . . Nobody. Nobody Andy had ever seen before. Not old, exactly. But not young, either. Maybe forty or fifty? It was hard to tell in the semidarkness. He appeared tall and strong, the sleeves of his starched white shirt straining around his biceps.

			He was nobody Andy knew and certainly nobody he’d dare cross.

			But the woman . . . Oh God, Linnie. She knew who the man was. It was clear from the expression on her pale, pathetically thin face. Her swollen, bruised face.

			‘Linnie?’ Andy rasped. This man was dangerous. And he had them both.

			Maybe it’s a mistake. Maybe we’re both a mistake. He meant to take someone else.

			But then Linnie shook her head. She wouldn’t meet his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so sorry, Andy.’

			Not a mistake then. The man hadn’t meant to take someone else. Or at least he’d meant to take Linnie.

			This must be him. Andy had seen them going into a motel room. He’d seen them . . . together. ‘Who are you?’ Andy asked him, deflated and broken. ‘What do you want?’

			‘You, Mr Gold. Specifically, your services.’

			‘My services?’ Andy repeated stupidly. ‘What services? I’m a waiter, for God’s sake. I’m majoring in English Lit. You’ve got me confused with someone else.’

			The man turned to Linnie. ‘He doesn’t know, does he, Linnea?’ he asked and Andy’s gut turned inside out with dread. Linnie knew why he’d been taken.

			Linnie closed her eyes. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘He thinks you’re my lover.’

			The man snorted a laugh. ‘Lover? As if. Tell him the truth.’

			Linnie shook her head, shrinking back into the chair in which she sat, turning her face away. Her bruised and battered face.

			Andy leaned forward, suddenly furious. But still tied. ‘You hit her? You hit her?’

			‘I slapped the shit out of her,’ the man said with a mean smile. He backhanded her again, making her yelp in pain. Like a dog. ‘Tell him, Linnie,’ he commanded mockingly.

			‘Linnie?’ Andy’s shaking voice jumped an octave, his heart beating so hard it was all he could hear. ‘Tell me what? Who is this guy?’

			‘Tell him,’ the man commanded. ‘He deserves to know why he’s here.’

			Andy felt the bile climbing up his throat, burning. Dread now lay in his gut like rancid lard. ‘Linnie, please?’

			‘He’s my . . . pimp.’ She spat the word out.

			Andy’s mouth fell open in shock, but he didn’t say a word. Her pimp? Linnie was a prostitute? No, it couldn’t be true. She’d have come to me if she needed money. She would have told me. Wouldn’t she?

			He’d loved her for years. They were going to get married someday. Because he would have found the courage to tell her how he felt. Eventually. He would have.

			I should have told her that I loved her. His eyes stung. Because he still did.

			The man’s smile was pure evil. ‘And?’ he coaxed silkily. ‘Who owns you, Linnea?’

			A sob jerked from her chest. ‘You do.’

			‘Yes, I own you.’ The man shoved her away like trash. ‘You’re mine. Don’t you ever forget it, bitch,’ he snarled. ‘Close your mouth, Mr Gold. It’s highly unattractive.’

			Unattractive. The word hung between them, suspended on the air. Vibrating like a plucked string. Unattractive? Andy’s gulp was audible. ‘I’m not doing that,’ he said desperately. ‘I’m not going to be attractive. I’m not going to sell myself.’

			The man stared at him for a moment, then threw back his head and laughed. ‘You think I’m going to sell you? Oh, kid, that’s rich. You’re not gonna hook. You’re gonna kill.’

			Andy shrank back into the sofa, horrified. ‘No. I won’t.’

			‘Yeah, you will.’ The man pushed the hair away from Linnie’s eyes. It would have been a tender gesture had it not been accompanied with such contempt. ‘Because if you don’t, I’ll put a bullet in her head.’ He tapped her forehead. ‘Right here.’

			No. No. Just . . . no. Andy’s chest froze as a keening cry came from Linnie. ‘No,’ she moaned. ‘Please. I’ll do it. Let me do it instead.’

			The man backhanded her again. ‘Shut up!’ he snarled. ‘He’ll do it.’

			Andy’s lungs unlocked and he gasped in a breath that was too fast, too sharp. ‘You can’t do this. You can’t kill her. You just . . . You just can’t.’

			The man’s smile curled at the corners, sending a chill down Andy’s spine. ‘Take her,’ he said to the guy who’d tossed Andy over his shoulder like a sack of grain. ‘Show him what we are capable of doing.’

			‘No.’ Linnie moaned the word. ‘Please no.’

			The guy in black tossed Linnea over his shoulder just like he’d done to Andy and carried her from the room. A minute later Linnie began to scream. Horrible, horrible screams. He was hurting her. The guy in black was hurting her.

			And there wasn’t anything Andy could do to stop him.

			He closed his eyes, unable to look at the man’s grin of triumph. Her pimp. This man was her pimp. She’d promised she wouldn’t. She’d promised. They’d made a pact back in foster care, the three of them – him, Linnie, and Shane. They’d promised no matter how hard it got that they’d never sell their bodies. She’d promised.

			She’d lied. And right now, Andy wasn’t sure which hurt more – the knowledge that she’d broken their pact or that she’d obviously been lost and desperate enough to do so. Or that she didn’t come to me for help first.

			The man lit up a cigarette and took a long drag, exhaling in a thin stream of smoke. ‘So, Mr Gold, what’s it to be? More of this? My associate can make her scream for a very long time. Or can I depend on you to save your friend’s life?’

			Andy opened his eyes. Forced himself to look at the man who held their lives in his hands with such casual disregard. The man tilted his head, listening to Linnie’s screams.

			‘Well, Mr Gold? Make up your mind. My patience is growing very thin.’

			Andy gritted his teeth. ‘What you want me to do?’

		

	
		
			One

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 3.30 P.M.

			‘Are you sure this dress looks okay, Mer?’

			Meredith Fallon sighed patiently as she turned to the younger woman walking beside her. ‘It looks amazing, Mallory. You look amazing. Very stylish. No one will think you’re any different than any other eighteen-year-old who’s just signed up for her classes.’

			But there was far more to Mallory Martin, who’d actually left the safe house where she’d stayed for four months, healing – which was huge. She still had so much healing left to do. In the ten years that Meredith had been counseling children and adolescents, she’d encountered few clients more victimized than Mallory – and even fewer with her courage.

			‘Yeah, but they’re signing up for college. I’m just . . .’ Mallory looked away. ‘Dammit.’

			‘You’re taking charge of your life. Have I told you how damn brave you are?’

			‘Twice. And that’s only today.’ A small smile was followed by a self-conscious grimace. ‘I know I’m being stupid, fishing for compliments. I’m sorry.’

			Meredith’s sigh wasn’t so patient this time. ‘What did we agree about that word?’

			‘Stupid?’

			‘Well, yes. But mostly “sorry.” Strike them both from your vocabulary right now.’

			Mallory drew a breath and gave a hard little nod. ‘Eliminated.’

			‘Good. Let’s walk faster. It’s not much further to the café, and my toes are freezing.’

			They were going to celebrate. Mallory had signed up for adult classes today. Her first step toward getting the high school education she’d been denied by the monster who’d held her captive for six long years.

			‘You should have worn warm boots,’ Mallory said archly. ‘Without four-inch heels.’

			Meredith glanced at her brand-new suede knee-high boots with a happy little grin because Mallory was lecturing her, a small thing, but so normal. The girl had become one of Meredith’s all-time favorite clients. ‘But these are prettier. And they were on sale.’

			Mallory shook her head with affectionate exasperation, as if Meredith was a child. ‘At least you needed them. They can keep all the other suede boots with four-inch heels in your closet from getting lonely.’

			Meredith’s smile dimmed. Not from the criticism, because A, it was clear Mallory was teasing and B, her friends had given her shit over her overflowing shoe closet for years.

			It was because she had needed them. Not the boots necessarily, but she’d needed something. The boots were an early Christmas present to herself, because it didn’t look like she was going to get the one gift she really wanted. Back in the summer it had appeared that things might work out, that for the first time she’d have someone other than her family to snuggle with while watching the lights sparkle on her tree.

			She’d been stupid to hope. The hours that she and Adam Kimble had spent together had been precious and few – and obviously not as important to him as they’d been to her. They’d been working the same case. The case had closed and he’d disappeared. Again.

			Which took talent and forethought, because they shared a circle of friends. There had been many opportunities over the last four months for them to run into each other, purely by accident. But they hadn’t. Finally, she’d had to conclude that he was purposely avoiding her. And it hurt. A lot.

			Except that he hadn’t avoided her entirely. She thought of the envelopes she’d found in her mailbox every few weeks. No name, no return address.

			They’d been from Adam. No question. Pages torn from coloring books, the designs having been carefully filled in with crayon or colored pencils. Not a stray line on the page. Detective Adam Kimble was careful to stay inside the lines.

			The early pictures were colored in shades of red, but as the weeks had passed, he’d added more colors. One of the recent pictures had been done with watercolor paint. She’d counted fifteen distinct colors. It hadn’t been too bad, actually, as art went. As messages went, his was clear: I’m working on it. I’m getting better. Don’t give up on me.

			Or maybe it was just wishful thinking on her part.

			‘Meredith?’ Mallory’s voice was timid. ‘I’m sorry. I was just trying to tease you.’

			Meredith came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the sidewalk, realizing that Mallory had stopped in front of the café, was watching her seriously, and that they’d walked an entire city block in stony silence. Shame filled her in a rush, leaving a bitter taste in her mouth. This is supposed to be Mallory’s day, but I made it all about me.

			Meredith forced herself to smile. ‘Oh, I know, honey,’ she assured. ‘It wasn’t you or what you said. Sometimes I get caught up in my own head.’

			‘Good to know that it can even happen to you. Makes me feel better.’

			Meredith’s lips curved. ‘Good to know that I can help even when I mess up.’ She pointed to the café’s sign. ‘Let’s go in. I hope you like it. They have the best pasta in town.’

			‘Good, because I’m hungry. But I do have one question,’ Mallory said gravely.

			‘Only one?’ Meredith had to chuckle when the girl rolled her eyes. Again, so normal. Be thankful, Meredith. Don’t pine for what you can’t have. She couldn’t force Adam to want her and it was time she stopped mooning over him. ‘Shoot. What’s your question?’

			‘What happens when I get a license and start driving again?’

			Meredith paused, her hand on the handle of the café door, puzzled. ‘Please?’

			One side of Mallory’s mouth lifted in another teasing smirk. ‘Well, if I can’t say “stupid,” how can I possibly drive? I mean, you said it at least three times when you were looking for a parking place. How do I drive without using that word? Or bastard? Or fuuu—’ She drew the f-sound out, her dark eyes dancing. ‘Fudge?’

			Meredith threw back her head and laughed. ‘You little stinker.’

			Mallory grinned, clearly pleased with herself. ‘Maybe, but I made you smile. Really smile, I mean.’

			Meredith swallowed hard. ‘Get inside before I turn to an ice cube.’ She held the door open, her throat thick but now for a different reason. Mallory had made a joke. To cheer me up. That the young woman who’d been so cruelly abused had somehow managed to retain her ability to care . . . It left Meredith humbled and clearing her throat harshly.

			Her voice was still raspy when she told the hostess, ‘Reservation is under Fallon.’

			‘Right this way.’ The hostess, a young woman about Mallory’s age, led them to a table by the window. ‘The best place to people-watch,’ she said, seating them with a smile.

			‘And to wait for the fireworks where it’s warm and comfy,’ Meredith said.

			Mallory’s wide eyes lit up, but she waited for the hostess to leave before leaning in to whisper, ‘Fireworks? Where?’

			‘Out on Fountain Square,’ Meredith told her. ‘We’ll have a nice meal, linger over our coffee, then go outside and see them from the street.’

			‘Is that why you picked this place?’

			‘Oh, no.’ Meredith looked around the café fondly. ‘My gran and I came here after the Nutcracker ballet every year, just the two of us. Back then, the ballet was at Music Hall and very fancy.’ It had returned to Music Hall this year after a long building renovation, and Meredith had wanted to take the girls who lived at Mariposa House, but decided against it. Most of the girls would have panic attacks around that many people. Maybe next year.

			‘How fancy?’ Mallory asked wistfully. ‘Long dresses? Gloves?’

			‘Not quite that fancy,’ Meredith said with a smile. ‘But I’d be all dressed up in my Christmas dress with a big bow in my hair and Gran would wear her best Sunday suit. And pearls. Gran always wore pearls.’

			‘So do you,’ Mallory said. ‘Your earrings. I’ve never seen you not wear them. Pearls’ – she glanced at Meredith’s hands – ‘and bangles.’

			Meredith gave one of her earrings a fond stroke, because her wrist bangles were not up for discussion. ‘They were my gran’s. You’d have liked her. She was a real pistol.’

			Mallory’s smile was amused. ‘A pearl-wearing pistol.’

			‘Yes, indeed. She carried a pistol too. Gran was a pearl-wearing card shark who cursed like a sailor, packed heat in her enormous purse, and still managed to fool everyone into thinking she was just a sock-knitting granny.’

			Mallory glanced up from her menu, brows lifted. ‘Don’t knock the sock-knitters. I know lots of knitters now and they carry too.’

			Meredith snorted a laugh. Her newest friend Kate was an FBI agent, a sharpshooter, and a compulsive knitter. Kate was quickly winning knitting converts from their circle of friends. Now their monthly movie night included wine, chocolate, and yarn.

			Meredith wasn’t a knitter, but she’d quietly carried a gun for years, either in the pocket of her blazer or snugged up into her bra holster. As a therapist to children and adolescents, she sometimes encountered family members who threatened her with violence. She regularly trained at the range, but thankfully she’d never had cause to use the weapon.

			‘I miss my gran,’ Meredith said wistfully. ‘She was my rock after my folks died.’

			Mallory tilted her head, curious. ‘When did she die? Your gran?’

			‘Three years ago,’ Meredith told her, acutely aware that she’d never divulged personal information to Mallory before. I need to transition Mallory to another therapist. Soon. The thought hurt. But it should have been done already. They’d grown too close over the last few months. ‘She had a heart attack. But it was fast, at least. She didn’t suffer. But it was a shock, even though she was in her eighties. I wasn’t ready to let her go.’

			Mallory’s lips drooped. ‘I wouldn’t have been either. What about your parents?’

			Meredith drew a breath, because their deaths hadn’t been quick or painless. And because the anniversary of their deaths was looming over her. Another reason for her recent retail therapy. ‘Plane crash,’ she said quietly. ‘Seven years ago.’

			‘Oh.’ Mallory’s gaze was full of trepidation. ‘What about your grandfather?’

			Thoughts of her grandfather made Meredith’s lips twitch and she saw Mallory relax in relief. ‘Oh, he’s still alive and quite the troublemaker. He retired to Florida. Has a place on the beach and he fishes every day. He says he catches fish every day, but I’m pretty sure he lies. You might get to meet him. He’ll be here for Christmas.’ He never let her spend Christmas alone. ‘Now, let’s check out the menu. I’m going to indulge.’ She went straight to the desserts. ‘Otherwise, running every morning makes no sense whatsoever.’

			She was trying to decide which chocolate dessert would be her reward when she heard Mallory’s sharp intake of breath. Looking up, Meredith’s breath did the same.

			A young man stood between their table and the window. Pale and terrified, he was shaking like a leaf. Her first instinct was to run and she’d learned not to ignore her instincts. She didn’t run, but set the menu down, forcing her lips to curve as she rose. She slipped her hands into her blazer pocket casually, releasing the snap on her holster. ‘Can I help you?’

			The man swallowed hard. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I’m so sorry.’

			And then he pointed the gun at her.

			Meredith drew a breath, ignoring the startled cries around her. She’d talked down gunmen before. She could do it again. ‘All right,’ she said calmly. ‘Let’s talk about this.’

			He shook his head, obviously desperate. ‘It’s too late for that. I have to.’

			Meredith risked a glance at Mallory from the corner of her eye. The girl was staring at the barrel of the gun, her eyes wide and glassy. She’d gone into shock.

			‘You don’t have to,’ Meredith said to the young man, keeping her voice calm. ‘We can fix this. Whatever it is.’

			The young man shook his head. ‘Just . . . be quiet. Please.’ The gun in his hand jerked as his body trembled violently.

			He doesn’t want to do this. He doesn’t want to be here. He was being coerced.

			Meredith held one hand out in supplication while her other slid the gun from its holster, keeping it in her pocket. ‘Don’t do this. I can help you. What’s your name, honey?’

			Another desperate shake of the man’s head. ‘Shut up! I need to think!’ He flinched, his free hand flying upward to slap at his ear. ‘Stop yelling at me! I can’t think!’

			No one was yelling. The restaurant had gone completely silent around them.

			He jabbed his finger in his ear. ‘I said I’d do it!’ he cried.

			Schizophrenia? she wondered. He was about the right age for emergence, but schizophrenics didn’t generally hurt people. Except maybe when they heard voices telling them to shoot people. It was also still possible he was being coerced. She needed to figure out which was the case. Talking him down would require different approaches, depending.

			Meredith didn’t dare look away from him. ‘Get down, Mallory,’ she said levelly.

			‘No!’ the man shouted, his eyes darting to Mallory’s sheet-white face. ‘Nobody moves!’ He pointed the gun at Mallory, then back at Meredith. ‘Do not move.’

			Meredith used his momentary distraction to pull the gun from her pocket. Her hand did not shake when she pointed it at the man, whose eyes grew even wider.

			The only sounds were heavy breathing from the restaurant patrons and an occasional muffled sob of terror.

			‘Put the gun down, honey,’ Meredith said softly. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. I know you don’t want to hurt me.’

			The young man whimpered. He was barely older than Mallory. Just a boy, really. A scared boy. ‘I can’t do this,’ he whispered.

			‘I know,’ Meredith soothed. ‘I know you can’t. It’s all right. Please drop your gun. Let me help you. I want to help you.’

			‘He’ll kill her,’ the young man whispered hoarsely.

			Who? she wanted to ask, but did not. It was far more important to talk him down. ‘We can help you. I know we can. Please . . . Please just drop your gun.’

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 3.55 P.M.

			‘Dammit,’ he hissed, watching Andy through his binoculars from inside his SUV, parked on the curb outside the little café. Fallon had a gun.

			The transmitter in Andy’s pocket picked up Fallon’s calm voice trying to talk him down. It seemed like she was succeeding because Andy had not fired yet. It didn’t really matter. Giving Andy the gun had merely been the best way to get the kid as close to their table as possible.

			He’d used the radio receiver in Andy’s ear to urge him closer to the table where Fallon and her young charge sat. He’d told Andy to pull the trigger, reminding him that Linnea would die. Which was going to happen anyway. The girl had seen his face.

			As had Andy. The kid was never going to walk away from this either.

			He shifted the SUV into drive, but kept his foot on the brake. He then tapped the CALL button on his cell phone. He’d started to lift his foot from the brake when he froze.

			Nothing had happened.

			Everything should have happened, but there had been nothing. No explosion, no shattering glass, no flying debris. Nothing had happened.

			Throwing the SUV back into park, he grabbed his binoculars and focused on Andy once again. The kid was still pointing his gun at Meredith, who pointed hers right back. He was still alive. Goddammit. He checked the number he’d dialed. It was correct. He dialed it again, to be sure. Still . . . nothing.

			‘Fuck,’ he muttered. Through the radio he could barely hear the kid’s whispers. He’ll kill her. Andy was about to spill all to Meredith Fallon. Son of a bitch.

			‘Hell no.’ That was not going to happen. He reached for the rifle he’d stored under the seat, ignoring Linnea’s shocked gasp from the back seat.

			‘No!’ she cried. ‘You can’t.’

			But he could and he would. No more loose ends.

		

	
		
			Two

			Mount Carmel, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 3.55 P.M.

			‘A smidge to the left. It’s too far to the right.’

			From his perch atop the ladder, Adam Kimble gave the shiny aluminum-foil-covered star a critical look then glared down at Wendi, the petite director of Mariposa House, where victims of sexual trafficking came to heal. Wendi looked like Tinkerbell, but Adam knew that she had a spine of steel and a will of solid titanium.

			He bit back a wince of mild alarm because he knew she was hiding fierce annoyance behind a perky smile. He was a seasoned homicide detective, thirteen years with Cincinnati PD. He shouldn’t be so intimidated by Tinkerbell, Adam thought sourly. Yet he was.

			He hadn’t asked her why she was so annoyed with him because he knew why and he really wanted to avoid that conversation. Because Wendi was right.

			I’m a selfish sonofabitch, he thought wearily, and not for the first time. Not the first time that day or even the first time that hour. He thought it every time he came to this house, where he could see her everywhere he looked, even though she wasn’t here today.

			Which was why he was. He always made sure to schedule his volunteer hours at Mariposa House for whenever Meredith Fallon would be somewhere else. Anywhere else.

			It hurt, not seeing her face, hearing her voice. But it hurt so much more to see the look in her green eyes. Disappointment. Regret. And shame. The last one sent a spike into his chest every damn time. She had no reason to feel ashamed. She’d done nothing wrong.

			It was me. It’s all on me. Every failure, every weakness, every regret. And he had so many. But he also had a plan to make it right. To make himself into the man she deserved.

			A plan he did not intend to share with her ferociously formidable friend while he stood on a sixteen-foot ladder, adjusting the Christmas tree topper that had already covered his hands with glitter.

			The girls who’d made the star had been quite liberal with the glitter. He wiped his hand on the seat of his jeans, wishing they’d been a little more liberal with the glue.

			‘A second ago it was a smidge to the right,’ he grumbled.

			‘That’s because a second ago it was too far to the left,’ Wendi told him sharply, and Adam wondered if she was simply giving him a hard time.

			His suspicions were confirmed by twin snorts from the two men preparing the trimming for the fifteen-foot Christmas tree that dominated the living room of the old house that now sheltered twenty young women in various stages of recovery and renewal. Stone O’Bannion was stringing popcorn and Diesel Kennedy was sorting through boxes of antique ornaments that had been discovered in the attic.

			Both men worked for the Ledger, the local newspaper. A year ago, Adam would have sneered at the thought that he’d be in the same room with reporters unless he was arresting them, but it had been a crazy year and now he counted these two men among his closest friends. They’d worked together for months, swinging hammers, sanding, painting, and polishing until this old house had been transformed from a spooky old mansion harboring the memories of past victims of abuse into a shiny, warm, welcoming haven.

			Adam had thrown himself into the work because it was necessary and important, because he’d needed the distraction of physical labor, but mostly he’d done it for Meredith. Because she and Wendi had devoted their lives to the residents of Mariposa House – girls and young women who weren’t ready to be streamed into foster care. Victims of brutal sexual abuse or rescued from the sex trade, the girls ranged in age from nine to eighteen, but most were in their teens. This place was a halfway house, every aspect engineered to transition the residents back into society.

			He could see Meredith’s touch in every corner of the house. It was as homey as her own. He wanted to give her her dream, even if he couldn’t give her anything else. Not yet.

			He jolted back to attention at the lazy amusement in Stone’s voice. ‘The star itself is fine, Kimble,’ he said. ‘The real problem is the tree. It would look better moved by the window. What do you think, Wendi? Don’t you want him to drag the tree over there?’

			‘No,’ Adam answered firmly before Wendi could get that thought into her head.

			‘No,’ Wendi said at the same time, distinctly unamused.

			Stone laughed. ‘Oh, come on. It’ll be perfect! Think how it’ll catch the light.’

			‘Shut up, O’Bannion.’ But Adam’s words were all for show. Stone was laughing and it looked good on him. The guy had nearly died from gunshot wounds back in the summer and still hadn’t fully regained his health or stamina. His balance was unsteady at times, which was one of the reasons that Adam was on top of the ladder and not Stone.

			Diesel lifted his eyes to Adam’s perch. ‘I think you should have listened to me before climbing the ladder to fix what ain’t broken,’ he said, raising one dark brow in challenge. He’d been the one to originally mount the tree-topper.

			‘It was crooked,’ Adam insisted.

			‘Of course it was,’ Diesel said. ‘It’s crooked because it was handmade by kids. It’s okay that it’s crooked. Not everything has to be perfect.’ He eyed Wendi cautiously. ‘If you want a perfect star, go buy one from the store.’

			With his extensive body art, shiny bald head, and pierced ear, Diesel Kennedy looked like a sinister Mr Clean. At six-six, he towered over them, scary-looking as hell. Until he smiled. Then the small children he coached in the pee wee leagues would run to hug him. He was a good guy wrapped up in a thug’s skin.

			Wendi sighed. ‘Not using it would hurt the younger girls’ feelings. If you’d just—’

			‘It’s fine, Wen. Leave it alone.’

			The growl came from behind him and Adam looked over his shoulder to where FBI Special Agent Parrish Colby sat on the floor cross-legged, fighting to untangle a string of lights. The lights were definitely winning. The bulldog of a man seemed the least likely match for the pixie-like Wendi, but they’d been a bona fide couple since summer.

			‘You’re not even looking at the star,’ Wendi protested.

			Wearing a red Santa cap and tangled up in the lights, Colby looked like a disgruntled, pugilistic elf who’d gotten into way too many fights with the other elves. The man looked up at Wendi with an exasperated eye roll. ‘It’s fine,’ he repeated. ‘The fucking star is fine.’

			‘Parrish,’ Wendi scolded. ‘Language.’

			‘They’re not here,’ Colby shot back, referring to the girls.

			It was true. Through a miracle of planning, all the girls who lived at Mariposa House were somewhere else for the day, leaving the house empty so that Wendi could decorate and wrap presents. She’d recruited volunteers, both to chaperone the girls and to decorate.

			Adam’s cousin, Deacon, had been roped into chaperoning with his fiancée, Faith. Better them than me. Setting up the tree and hanging lights was far more his speed. And it allowed him to help out at a time when Meredith would definitely not be here.

			Staff and the other volunteers had taken some of the girls holiday shopping. Those who weren’t ready to face strangers had gone to a craft class, making holiday gifts.

			And their oldest resident, Mallory Martin, was registering for GED classes. He also knew that Meredith had taken her there, because Special Agent Deacon Novak, his partner on the Major Case Enforcement Squad, had told him so.

			Deacon hadn’t shared this in an official capacity, however. He’d shared it as Adam’s first cousin and oldest friend, having heard it from his fiancée. Deacon was engaged to Dr Faith Corcoran, who was Meredith’s friend and fellow therapist in the pediatric and adolescent psychology practice that Meredith had started from scratch.

			They were all intertwined, Adam’s friends and family. It made things awkward at times, everyone knowing everyone else’s business.

			Well, not everything. There were things Adam kept even from Deacon, because . . . I don’t want him to know. Because I’m ashamed.

			Secrets aside, the one thing that had united them all was the need to provide safe haven for the girls who lived here at Mariposa House. Guiding them in building a life was their ultimate goal, so the GED class was a huge personal milestone for Mallory.

			And for me. Because he, Deacon, and the rest of the Major Case Enforcement Squad had taken down the vile piece of shit who’d assaulted Mallory and many others. It had been a rare win and he savored it.

			For once, Adam hadn’t been too late. He hadn’t failed. And kids were alive who might not otherwise be. He’d held onto that truth in the months since. Sometimes he held on harder, like at three a.m. when the ones he hadn’t saved haunted his nightmares and he woke drenched in sweat, his heart racing and his throat burning from his screams.

			And needing a fucking drink so damn bad he thought he might die from it.

			The remembered need from early that morning became urgent and present, hitting him so hard that his vision went momentarily wavy and his body trembled. He clutched the edge of the ladder, the sharp press of the metal against his skin providing just enough pain to disrupt the sudden craving that he’d nearly allowed to ruin his life.

			He closed his eyes, willing his thoughts to detour away from the well-worn path lined by the faces of every victim he’d ever failed. Forced himself to see instead the faces of the victims he’d saved. There weren’t as many of those. But they existed. They lived.

			So no. You do not need a drink. You might want one. But you don’t need one.

			He drew a breath and focused on the clean pine scent of the tree he and Diesel had set up in this house. This house that was safe haven for the victims that had been rescued.

			He drew another breath, his body and mind back under his control, and was relieved to find he’d only been out of it for a few seconds because Wendi was still scolding Colby.

			‘It doesn’t matter if the girls are here or not,’ she was saying. ‘You leave your bad language and habits outside. You know that.’

			‘Sorry,’ Colby grunted.

			A brief silence was followed by Wendi’s chuckle. ‘No, you’re not.’

			Colby’s answering chuckle sounded like a rusty saw blade. ‘Maybe a little.’

			Adam glanced over his shoulder, watching Wendi drop a quick kiss on Colby’s mouth. ‘You’re going to strangle yourself,’ she told him fondly, tugging at the strings of lights that wound around his arms, legs, and even his neck. The resulting smile that bent Colby’s lips was startlingly sweet. Worshipful, even.

			Adam abruptly turned away, ignoring the lump in his throat and denying the fact that his eyes stung. That, he thought, is what I want. That tender moment he’d just witnessed. Except he didn’t want just one moment. He wanted a lifetime of them. A kiss and a smile from the someone who cared about only him. Even if he didn’t deserve it.

			Because he didn’t deserve it. Didn’t deserve her. Not yet.

			But I will. I just need a little more time, that’s all.

			Adam’s restless gaze swept the room, freezing on Diesel’s stricken expression as he also watched Colby and Wendi. Diesel lurched to his feet, muttering that he’d left something in his truck. He was out the front door before anyone could say a word.

			Well, shit. It was pretty common knowledge among their circle of friends that Diesel had a thing for Adam’s cousin Dani, but hadn’t done a blessed thing about it. With a sigh, Adam descended the ladder to find Stone watching him, a concerned look on his face.

			‘You okay?’ Stone asked. ‘You looked like you got dizzy or something up there.’

			Dizzy. Yeah. It was an easy out and Adam grabbed at it. ‘I think I need something to eat. It’s been a long time since breakfast.’ He shrugged. ‘Blood sugar must have dipped.’

			‘Then eat, stupid.’ Stone shook his head. ‘I brought a ton of food.’ He leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘And there’s beer in Diesel’s truck. Just don’t tell the warden.’

			Adam flinched. He couldn’t help it. He shoved down the voice that echoed through his mind, It’s only beer. Just one won’t hurt. But one became two then a six-pack and before he knew it he was waking up hung-over and missing hours of memory.

			Adam had opened his mouth to give his standard answer – no thank you, he was on call this weekend. If a body popped up, he’d have to go to work.

			But Wendi jumped back into the conversation. ‘I heard you,’ she snapped, still sitting on Colby’s lap. ‘Dammit, Stone. You can’t have beer here.’

			‘There’s no beer in here,’ Stone said. ‘It’s in the truck. Outside.’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ Wendi sprang to her feet, fists on her hips. ‘And don’t give me that look. You know the rules. You’re just being an asshole.’

			‘I’m sorry. You’re right.’ Stone managed to appear contrite for all of two seconds before a smirk quirked his lips. ‘But you swore.’ He held up two fingers. ‘Twice.’

			‘Ffffff . . .’ Wendi stifled another swear word and lightly smacked Colby’s arm when he choked back a laugh. ‘Hush, you. Fine, whatever. Take a break for a snack, but no beer. And don’t dawdle. It’s already four o’clock, and we haven’t started on the outside lights. I’d like the outside lights ready for the girls when they come home, and it’ll be dark soon.’

			Adam blinked. He hadn’t realized it was so late. He’d specifically timed his tasks so that he could be gone before Meredith returned with Mallory. A sense of panic skittered through him. ‘I . . . I can’t stay much longer. I can come back later.’

			Wendi frowned, her chin lifting in clear warning. ‘We’re not finished.’

			‘I told you I had to leave by three,’ Adam said.

			She skewered him with a glare. ‘Yeah, you did. Because you’re a coward.’

			Adam set his jaw, bracing himself for the rebuke he deserved, but still hoping he could avoid it. ‘If I am or not, it’s not your business.’

			From the corner of his eye, he saw Stone settle into a chair and grab the bowl of popcorn, his expression one of rapt fascination that the bastard didn’t even try to hide.

			Wendi’s approach was quick and furious. She stopped when the toes of her shoes hit Adam’s. ‘You’re right. It’s not my business, except when it affects my friend.’

			Her friend Meredith, who he’d wanted since he’d first laid eyes on her. The face he pictured when the cravings got so bad that his chest tightened until he couldn’t breathe.

			Colby sighed wearily. ‘Wendi, honey. You promised her you wouldn’t. You promised me you wouldn’t.’

			Anger flashed in Wendi’s eyes. ‘I know,’ she said to Colby without breaking eye contact with Adam. ‘But I can tell him that she’s not going to be back for another two hours at least. She took Mallory for an early supper downtown so they could see the fireworks.’

			Adam’s panic dissipated and he drew a breath. He’d known about the supper. Had heard Wendi mention it earlier that week. Had known Meredith wouldn’t be back for a while. He’d wanted a buffer, but it didn’t look like he’d get as big of one as he’d hoped.

			‘Fine. I’ll do the outside lights.’ He backed up a step, but Wendi matched it, staying with him, tears abruptly filling her eyes.

			‘She’s sad, Adam,’ Wendi whispered hoarsely. ‘Sad and lonely because she’s waiting for you. If you don’t want her, let her go. Let her have a life with someone else.’

			His chest was abruptly concrete. Hard, heavy, and immovable. No. He wanted to say the word, but he couldn’t make his mouth function. No. He couldn’t let her go. He couldn’t let her have a life with someone else. She’s mine. Mine, goddammit.

			Air. He needed air. He shoved his breath out, sucked in another that felt like broken glass. He spun around and stumbled through the front door, just as Diesel had minutes before. God, aren’t we fucking peas in a pod?

			The outside air was cold enough to shock him into drawing another breath, dry and cold. Bending at the waist, he braced his hands on his thighs and tried not to throw up.

			Mine, mine, mine. The steady chant inside his head helped him regulate his breathing. Panic attack. He recognized it now that it was over. He hadn’t had one in months.

			Not since the last time he’d had to walk away from Meredith Fallon.

			She’s sad and lonely.

			But I’m not ready. Not good enough. Not yet.
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			‘Let me help you,’ Meredith said once again. Sensing the boy wavering, she held her breath, waiting until his gun hand opened wide and the weapon fell to the floor. His shoulders sagged as a sob tore from his throat. Tears ran down his face.

			‘I’m sorry, Lin.’ He fumbled with the zipper of his coat. ‘He’ll kill her. He’ll kill her.’ He looked up, his ravaged eyes meeting Meredith’s. ‘Get down. Run, for God’s sake. Run.’

			The glass window shattered. And the boy’s head . . . exploded.

			Meredith froze in shock, staring as the café erupted into screams and overturned tables. Already on the floor, Mallory grabbed Meredith’s jacket and yanked her down.

			Another shot rang out, followed by a shrill scream, all while Meredith stared numbly at the gun in her hand, she hadn’t pulled the trigger. What the hell had just happened?

			And then outside the café, the roar of an engine and the squeal of tires filled the air.

			Around her, she heard the dull rumble of voices, many of them dialing 911. Shaking harder than the boy had, Meredith held on to the gun with one hand and fumbled her purse with the other. She found her phone and dialed without even pausing to wonder why she’d chosen the number she had.

			Mount Carmel, Ohio,
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			Still bent over, Adam stared at the brown grass of the mansion’s front yard while he brought his breathing under control. Panic attacks sucked ass. He was seriously considering calling his AA sponsor when a pair of huge feet in steel-toed boots shuffled into his field of vision. Schooling his features, Adam straightened and lifted his eyes to Diesel’s.

			Diesel had also schooled his features, no surprise there. He gripped a Xerox paper box that appeared to be at least twenty years old. ‘You okay?’ he asked.

			Adam nodded. ‘What’s in the box?’

			‘Menorah. First day of Hanukkah’s coming up.’

			Adam forced himself to smile. ‘I didn’t think of that. Are any of the girls Jewish?’

			‘Dunno. But it seems like we should have one as long as we’ve got a tree. This one belonged to my mother. I was going to put it on the mantel inside.’

			Adam’s smile became real. ‘That’s really nice, Diesel. I’m . . .’ He pointed to the boxes of lights someone had stacked under one of the big oak trees. ‘I’m going to hang the lights out here. I could use the help.’

			Diesel looked relieved. ‘I’ll put the menorah on the mantel and be right back out.’

			‘Thanks, man.’ He started to step aside so that Diesel could get to the front walk when Cyndi Lauper started singing ‘True Colors’ from his phone and Adam froze. He hadn’t heard that ringtone since the day he’d installed it.

			For Meredith. He snatched at the phone, his heart rocketing in his chest. ‘Hello?’ he asked cautiously because there was no freaking way Meredith would be calling him. Not unless something was wrong.

			Something was wrong. In the background, he heard screams and loud voices and sobs. ‘Meredith?’ he said sharply, his imagination immediately filling in the blanks with terrifying images. ‘Are you there?’

			Diesel went still, his eyes on Adam’s, but he said nothing. Just waited.

			‘Meredith?’ Adam pressed, his panic returning. ‘Tell me you’re there.’

			‘Yes.’ Her voice was thin and brittle. ‘I . . . Can you come, please? I need you.’

			‘Yes. Yes, of course.’ He tried to keep his voice calm, to tamp down the terror that had grabbed him by the throat. A strong hand gripped his upper arm, hard enough to hurt. Grounding him. Adam looked up at Diesel’s steady gaze gratefully, then pointed to the house. ‘Get Colby, please,’ he said and Diesel took off at a run. ‘I’m here,’ he said into the phone. ‘Tell me where you are, sweetheart.’

			Meredith sobbed once, quickly swallowed. ‘At Buon Cibo.’

			Right. He knew that. He’d heard Wendi say that days ago when he’d been fixing a leaky pipe in the kitchen. He dug his keys out of his pocket as Colby, Wendi, and Diesel came running, Stone following behind more slowly.

			‘I know the place,’ Adam said, pushing through the old mansion’s wrought iron gate to his Jeep, the others following. ‘I’m almost in my Jeep. Tell me that you’re okay.’

			Wendi’s hand covered her mouth, her face gone pale. Colby had his arm around her shoulders protectively.

			‘I’m . . .’ Meredith’s swallow was audible. ‘I’m okay. Mallory’s okay. There was a shooting. A man is dead. I didn’t fire, I swear I didn’t.’ Her voice broke at the end.

			Adam clenched his eyes shut and made himself breathe. ‘She’s okay,’ he told the others and climbed behind the wheel of his Jeep. ‘So is Mallory, but there was a shooting at the café where they were having supper. Buon Cibo.’

			‘We’ll follow behind you,’ Colby said and urged Wendi back toward the house when she tried to run to Colby’s sedan. ‘You need a coat, Wen. I promise we’ll hurry.’

			Colby’s voice seemed to calm her and Wendi sagged against him, nodding weakly.

			‘Call us if you need us,’ Diesel yelled as Adam fired up his engine and drove away with a squeal of tires.

			Adam raised his hand, then focused on Meredith. ‘Have you called 911?’

			‘Everyone did,’ she said, breath hitching. ‘Other customers.’

			‘That’s good,’ he said soothingly. ‘Where are you right now, honey?’

			‘In the café. Under the table.’ Her breaths were fast and harsh. ‘I had my gun out, Adam. But I didn’t shoot him.’

			Adam frowned, the scenario unclear. And . . . Wait. Meredith carried? He hadn’t even known she owned a gun. ‘All right. Who did shoot him?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Another swallowed sob. ‘He was pointing his gun at me but I’d talked him down. He’d dropped it. And then . . .’ She was crying and Adam’s hands tightened on the wheel in frustration that he couldn’t already be there.

			I should have been there. For the millionth time, he cursed his own weakness. If I hadn’t been so fucked up, I’d have been with her, where I belong. I’d have been there, and she’d be all right. ‘And then?’ he asked softly.

			‘His head . . . It just exploded.’ She gagged a little, then dragged in a deep breath. ‘I’m . . . Oh, God. I’m covered in . . . God, Adam.’

			‘Got it,’ Adam said quietly. She was covered in a dead man’s brains. He navigated the curvy back road as fast as he dared, then stepped on the gas when he hit the highway. ‘I’m on my way, Meredith. Put your weapon down on the floor. They’ll be able to tell it wasn’t fired, but you don’t want the police to have to disarm you. Did you put it down?’

			‘Yes,’ she whispered.

			‘That’s good,’ he said smoothly. ‘Where is Mallory?’

			‘Sitting next to me.’

			‘Under the table?’

			‘Yeah. She pulled me down after the guy’s head—’ Her voice broke again. ‘Adam, he was just a boy.’

			Mallory had acted quickly, just not quickly enough to keep Meredith from being covered in a dead boy’s brains. ‘But she’s okay?’

			‘In shock, I think. The window’s broken.’

			‘In the café?’

			‘Yes. I didn’t know there was a second shot.’

			Adam had to force his lungs to function. ‘What happened?’

			‘The first shot, it broke the window. The big window near where we were sitting. The second shot . . . It hit a man, a customer. Sitting behind me. He’s bleeding.’ The whispered words were almost a whimper. ‘One of the other customers is doing first aid. I can’t. I’m . . . My hands are . . .’

			‘Got it,’ he said again, unclenching his jaw. ‘They may want to swab your hands, so I’m sorry, but you can’t go wash them. Not just yet.’

			‘I know. He said he was sorry. The boy. He told me to get down, to run. Right before his head . . .’ The sob took over and she didn’t say any more.

			‘Sweetheart,’ Adam said helplessly, then hardened his tone a fraction. ‘Meredith.’

			‘Y-yes?’

			His heart was pounding to beat all hell. ‘Are the cops there yet?’

			Her sobbing grew muted, then she was back again. ‘Yes. They just got here.’

			‘Fine. That’s good. When they get to you, give them your phone. Better yet, put it on speaker. I want to talk to them first.’

		

	
		
			Three

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.04 P.M.

			Sonofamotherfuckingbitch. He slid behind the wheel, one hand slamming his car door closed while the other crumpled the remnants of the removable vinyl decals that had covered the doors and the license plates of his SUV. Today he’d been a plumber. He pulled back into the heavy downtown traffic, then glanced in his rear-view mirror a final time.

			A crowd was already gathered around the restaurant and a cruiser passed him with its lights on. In minutes the police would have the area cordoned off with crime scene tape and they might even lock down the city. He was getting out, just in time.

			There should have been so much chaos that getting away shouldn’t have even been an issue. Meredith Fallon and her young companion should have been dead. Dammit. This had been the perfect opportunity and now it was gone. He hadn’t trusted anyone with this kill, not even the two men he normally trusted with his life. It was too important.

			This is my livelihood. Hell. This is my life.

			He’d waited and watched and had finally picked the perfect time and place . . . only to watch it all fall apart. Now both Fallon and the girl would be on guard. The cops would circle their wagons around them and he didn’t know when he’d get another chance.

			Dammit. He’d really believed Andy would follow through, especially given the boy’s background. The kid had killed for Linnea before, after all.

			Regardless, he hadn’t planned for there to be anything left for the police to investigate. The bomb concealed beneath Andy’s coat should have blown everything into smithereens. His uncle Mike had made two, side by side, as he always did. He’d tested one, as he always did, and it had detonated perfectly – as they always did.

			He had no idea why the second bomb had not. He wouldn’t have to wait long to find out. CSU would figure it out and someone on the inside would give him the details.

			‘You . . . You killed him.’ Linnea captured his attention from the back seat. Her body was rigid, the bruises extra dark on her face, which had grown dangerously pale.

			‘He fucked up,’ he said simply. ‘He had to fire one shot. That’s all.’

			‘He’s not a killer.’ Her emotionless words were delivered with no affect whatsoever. She was probably going into shock. Which wasn’t a big deal. She wasn’t going to live much longer anyway. As soon as he got out of the city, he’d put a bullet in her skull and dump her body where it wouldn’t be found until spring.

			‘Yes, he was a killer. He didn’t kill today, but he was a killer.’

			‘He was younger then. And scared.’ Her voice trembled. Broke. ‘It’s not the same.’

			‘It’s exactly the same, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? Especially with him being dead,’ he added, fully intending the words to be as cruel as possible.

			Her only reaction was to close her eyes. Two tears slipped down her cheeks. She looked like exactly what she was – a used-up whore who’d finally given up.

			Still, he’d be careful. All he needed was for her to scratch his face or do something equally annoying that he’d have to explain away when he got home. He headed south, toward the river. He’d take care of Linnea and still make it home in time for dinner.

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.20 P.M.

			‘Get the hell out of my way,’ Adam muttered to the long line of cars in front of him. He’d made good time from Mariposa House until he’d hit downtown. Everyone was coming in to see fireworks and traffic was stalled.

			He was tempted to use his emergency flashers to cut through the snarl of cars, but he wasn’t technically on duty – just on call – and Meredith was okay, physically, at least. The threat had been eliminated and the first responders were there, securing the scene.

			She was physically okay. But her hands were covered by a young man’s brains and the very thought made his foot tap the accelerator in frustration.

			Fuck it. He reached for the dash flasher switch, damning the consequences. The worst that could happen was a reprimand and that was unlikely. But his phone started playing Darth Vader’s theme and he checked his movement, reaching for his cell instead.

			‘Hey, Loo.’ His lieutenant, Lynda Isenberg, had always had his back through good times and bad. His choice of ringtone was pure bullshit teasing on his part and she knew it. The list of people he trusted implicitly was very short and she was near the top.

			‘Detective,’ she said curtly, which meant she had an audience. In the last year she’d taken to calling him by his first name. ‘Have you heard about the shooting on the square today?’ Her voice had the tinny quality of being on speaker, which meant she had an audience who was listening to every word.

			Brass, probably, he thought. That meant this was bigger than ‘just a shooter,’ although it had never been a routine crime for him. That shooter had aimed at Meredith.

			‘I heard it was at the Buon Cibo Café,’ Adam told her levelly.

			‘You heard right. I need you to get to the scene,’ Isenberg said. ‘You’ll be joined by Special Agent Triplett. The two of you will co-lead this investigation.’

			Permission granted. Adam flicked the flasher switch and cars began trying to pull over. Not easy with such gridlock, but a lane was slowly opening up.

			That Jefferson Triplett would be his partner was a bit of a surprise. Not an unpleasant one, of course. Adam liked Trip. The rookie was young, but had seemed to be good at his job every time their paths had crossed.

			‘Is Zimmerman there?’ he asked, inching his Jeep forward. The special agent in charge of the local FBI field office often loaned his staff to Isenberg’s Major Case Enforcement Squad, the FBI/CPD joint task force that was Isenberg’s baby.

			‘He is,’ Zimmerman said. ‘Hello, Detective Kimble.’

			‘Sir,’ Adam said politely. ‘What’s the situation? Why is the FBI working this one?’

			‘Because,’ Isenberg said, ‘the would-be shooter, who ended up being the victim, was wearing a bomb.’

			Adam sucked in a shocked breath. Holy shit. A bomb. In a crowded restaurant on a street filled with holiday shoppers. ‘Why? Where?’

			‘“Why” is what we need you to find out,’ Isenberg said, ‘and “where” is the vest he wore under his parka. He pulled the zipper of his coat seconds before he was shot from someone outside on the street. The first cop on the scene noticed the explosives.’

			Adam recalled Meredith’s shaken words. He told me to get down, to run. Right before the young man’s head exploded. ‘He wanted Meredith to know. He told her to run.’

			‘You’ve heard more than we have,’ Isenberg said dryly. ‘Deacon and Scarlett have recused themselves as lead because of their friendship with Dr Fallon, but said they’d be able to support you. You’re next in line for a new case. Should I recuse you as well?’

			‘No,’ Adam said, hoping he hadn’t snapped it out too fast. ‘I’m . . . entanglement-free.’ For now. He’d keep it that way if it meant keeping the case. He didn’t trust Meredith’s safety to anyone else. ‘Has the restaurant been evacuated?’

			‘Yes, to the hotel across the street.’ Isenberg sighed. ‘We have a lot of very traumatized witnesses. It was . . . intense. Which I’m sure you’ve also heard.’

			‘Meredith told me,’ Adam said honestly. ‘She was as close to hysterical as I’ve ever heard her.’

			‘Why did she call you, Detective?’ Zimmerman asked mildly.

			Adam could picture the older man’s face, his brow wrinkled in concern because he knew the answer to his question already. ‘I don’t know. Maybe because my name starts with A and I was the first cop in her contact list?’

			Isenberg’s snort held disbelief, but her words carried quiet promise. ‘I’ll remove you in a heartbeat, Adam. You got me? Do not become . . . entangled.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ He could picture her face too, unsmiling, framed with gray hair she kept as short as his own, her sharp eyes narrowed. ‘I’m nearly there.’ He winced a little, knowing in his heart that the statement could be correctly interpreted more than one way. Yeah, he was nearly at the scene, but he was also very nearly entangled. ‘Anything else?’

			‘Yes,’ Zimmerman said. ‘Agent Triplett is lead on anything having to do with the bomb itself. He has extensive experience with incendiary devices.’

			Adam blinked. ‘Trip? Where did he get bomb experience?’ Arriving at the scene, he parked his Jeep behind the line of cruisers and ambulances. Trapping his cell between his ear and shoulder, he opened his back hatch and quickly suited up, shrugging into his bulletproof vest. ‘He didn’t serve in the military, did he? He’s barely out of college.’

			‘Don’t let his age discount his expertise,’ Zimmerman advised. ‘He’s one of the best bomb disposal techs I’ve ever known. Our hazardous device team is already on the scene with Agent Triplett. They know to expect you.’

			‘Be careful, Adam,’ Isenberg said quietly. ‘The shooter outside clearly intended to kill a lot of people. We don’t know who was the actual target today or why. The young man stopped at Dr Fallon’s table, but he could have been instructed to pick someone at random. Based on the explosives visible in the vest, he could easily have taken out the entire café.’

			Adam nodded grimly. ‘He failed, so he may try again. Got it. I’ll update you ASAP.’ He ended the call and finished securing his bulletproof vest. Grabbing his tactical helmet and a gym bag packed with a suit jacket, a button-up shirt, and a tie, he holstered his service weapon in the vest then slammed the Jeep’s hatch closed. He glanced at the hotel across the street. Meredith was probably inside. Hopefully CSU had taken whatever evidence they’d needed from her hands so she could wash them.

			He hoped that soap and water would be enough for her to feel clean.

			Soap and water had never done the trick for him. He wore the blood of too many victims on his hands, and no matter how many times he’d washed them, he never truly felt clean. He didn’t want that for Meredith.

			Two cops were positioned at the hotel entrance and he could see two more inside the lobby as he jogged up the line of cruisers to find Trip.

			Meredith would have to wait a little longer.

			Anderson Township, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.30 P.M.

			He’s going to kill me. There was no question in Linnea Holmes’s mind. He’d killed Andy like he was . . . nothing. Andy was not nothing. He’d been . . . everything.

			I’m so sorry. She wanted to scream her apology to the darkening sky, but she didn’t. Because she wanted the bastard who’d killed Andy to believe he’d broken her. That she wouldn’t fight. But she would fight. She wasn’t going to let him kill her.

			Through a hole in the pocket of her coat, she fingered the switchblade she’d hidden in the lining. Andy had given her the switchblade so that she could protect herself. She didn’t know where he’d gotten it from. She figured he’d either won it in a poker game or had stolen it. She hadn’t cared, but Andy had. He hated having to cheat and steal.

			That was why Andy had pointedly shown her the receipt when he’d bought her the coat when the weather turned cold in November, long before he’d bought one for himself.

			He always took care of me first. Always. That he’d died believing the worst of her . . .

			But the worst was also the truth. Mostly. Yes, she’d whored herself out. But not for the reason he thought. She wasn’t sure she ever could have told him the real reason.

			Tears stung her eyes. And now I’ll never know.

			She owed Andy Gold everything. I’m not going to let him down again. She steeled her spine. Revenge will happen, she promised herself. Promised Andy.

			The SUV finally stopped. They’d been driving east for twenty minutes, leaving the city behind for the countryside. She’d never been this far out in the country before. Overgrown with trees and vines, it was like no one had touched the land in years.

			She’d kept her head bowed so that he’d continue to think she was in shock, but she’d been carefully observing their route so that she could find her way out. She tightened her grip on the switchblade. She’d either get away, or she’d be dead.

			She lifted her chin, widening her eyes. Pretended to be surprised. ‘Where are we?’

			He didn’t answer, just got out of the SUV. Leaving the motor running and his door open, he walked around to her side, drawing a gun from a shoulder holster.

			This is it. She whispered a prayer in her mind and hoped that God would hear her.

			Gripping his gun in his right hand, he reached for the collar of her coat with his left, his body bracing to yank her out of the car. And then to shoot me and leave me here.

			I don’t think so. Linnea gritted her teeth. Not today.

			She whipped the blade from her pocket, holding it the way Andy had taught her to, releasing the blade she sharpened religiously, just as she’d promised Andy she would. As if your life depends on it, Andy had urged when he’d given it to her. Today it would.

			She struck out, catching his right forearm as she swung her legs from the car and jerked her knee up into his groin. He bent over on a shocked gasp and she met his head halfway, butting her skull against his so hard she had to blink away stars.

			‘Fucking bitch,’ he snarled, tightening his grip on her collar – and on his gun. Dammit. She hadn’t cut him deep enough in his gun arm. He hadn’t dropped it. Panic nearly froze her, but she pushed it away.

			Again. Do it again. And again. Until he stops. Or you’re dead.

			She struck again, plunging the knife hard up into the underside of his arm. With a furious cry he released her, stumbling back a step. Ignoring the searing pain from the injuries she’d sustained in last night’s beating, she used both feet to shove him away, using his own momentum, then shoved the SUV door, hitting him again.

			A shot cracked the air, but it hadn’t hit her, so she leapt from the SUV and ran to the driver’s side, not looking back. Don’t look back. Don’t look. Just drive. She yanked at the gearshift and floored it, not stopping to close his door or hers.

			For a split second she saw him in her side mirror, making a desperate grab for the back door as the tires squealed, slipping on the snowy road. Then the tires gained traction and the SUV lurched forward, fishtailing.

			She saw him fall to his knees, aiming his gun at the vehicle, and she ducked down as far as she dared. More shots cracked the air, so fast she lost count. One hit the back window, making her flinch, and then . . . nothing. No breaking glass.

			She glanced into the rear-view to see a small dent in the back window, but no webbing, no fracture. She felt the hysterical laugh bubbling up and was powerless to stop it.

			Bulletproof. He had bulletproof glass in his SUV. And it had worked against him.

			Finally, something worked against him.

			She raced to the end of the road, relieved when it connected to a larger one. She turned sharply onto the two-lane highway, the centrifugal force causing the back door to slam shut. Good. She hadn’t planned for that to happen, but she’d take it.

			She tapped the accelerator hard enough to make the driver’s door swing close enough that she could reach it. She pulled it closed, then floored the accelerator again.

			Where am I? She knew she was east of the city, but she didn’t know anyone out here. She didn’t have a phone. She glanced at the charging cord hanging from the USB port in the stereo. No phone was attached, so he probably had it in his pocket.

			Which meant he was calling for help right now. Shit. She’d need to ditch the SUV quickly. He had . . . staff. Devoted staff. Linnea had no idea what he’d done to earn such loyalty, but his thugs obeyed his every command. She winced, her body protesting her sudden activity back there. His thugs especially obeyed the commands that allowed them to torture anyone smaller than they were. Which was pretty much everyone.

			She wore bruises all over her body. Inside and out.

			It wasn’t the first time she’d been forced to ‘entertain’ one of his ‘associates.’ But last night’s thug had been particularly brutal. He’d wanted her to scream, and she had. He’d counted on Andy agreeing to anything to make her torture stop, and he had. But not really.

			She’d known Andy wouldn’t be able to kill. She’d seen the grim line of his jaw, the sorrow in his eyes. Andy had known he would die today, but true to character, he hadn’t let anyone else get hurt. That was just who he was.

			Grief pierced her heart. Who he’d been. Goddammit. He was gone. Forever. He, who deserved to have every happily-ever-after in the world. Now he never would.

			Linnea’s eyes filled and she brushed the damned tears away impatiently. She didn’t have time to grieve. She didn’t deserve to grieve. Not until Andy got justice.

			You should call the police. Tell them what you know.

			She huffed bitterly. Like they’d believe me? A whore?

			Besides, a call to the cops could get her arrested. And she wouldn’t last a single night inside. He had his fingers in the jail too.

			For now, the only people who knew she was involved in this morning’s shooting were him and his staff. For now, she could hide. And wait for her chance to kill him herself.

			Then she’d go to the cops. Then she’d take whatever she had coming. Because then Andy would be able to rest in peace. And so will I.

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.30 P.M.

			‘Just a little more, Dr Fallon.’ Special Agent Quincy Taylor’s hands were gentle, his voice incredibly kind as he knelt on one knee in front of her. ‘I’m finished scraping under the nails of your right hand. I’ll finish your left and then you can wash up.’

			Meredith flinched. Wash up? Like she’d gotten her hands dirty tending her garden or painting a bedroom wall? One washed up from activities like those. But not from this.

			Agent Taylor had cleaned the bulk of the mess from her hands when he’d arrived, only minutes after the first cops, then he’d asked her to wait while he attended to the scene.

			And then they’d been evacuated – an utter nightmare. At least Kendra Cullen had been on patrol duty in the square. Mallory knew Wendi’s sister and trusted her. That Mallory was safe and being cared for was one thing Meredith didn’t need to worry about.

			Because there was still a bomb in Buon Cibo. The boy had been wired to blow them all sky-high. The look on his face when he’d told her to run . . . Meredith’s heart hurt. He’d been so damn frightened.

			And still he’d told her to run. And then . . . In her mind she heard the shot, felt the . . .

			No. Not going there. Not again. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard, willing herself not to look at her hands. Not to gag. Again. It hadn’t been pretty the first time.

			She’d thrown up hard after ending her call to Adam and she’d been glad he hadn’t been there to see that. But she needed him now.

			The hotel’s revolving door swished, indicating someone had either entered or exited. She’d lifted her eyes to that doorway each time she heard the sound, hoping to see Adam’s face. Not caring if he wanted her or not. Not caring why he’d held himself so rigidly distant. Not caring if she looked pathetically needy.

			She was pathetically needy. This time she told herself to keep her eyes closed, that it wouldn’t be him, but her eyes were rebellious and looked anyway.

			And then everything seemed to settle. He’s here. He came. Just like he’d promised.

			Adam came through the revolving door looking around the crowded lobby and . . . found her. His body stilled and his shoulders sagged. He carefully sized her up, then lifted one gloved finger, wordlessly asking her to wait.

			She’d waited for Adam for months. ‘What’s a few more minutes?’ she muttered.

			‘I’m done,’ Agent Taylor announced.

			‘Thank God.’ She lifted her eyes to find Adam again. He was talking to Agent Triplett and both men were looking at her, but she couldn’t tell what they were saying.

			Agent Taylor looked over his shoulder, then back at Meredith. ‘They’re the lead investigators. That’s why he didn’t come straight over. He’s got to attend to the scene first.’

			Meredith’s cheeks heated. ‘Whatever.’ Great. She sounded like her adolescent clients. She straightened primly. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Agent Taylor.’

			Agent Taylor’s grin turned a little cheeky. He was really cute in a nerdy, young kind of way. ‘Call me Quincy, if you want to,’ he said and pulled a box of antiseptic wipes from his kit. ‘Let me get your hands clean, so that you can do whatever when he comes over.’

			‘Get them clean so I can hide behind them.’ She swallowed a groan. ‘I know I’m not that obvious. Am I?’

			Quincy bristled in mock offense. ‘I’m a trained observer, Dr Fallon. I have degrees in psychology, chemistry, and forensic anthropology.’ He chatted as he cleaned her hands with gentle efficiency. ‘And I’m trained in deception detection. Not that I needed it,’ he added, grinning again. ‘If you meant not to be obvious, you should work on that. Just a little.’

			She ignored his final words. ‘You can’t have all those degrees. You’re too young.’

			His brows lifted above the rims of his black horn-rimmed glasses. ‘I’m thirty-four.’

			Two years younger than me. I guess I just feel older. ‘That is so not fair,’ she grumbled, making him chuckle.

			‘I might have agreed with you when I was twenty-five and looked seventeen,’ he said, inspecting her clean skin. ‘You don’t have any open cuts, so that’s good news, at least.’ He gathered the discarded wipes into an evidence bag before rising to his feet with a fluidity that seemed equally unfair because Meredith felt creaky. ‘I’ve got to get back to the scene.’ He gave her his card. ‘Let me know if you need anything. I mean that.’

			‘But—’ She grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. ‘The bomb. Have they defused it?’

			Quincy pointed to Agent Triplett, then patted her hand. ‘If that big guy over there is here, the bomb is defused and on its way somewhere secure. He’s the team’s bomb expert.’

			Forcing her fingers to let go, Meredith considered the enormous man standing next to Adam. She knew Jeff Triplett personally because he’d recently joined their circle of friends. He was a really nice guy. Smart, funny, and a great dancer. But here, on the job, he was an imposing figure, arms crossed over his broad chest and his bald head a gleaming dark umber under the lobby’s bright lights. Trip dwarfed Adam, who was no slouch at six-two.

			‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘You’d think Trip’s fingers would be too big to deal with those little wires.’

			‘You’d be wrong,’ Quincy said seriously.

			‘Okay, fine, but he is young.’

			Quincy smiled down at her. ‘Yeah, he’s disgustingly young.’ His smile faded. ‘I’m glad for him, you know? He’s not all hard and jaded like the rest of us. Yet, anyway.’

			Meredith narrowed her eyes at him, hearing a vulnerability in his voice that pushed her warning buttons. ‘Are you all right, Quincy?’

			He looked a little startled, but nodded. ‘I almost forgot you’re a psychologist. I guess I’m as all right as any of us,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Seen too much. Too many nightmares. Today is just one more. You know the drill.’

			‘I worry about you guys,’ Meredith said, thinking of the anguish Adam had gone through nearly a year ago, when he’d reached out to her for comfort. And then again, four months before, when he’d sat at her table and colored with her. He’d used an entire colored pencil on one picture, every bit of it red. Too many of the cops she knew suffered from PTSD, but too few sought the help they so desperately needed. ‘I’d be happy to—’

			‘I’ve got to be going,’ Quincy interrupted. Then, with a tight smile, he was gone.

			Meredith stared after him, not realizing she’d stood up, hands on her hips, until she felt a blast of warmth at her elbow. She looked left, then abruptly up, catching her breath. ‘Adam.’ Her heart began to thunder. Adam Kimble was, under any circumstance, the most beautiful man she’d ever known. ‘Hi.’

			But it was like he hadn’t heard her. He was scowling. ‘What did he do to you?’

			Meredith blinked rapidly. ‘Please?’ She followed Adam’s glance to the revolving door. The forensic investigator had pushed through and now stood outside, shrugging into his winter coat. ‘You mean Quincy?’

			Adam’s dark brows lifted sarcastically. ‘Quincy?’

			She cocked her jaw in irritation. Oh, for God’s sake. Was he angry? Possibly. Jealous? Unlikely. Still, this was macho posturing if ever she’d seen it. Which, of course, she had. Many times. ‘Agent Taylor? You know,’ she added sweetly, ‘the nice guy on your team?’

			Adam’s mouth thinned and she cursed herself for thinking even that was sexy. ‘He put his hands on you.’ He all but growled the words.

			Her temper bubbled. ‘He was cleaning brains off my hands. He made sure I was all right, because I was a mess. His behavior was fine. Whatever your problem is, stop it.’

			His swallow was audible. ‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured, his tone low and . . . intimate, shivering over her skin. ‘I’ve been half out of my mind, worrying about you, but I have to stay professional or Isenberg will take me off the case. I’m sorry,’ he said again. ‘Are you all right? I should have asked that first.’

			She started to say that she was all right, then opened her eyes and saw his gaze fixed on her face. The lie slid away. ‘No.’ Her voice broke. ‘I’m not. I’m not all right,’ she whispered. ‘I saw a boy die today, and I’m not all right.’

		

	
		
			Four

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.45 P.M.

			Adam needed to touch her, so damn bad. Needed to pull her into his arms and hold her until her trembling subsided. She was pale and . . . There was brain matter in her hair. He didn’t think she knew because she’d have tried to wash it out.

			He let himself grip her elbow and tugged her back down to sit in the folding chair the hotel had provided. Crouching in front of her, he damned Isenberg and her warning to perdition and pulled off one of his latex gloves. Meredith’s slender hand was icy cold and smelled of antiseptic. He gripped it hard and looked up into her face.

			‘Tell me what happened, Meredith.’

			She shuddered. ‘We’d just sat down, Mallory and me. We were looking at the menu and then . . . all of a sudden he was there. Staring at me.’ She closed her eyes, any remaining color draining from her face, leaving her ashen.

			He squeezed her hand again. ‘Meredith,’ he said sharply. ‘Open your eyes. That’s good,’ he said, more softly when she obeyed.

			‘You have glitter in your hair,’ she murmured.

			Wonderful. ‘It’s from the star on top of the tree at Mariposa House.’

			Her eyes flickered, her mouth turning down in a frown. ‘You put up the tree?’

			‘Diesel and I.’ He started to loosen his grip on her hand, but she grasped at him.

			‘Let me hold on,’ she whispered. ‘For just a little while longer. Then you can let go.’

			‘Whatever you need,’ he said quietly.

			She huffed, bitterness flickering across her face so quickly he would have missed it if he hadn’t been staring. She started to speak, but stopped herself, giving her head a slight shake. ‘Fine. All right. It’s okay. I’m okay.’ She tried to tug her hand free, but he was the one who held on this time. He wasn’t ready to let her go. Nowhere close to ready.

			He frowned at her. ‘No, it’s not okay. What were you going to say? No, tell me,’ he insisted when she looked away. ‘Look at me, Meredith.’

			She met his eyes and he wanted to flinch at the raw misery he saw in hers, but he didn’t allow himself to respond. He didn’t deserve to flinch.

			She cries, Wendi had said. If you don’t want her, let her go.

			I did this, he thought, feeling as miserable as Meredith appeared. I put that pain in her eyes. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but that was exactly what he’d done.

			‘Whatever I need,’ she murmured. ‘Right. You can’t give me what I need. Or won’t. I don’t know which. And it doesn’t matter. Not right now, anyway.’ She tugged her hand again, swallowing when he still didn’t let go. ‘Please, Adam,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘I can’t do this here. I can’t fall apart. Not in front of all these people. I shouldn’t have asked you to come. It wasn’t fair to either of us and . . . and you have a job to do. So just let me go.’

			‘I can’t,’ he whispered back. ‘Don’t ask me to. Not yet. Please.’

			Her eyes were glistening now and she turned her head, blinking to send tears down her cheeks. ‘Fine,’ she said, shuddering out a sigh. But her hand went limp in his and he knew the moment he loosened his grip, she’d pull away. Emotionally, she already had.

			She cleared her throat, straightened her spine, and schooled her features into the calm mask everyone else seemed to believe was her natural zen expression.

			But Adam knew better. He knew what she looked like when she let go. When she lost control. When she screamed his name. He shuddered out a breath of his own.

			He could not be thinking about that right now. ‘Later,’ he murmured. ‘We can talk about this later. I promise. For now, I need to get your statement. You said he was suddenly there, standing at your table, staring at you.’

			She nodded, stoic now. ‘I wanted to run. Just instinct, I suppose. I had my gun in my pocket, so I unsnapped the holster.’

			Her gun had been taken into evidence. ‘Do you always carry?’

			Another nod. ‘For a few years now. I’ve had some parents threaten me after their children revealed abuse. A few have become violent.’

			Adam had to choke back his rage. Not now. ‘I’ll need their names. All of them.’

			Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. ‘I can give you names of the people who’ve specifically threatened me, but they’re already on record. I’ve filed official complaints on all of them with the police.’

			He frowned at her. ‘Specifically? What about unspecific threats?’

			She lifted a slender shoulder. ‘They don’t exist.’

			His eyes narrowed, immediately understanding the nuance. ‘They don’t actually exist or you’re not going to tell me who they are?’

			‘Legally, the first one. Pragmatically, the second.’

			He closed his eyes briefly, pulling his temper back into control. ‘Why not?’ he asked when he thought he could speak without snapping.

			‘If I identify the parents, I identify my clients. I can’t do that. Not if they haven’t made a threat specific to their child or to me.’ Her voice was level. Kind, even. He imagined she used that voice on the children she counseled, but it grated on him.

			He managed to keep his own tone professional. ‘But you carry a gun.’

			Another half shrug. ‘I’m careful, Detective.’

			Detective. Shit. ‘Has anyone given you reason to believe you need a gun, even if there was no explicit threat?’

			‘Yes.’

			His temper broke free. ‘Dammit, Meredith. Somebody nearly blew up a restaurant on a crowded street. Do you know how many people could have died?’

			Her chin lifted. ‘I am quite aware. I will cooperate to the best of my ability.’

			‘But you won’t tell me who you’re afraid of. For God’s sake, Meredith.’

			She swallowed hard. ‘I will not breach the privacy of my clients. They are children, Detective Kimble. Children who’ve been traumatized. The ones who’ve come to me through the courts are on record. Anyone who has specifically said, “I’m going to make you pay, bitch,” has been reported to the police. By me. The ones that just happen to be running around the high school track at the same time I do every morning at five a.m., or just happen to be shopping for veggies at my neighborhood Kroger on Saturday mornings, or just happen to catch my eye across the crowd after Sunday mass at St Germaine’s for the past three weeks . . . Those I can’t tell you about.’

			‘And they’re the reason you carry a gun.’

			She nodded once, her lips pursed tight. ‘So. I unsnapped my holster and when he pulled his gun I tried to talk him down first. His hand was shaking.’

			He’d get those names later. Now she was holding herself together by a fragile thread. ‘The first cop on scene said that other diners reported the man talking to himself.’

			‘I don’t think he was,’ she said, her brow furrowing again. ‘I don’t know if it’s even possible now’ – a hard swallow – ‘what with his head and all, but you might check for an earbud. He was being coerced. I’m sure of it. He kept saying he was sorry and that “He’ll kill her.”’ Her eyes sharpened. ‘Everyone has video on their phones now. Maybe someone caught him talking.’

			He’d already thought of that. ‘I plan to ask the other witnesses when I’m finished with you.’ Except he’d never be finished with her. Not while he drew breath. ‘And then?’

			‘And then I drew my gun. We did a standoff for what seemed like forever, but it could only have been a minute. Maybe less. He dropped his gun and told me to run. To get down and run. He started to unzip his coat, but then . . .’ She swallowed again, audibly. ‘The shot came from outside. The window shattered and his head . . . well, you know.’ She stared down at her hands. ‘I was kind of in shock, you know? I just stared at my gun, thinking I hadn’t shot it, wondering what the hell had happened. I hadn’t put the window shattering together with everything else yet.’ Her lips twisted. ‘Luckily, Mallory did. She pulled me down, just in time. The next bullet hit the man sitting behind me. He’ll be all right,’ she added. ‘The EMTs were able to stop the bleeding.’

			‘And then?’ he nudged patiently.

			‘Then tires squealed.’ She sighed wearily. ‘And then I called you.’

			‘I’m glad you did.’ He gave her limp hand a light squeeze. ‘So damn glad, Meredith.’

			Another bitter twist of her lips. ‘At least it allowed you to have a head start in getting here. Agent Taylor told me that you and Agent Triplett are the lead investigators on this case.’ She looked pointedly down at their joined hands. ‘I imagine your boss wouldn’t want you holding a witness’s hand like this, Detective Kimble.’

			Adam’s heart clenched. She was still calling him “detective”. He wanted – no, needed – to hear her say his name again. ‘I’m sorry, Meredith. I need to explain some things to you.’

			She shook her head, sadly now. ‘You don’t owe me any explanations. I want things that you . . . clearly don’t. I’m a big girl. I can deal.’ Pasting a fake smile on her face, she tugged her hand again and this time he let her go.

			He needed to tell her everything. If for no other reason than because he didn’t want her to hurt like this. He’d never dreamed she could be hurting like this. Over me. I’m not worth it. And that was the fucking understatement of the century.

			‘We need to talk,’ he insisted, keeping his voice to a murmur that no one could overhear. ‘I need to talk. To you. I need to explain.’

			Her back went rigid. ‘Am I done? I need to see to Mallory. And I really want to go home.’ Her voice broke. ‘I’d really appreciate if I could be done now, Detective Kimble.’

			No. Don’t go. Please do not go. But he swallowed back those words and pushed emotion aside to consider the case. ‘Where was Mallory all the time this was happening?’

			She blinked, appearing surprised. ‘Next to me.’

			‘In the chair? You said she pulled you down after the first shot was fired.’

			Meredith frowned in concentration. ‘I told her to get down. After he pulled the gun.’

			‘What did he do then?’

			‘Yelled at me. Told me that nobody could move.’ Her head wagged slowly. ‘I can’t remember exactly what he said, but it was something like that.’

			‘When did he talk to himself – or somebody else, if that turns out to be the case?’

			Her frown deepened. ‘After he pulled the gun. Before I told Mallory to get down. I think. He got distracted when I pushed Mallory down. Pointed the gun at her then back at me. That’s when I pulled my gun from my pocket. I think Mallory went under the table then.’ She pressed fingertips to her temple. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t remember exactly.’

			‘I understand.’

			She folded her hands in her lap primly. ‘When can I have my gun back?’

			‘I don’t know. It’ll be held as evidence, so not anytime soon. Certainly not today.’

			‘It’s all right. I have another. Now may I go, Detective?’

			‘Yes.’ He came to his feet when she did. ‘Can I call you? Tonight? Please,’ he added when she said nothing. He dropped his voice to a desperate whisper. ‘Please.’

			Her shoulders sagged. ‘Okay. Whatever—’ Her voice cracked. ‘Whatever you need.’

			She turned and walked away. He let her go, his gut churning with the urge to go after her. He let out a huge sigh, then sent a quick text to his AA sponsor. You home tonite?

			His phone buzzed a second later. Yup. What’s up?

			Meredith Fallon was what was up. But he wasn’t going to say that. John had discouraged him from seeing her before his year was up. But if she turned him away after he explained to her? Yeah. He’d need his sponsor then. Caught a bad case, he texted instead. May need to talk.

			I’m here. Call me. Doesn’t matter how late.

			Because John Kasper was a decent man, a retired cop who knew exactly what Adam’s job entailed. Thx, Adam typed, hit SEND, then rejoined Trip, who was watching him.

			‘She okay?’ Trip asked.

			‘No.’ Meredith Fallon was definitely not okay. For too many reasons.

			Trip’s brows lifted, his shiny bald head tilting in question. ‘You okay?’

			Adam made his lips move. ‘Of course. What’s our status on the bomb?’

			‘On its way to the lab. I’m ninety-nine percent sure it’s deactivated, but the removal team took all precautions, just in case.’

			‘How did you deactivate it?’

			‘I didn’t,’ Trip said. ‘I think the victim did.’

			Anderson Township, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.50 P.M.

			Finally. Civilization. Linnea pulled into the parking lot of a seafood restaurant called Clyde’s Place, looking around for his thugs. That she didn’t see them didn’t make her feel better. She was pretty sure that she wouldn’t see them first. She’d realized about five minutes after leaving him in the muddy snow that he probably had a tracker on the SUV, that he’d probably already sicced his enforcers on her. But it hadn’t made sense to abandon the SUV on the side of the road. She’d be on foot and she was too sore to walk very fast or very far. Her chances were better now that she was in civilization. She could hide for a while. Maybe hitch a ride.

			To where? She didn’t know yet. Not too far away. She needed proximity to kill him.

			Pulling the hood of her coat forward to hide her face, she gingerly got out of the SUV, wincing at the blood she’d left on the seat. Terrific. She’d bled through her jeans. Not a huge surprise as she’d bled off and on all through the night after his right-hand maniac had finished with her. She stared at the bloody seat for a long moment, the assault replaying in her mind. Her own screams. The laughter. His and his thug’s.

			He’d watched. He got off on watching.

			Stop. She pushed the memory into the box inside her mind and visualized locking it tight. Along with all the other memories she couldn’t seem to delete.

			Go to the ER before you bleed to death. It could happen. She’d come close once before.

			But she couldn’t go to the ER. He had people inside the hospital too. She wasn’t sure which hospital, or if he had staff in all of them. She couldn’t take the chance.

			There was a clinic downtown. She’d used it before, after another brutal time just like last night. The lady doctor had been so kind. She’d asked if Linnea needed help from the police, accepting her quick refusal. The doctor had merely stitched her up, given her a non-narcotic painkiller. Then she’d recommended a series of STD tests, including HIV.

			There’d been no judgment in the lady doctor’s oddly colored eyes when Linnea had returned for the test results. No pity. No revulsion or disapproval. Only sympathy and understanding. That had been Linnea’s second time at the clinic.

			Which had been six months ago. Linnea hoped the shot of antibiotic she’d been given had taken care of the gonorrhea, because she hadn’t been back for a second shot or to be retested after three months as the nice doctor had recommended.

			What difference did it make? The other diagnosis she’d been given was a death sentence, even though the lady doctor had insisted that it no longer was. Except Linnea had no money for medicines. No money for care.

			She’d been stuck in her worst nightmare, forced to ‘entertain’ his ‘associates’ over and over again. The other girls got paid, but Linnea didn’t, because he’d had leverage. Information that he’d been able to use to force her compliance.

			Some of his associates used condoms. The others would share her fate. There was some satisfaction in that. Although she had worried about the women his associates went home to. They didn’t deserve to be infected too, but she’d been powerless to stop any of it. Once he’d known she was HIV positive, she’d have become a liability. He’d have had no reason to keep her alive and once she was gone, he’d have gone after Andy.

			She’d have done anything to protect Andy Gold. But none of that mattered anymore.

			At least she knew to warn whoever was on duty at the clinic today. Because she would go. Get sewn up. Again. She’d live long enough to kill the man who’d done this to her.

			The man who’d killed Andy like he was nothing.

			She just needed a little cash. Enough to get back to the city. She looked up and down the street, relieved to see a bus stop a block away. There was also a hotel at the entrance to the interstate. It wasn’t a fancy place, but she’d be able to get a cab from there. If she could find enough cash for the fare. She hoped so. It was late on a Sunday and the buses wouldn’t be running that often. It was cold. And I’m still bleeding.

			Not sure how much time she had before he or his goons arrived, she quickly lifted the lid of the center console and peered inside. Nothing. It was as clean as new. The glove box was also empty, but the pouch on the back of the front passenger seat yielded a single piece of paper, folded over and over until it was only a little bigger than a postage stamp.

			Linnea shoved it in her coat pocket and continued searching for cash. Even some change would be helpful. Maybe she’d even find enough to buy some food. The smell of hamburgers made her stomach growl and she tried not to think about how long it had been since she’d eaten. Focus. Get to the clinic first and then eat.

			She opened the ashtray, exhaling in a rush. Cash – a roll of twenties, secured by a rubber band. Which made sense, actually. Prostitution and drugs – his bread and butter – were generally cash-only businesses. There were at least ten twenties in the roll.  Maybe fifteen. That would more than pay for a cab. She’d have enough left over to buy another weapon, since she’d left her switchblade in his arm.

			She shoved the money into her pocket. Stepping away from the SUV, she slammed the door, locked it, and pocketed the key.

			The blood she’d left on the SUV’s seat was deadly. If the cops found the vehicle first, they’d have gloves on. They’d be protected. If he or his thugs found it first, they deserved whatever exposure they got.

			But no one else deserved exposure to her blood. She hoped a locked door would keep them out. At least her coat was still clean. She’d sit on it once she was in a taxi.

			She started walking toward the little hotel, throwing the SUV keys into the first storm sewer she came across. Stay away from the road, she told herself. Stick to the shadows. Which wasn’t too hard, because that was how she’d lived for the last six months.

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 4.50 P.M.

			I need to explain something to you. Meredith sat next to Mallory on a small sofa in the hotel manager’s office, her arm tight around the girl’s thin shoulders, Adam’s words echoing in her head so loudly that it was all she could hear. How could he explain away months of ignoring her? He wasn’t interested, plain and simple.

			Yes, he’d sent her pictures he’d colored – even painted – but that only meant he was letting her know he was recovering. That he was getting a hold on his PTSD.

			If he even starts to say ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ I’m going to fucking hit him in the face.

			‘Hey,’ Wendi said from the doorway, thankfully halting her thoughts. Wendi’s face was tear-streaked, her eyes red. Trembling head to toe, she rushed into the room and wrapped Mallory in her arms. ‘You’re both okay. I was so scared. But you’re okay.’

			Meredith met her friend’s eyes over Mallory’s shoulder and shook her head. Not okay, she mouthed. At all.

			‘You’re unhurt,’ Wendi corrected in a fierce whisper. ‘All I knew was that there was a shooting. I was afraid you’d been hit.’

			‘I told you she was fine,’ Agent Colby said in that very quiet way he had. ‘That they were both fine.’ He came into the room and winced when his gaze passed over Meredith’s hair. ‘We’ll get your statements squared away and take you home. You can shower.’

			Meredith clenched her eyes shut, her stomach heaving again. ‘It’s in my hair?’

			‘Not much,’ Wendi said quickly – way too quickly. ‘It looks like . . . like the dust bunny fuzz you pull out of your dryer filter.’ She sounded so pleased with herself.

			Meredith opened her eyes, her lips curving wryly at her tiny best friend. ‘You are such an awful liar, Wen.’

			‘She really is,’ Colby said, affectionately tugging a lock of Wendi’s hair.

			Wendi looked over her shoulder at him, frowning. ‘Mer can’t stay by herself in her house. That man tried to kill her today. What if he comes back?’

			Mallory stiffened and Meredith sighed. ‘Wendi, stop. You’re scaring Mallory.’

			But Colby just nodded as if Meredith hadn’t said a word. ‘She can stay at the big house,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some vacation saved up. I’ll take a few days, stay with you too.’

			Meredith rolled her eyes when Wendi made goo-goo eyes at Parrish Colby like a lovesick teenager. But the man was sweet and he absolutely doted on Wendi.

			I’m just jealous, she admitted. Adam Kimble had voiced no such worry about her welfare. Considering someone did just try to kill me. And the thought brought a new wave of nausea. God. Somebody tried to kill me . . . and a restaurant full of people.

			Who? Who could have hated her that much? Who had that much disregard for human life? Well, lots of her clients’ parents. The court-referred ones, anyway. That was usually why those clients were her clients. The adults in their lives had been too selfish – or evil – to keep them safe.

			‘We have a free room on the third floor,’ Wendi was saying. ‘Mer can sleep there.’

			Wendi and Colby had been discussing her living arrangements while her mind had gone wandering, so Meredith made herself smile and take back at least some control of her life. ‘Thank you, Parrish. I really appreciate it, but I think it’s better if I don’t stay with the girls at Mariposa House. It will be disruptive to their routine.’ She glanced at Mallory and swallowed hard. She might have been killed today. Because she was with me. ‘And it might put the girls in danger. I need to keep my distance until this . . . situation is resolved.’

			‘You didn’t cause this, Mer,’ Wendi protested.

			‘I know.’ And she did. Logically. ‘Doesn’t mitigate the risk I pose by staying there. Parrish, you stay with Wendi. Keep the girls safe. I’ll get Kendra to stay with me.’ Kendra had only been a cop a little more than a year, but the woman could take care of herself. So can I, Meredith thought, but she didn’t want to be alone tonight.

			Can I call you later? Tonight? Please? It had been the please that had left her undone. Dammit.

			‘Kenny’s on duty today,’ Meredith added quickly, because Wendi looked ready to argue. ‘She’ll be free tonight.’ She lifted a brow. ‘Oh, come on. Do you really think Kendra will let anyone in my house who shouldn’t be there?’

			That might even include Adam. Like Wendi, Kendra had told her to move on. Neither of the Cullen sisters wasted any love on Adam Kimble.

			‘No, she won’t.’ Wendi looked unhappy, but didn’t push it. ‘All right.’ She looked up at Colby again. ‘Can we leave now?’

			‘I’ll find out,’ Colby said. ‘Trip and Kimble are here somewhere. This is their case.’

			Cincinnati, Ohio,
Saturday 19 December, 5.00 P.M.

			‘He really did disarm it,’ Adam murmured as he and Trip stood in the small meeting room that the hotel had provided for their use, watching the restaurant’s security tape on Trip’s laptop for the third time – but not the footage of the shooting itself. The dining room camera had only gotten a partial view of the young man’s face before he’d been shot. The most revealing footage had come from the camera mounted outside, specifically the three seconds that the man had crossed the street, approaching the restaurant’s front door.

			‘He unzips his coat right there,’ Trip said, pointing at the laptop screen. ‘Then . . . right there he yanks the wires.’ He paused the video. ‘You wouldn’t notice it if you weren’t watching. I missed it the first time I saw the tape. I thought he was adjusting his collar.’

			‘He knew someone was watching him,’ Adam said. ‘Meredith thinks he was talking to someone, that he was wearing an earpiece.’

			‘He was,’ a mild voice said from behind them.

			Adam looked over his shoulder and had to fight not to scowl when Agent Quincy Taylor closed the door behind himself. ‘Did you find it?’ Adam asked, trying to keep the anger from his voice. The man had been . . . What, Kimble? the voice in his head asked sarcastically. Patting her hand to calm her? Because you weren’t there to do so?

			Agent Taylor blinked at him. ‘Yes,’ he said, his wary tone indicating that Adam hadn’t hidden his anger all that well.

			Even Trip was giving Adam a strange look. ‘Where was the earpiece?’ Trip asked the forensic investigator.

			‘In a puddle of brain matter,’ Agent Taylor answered flatly. ‘One of the bomb disposal techs saw it there and took a photo for me, because the crime scene isn’t cleared for my team yet. Did I hear you say the victim pulled the wires out of the bomb?’

			Trip nodded. ‘Sure looks like it. The kid must have known what he was doing, to be that bold. One false move and he could have been blown to bits.’

			Adam forced himself to pull his head out of his own ass and focus on his job. ‘Maybe he knew what he was doing. More likely he just didn’t care. If the bomb had detonated at the door, the impact would have been a lot less serious.’

			‘You think he was trying to save the people in the restaurant?’ Trip asked.

			‘He tried to save Meredith,’ Adam answered. ‘He told her to get down, to run, just before he was shot. That indicates to me that he was still afraid of the bomb.’

			‘So he wasn’t sure if he had disabled the device,’ Trip said thoughtfully. ‘That boy knew he was gonna die either way. You can see it on his face. How he flinches right before he yanks the wire.’

			Adam sighed, his chest tight with compassion for the kid. ‘He said “he” was going to “kill her.” We can start with the assumption that the person the kid was afraid of was the one who shot him and drove away. We’ve got a BOLO out on the black SUV, ads for “Plumber’s Helper” on both sides.’ Multiple witnesses had seen it driving away. ‘But it’s a fake company and nobody seems to have seen a license plate.’

			‘A witness caught the SUV on video,’ Agent Taylor said. ‘I got a partial plate and added it to the BOLO. That’s the other thing I came in to tell you.’

			Adam blinked in surprise, but at least Trip did too, so Agent Taylor wasn’t keeping him out of the loop deliberately. ‘When did you get the video?’ Trip demanded.

			‘Just now, when I went to check on the crime scene. That was after I finished cleaning Dr Fallon’s hands,’ Agent Taylor added pointedly. ‘And that’s all I was doing, Detective Kimble.’

			‘I know. She was pretty freaked to have her hands covered in human remains. Thank you for making the situation easier for her, Agent Taylor.’

			The man nodded once. ‘Quincy.’

			‘Adam,’ Adam returned.

			‘And I’m Trip,’ Trip said sarcastically. ‘Why didn’t that witness bring the video to us when we first got here?’

			Quincy seemed unruffled. ‘They’re kids. Brothers, ten and twelve. They were goofing off, play-interviewing their parents about what they’d find under their Christmas tree. They were two blocks away when the SUV passed through their picture. At first, they didn’t know they’d gotten anything valuable. The press put the BOLO in their “breaking” report and the kids saw it. They walked up to me when I was outside, saw FBI on my jacket and showed it to me, then emailed it to me.’ He tapped the screen of his phone. ‘I just emailed it to you, Trip. They’re waiting in the lobby with their parents.’

			‘Thanks,’ Trip said. ‘We got any leads on who might want the doc dead, Adam?’

			‘Or why she was carrying a gun?’ Quincy added.

			‘Really the same answer,’ Adam said. ‘She had a gun because she’s been stalked and/or threatened by parents of her child clients.’

			Trip frowned. ‘What kind of threats? Has she reported it?’

			‘She’s reported everything that’s a specific threat.’ He scowled. ‘Apparently, at least one of her clients’ parents has been showing up when she runs in the morning and at the store where she shops. And whoever it is just smiles at her. There’s no explicit threat.’

			‘But plenty of implicit,’ Quincy said, his jaw going hard. ‘She didn’t tell you who she was afraid of, did she?’

			‘No,’ Adam admitted, wondering if he was relieved or even more jealous that Quincy seemed to be protective of Meredith too. ‘She refused to tell and I didn’t push.’

			‘Why the hell not?’ Trip exploded.

			Adam gave him a bland look. Which was difficult because Jefferson Triplett was at least four inches taller than he was. ‘She was protecting her clients’ privacy. I didn’t push because she was close to breaking. I’ll get the information, one way or the other.’

			Trip’s returned look was more of a glare. ‘I’ll ask her. You treat her like spun glass. She’s tougher than she looks.’

			Adam’s brows shot up. ‘How do you know that?’

			‘Because I Googled her when I arrived on the scene,’ Trip said. ‘She’s faced down some nasty-assed characters in the last five years. Any of which could have put a contract out on her. Our suspect list is goddamn long.’

			‘What nasty-assed characters?’ And why hadn’t he known this? God, Kimble, you’re a selfish, clueless bastard.

			‘At least three drug dealers, two pimps, and a corporate shark who vowed he’d see her pay for getting his kids taken away.’

			Adam frowned at him. ‘You did not get all that off Google.’

			Trip looked a little shamefaced. ‘Fine. I also asked Kendra. Officer Cullen, I mean.’

			Kendra was Wendi’s sister. Both women were close to Meredith. ‘How would Kendra know?’ Adam asked suspiciously. ‘And why would she tell you anything?’

			‘They run together in the morning sometimes. Kenny told me about the dealers and pimps when I got here. She was one of the first cops on the scene. She was the one who saw the bomb, actually.’ Trip seemed to hear the pride in his own voice and awkwardly looked down at his enormous hands. ‘We’ve, uh, gone out a few times. Kendra and I.’

			Quincy rolled his eyes. ‘Good God. Are you all panting after each other? Adam, you looked like you wanted to take off my damn head today and Trip’s getting the low-down from her best friend’s sister.’ He huffed out a breath. ‘Look, I’m going back to work. I just wanted to tell you about the earpiece and the video.’

			‘Thanks, Quince,’ Trip said, embarrassed, then waited until the man was gone before continuing. ‘I’m going to the lab to follow up on the bomb. The lab techs are transporting it as we speak. I want to take a look at those wires the kid pulled out. If he was able to disarm it so easily, we’re not talking about a sophisticated bomb-maker.’

			‘How long before I can access the crime scene?’

			‘At least an hour. The disposal team has to make sure the threat’s eliminated.’

			‘I’ll interview witnesses, then. Deacon and Scarlett are on their way to assist.’

			‘Get Mallory’s statement first,’ Trip said, his brow creased in worry. ‘She’s . . . fragile. This was her first day out after all that shit that went down last summer.’

			When she’d been freed from a monster who’d abused her for six years, forcing her into online child pornography by threatening to abuse her younger sister, Macy. Macy was safe now, living with a loving foster family, but Adam knew that Mallory still lived in fear. ‘What happened today would rattle anyone.’

			Trip hesitated. ‘She still has nightmares about a cop who participated in the rapes.’

			‘The cop we couldn’t track down,’ Adam said grimly. No one doubted Mallory had been telling them the truth – as she knew it, anyway. She’d said the cop had shown up to investigate her captor, but had raped her in exchange for his silence. They’d investigated, of course, but there hadn’t been any evidence that the police had even been called. No record of a visit. Internal Affairs had gotten involved, but concluded whoever had raped Mallory had been pretending to be a cop. Which had been no comfort to Mallory.

			‘She was nervous about leaving the house today, afraid someone would recognize her from the porn. But she wanted to sign up for classes so she forced herself to leave. I just can’t believe this happened today. Poor kid. She’s never going to want to leave again.’

			Adam figured that Trip had probably heard about Mallory’s fears from Kendra, who seemed to spend her spare time helping Wendi at Mariposa House. He himself had heard from his cousin Deacon, who’d heard it from his fiancée, Faith, who was Meredith’s partner.

			Adam swallowed a sigh because it always seemed to circle back to Meredith, the linchpin of their circle of friends. ‘I’ll get Mallory’s statement so she can get back to Mariposa House. I’m sure that Wendi and Colby are in the hotel by now.’

			‘Good.’ Another hesitation. ‘Look, Adam . . . I was there the day she told what had happened to her, when she was in the hospital.’ Because her captor had tried to kill her to silence her. ‘I filmed her statement that day. She was so scared, but she told her story anyway. She was defiant. Full of rage. But today . . . she looked numb. Like nobody was home. Be careful with her. Not that you’d be harsh, but . . . Just be careful with her.’

			‘I will.’ Adam took no offense because the big behemoth was clearly concerned. ‘You find out who made that bomb. I hear you’re the bomb wunderkind.’

			Trip’s smile was almost shy. ‘Yeah. That’s me.’

			‘How’d you get to be that way considering you’re barely out of diapers?’

			Trip snorted at that. ‘Damn you guys. You’re not old men. And I’m not that young.’ He faked a preen. ‘I just moisturize.’

			‘And then you buff to a shine.’ And on that note, they went their separate ways, Trip back to the lab and Adam to find Mallory Martin.
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