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Prologue

Western Florida, June 5, 2:30 P.M.


It had been a traditional funeral. A few mourners wore green polyester golf pants, but most wore black despite the steamy humidity of the Florida afternoon.

From her vantage point five tombstones away Sue Conway could hear the minister intone the familiar, ‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’ She dropped her eyes to the flowers she’d put on a stranger’s grave, hiding her scowl. The damn funeral would be over soon and she still hadn’t seen the one person she’d hoped to draw out.

The minister stepped back, letting the mourners say their final good-byes and wander away. The group was still in a state of stunned disbelief as evidenced by the murmurs Sue could easily hear through the surveillance device she wore in her ear.

‘I used to feel so safe,’ said one.

‘The community will never be the same,’ said another.

‘I never used to lock my doors before. I sure as hell will now.’

No one in their cluster had been murdered before. And to be murdered so viciously . . . it was more than they could comprehend.

The murder hadn’t been her first, but had given her more pleasure than any other. The moans, the sound of bones crunching in her hands. The blood spurting as she’d cut, just a little at a time. She’d dreamed of it for so long, fantasized each little cry, each slice into flesh and bone, each drop of blood. It had been pure, unadulterated pleasure. If nothing else, she had that to hold on to even as she continued her search.

Because even under extreme torture her victim had not given her what she’d demanded. She’d have to continue her search and when she found the real prize . . . this murder would seem like a walk in the park. She had years to make up for, a host of fantasies stored, an amazing amount of retribution to mete out. But nothing would begin until all the players were on the stage. Because once she started, she didn’t want to stop.

She knelt, her pose prayerful as the service ended and the mourners dispersed. A few minutes passed, then she heard the rasping voice of the cemetery director.

‘Lower it in, boys.’

Sue pulled the earpiece from her ear before the amplified sound of the crane lowering the coffin shattered her eardrum. She sighed. This show was now  over, and the guest of honor had never appeared. She stood up, brushed the dirt from her skirt, and set off for her car, only to slow her pace when a peripheral movement caught her eye.

She stepped behind a large monument and watched as a small car with an Avis sticker pulled into the access road servicing this part of the cemetery. The car stopped and the driver got out.

Sue’s heart began to pound. A hundred different thoughts rushed in at once. Finally, was the thought that rose to the top of the pile. With difficulty she silenced what would have been a shout of triumph.

The guest of honor had come after all. Now, retribution could commence. But carefully, and according to the plan of her making. It would not be today. All the pieces needed to be in place, the destination carefully chosen.

But now she held all the cards. She was in control.


Be afraid. I’m coming.




Chapter One




Wight’s Landing, Isle of Wight Bay, Maryland  Wednesday, July 28, 2:00 A.M. 


Ow. That hurt. It was his first blurry thought as fingers gripped his shoulder and shook. Hard. That really hurt. Stop it.

The shaking continued, but he wouldn’t open his eyes. It couldn’t be morning yet. He drew in a breath, smelled her perfume. It wasn’t fair. She’d promised him the whole week off. No lessons. No flash cards. No stupid word games or speech therapy. Just fun in the sun. Fishing, crabbing. Riding the waves. Video games all night. Sleeping in as long as he wanted. Yet here she was, shaking him awake.

He knew she’d break her promise. They all did, sooner or later. He’d just wait her out, just like he’d waited out all the other speech therapists. Sooner or later, they’d leave. Cheryl had stuck around longer than most. He had to give her credit for that.

He swatted her hand and tried to roll over, but she grabbed him and yanked him up by his T-shirt. Her hand clamped over his mouth just as his eyes flew open. Just as he took in her face, white as a ghost in the moonlight, and her dark eyes, wide and scared. Not just scared. Cheryl was terrified, and in that moment, so was he. He stopped struggling.

‘Say nothing.’ She mouthed it. He nodded. She let go of his mouth and pulled him from the bed, shoving the processor in his hand. Normally he fought putting it on, put her off as long as he could. Now, he slipped it behind his ear without a word.

And flinched as the roaring began. As the processor ‘turned on his ears’ as Cheryl would say, instantly changing the calm, quiet world of his deafness to a loud painful mess of sound. He concentrated to ignore it. To hear what he needed to hear in the ocean of noise. Now she didn’t say anything, just pulled him across the room, into the closet.

She pushed him in the corner of the closet and to the floor. Crouched down to meet his eyes.

‘Someone’s downstairs.’ She whispered and signed it at the same time, her normally smooth hands shaking. Her whole body was shaking. ‘Paul went to check. Don’t come out until I come get you.’ She gripped his chin. ‘Understand? Stay here. Say nothing.’

He nodded and she snapped upright, grabbing the stack of life jackets that his father had stored on the top shelf of the closet. Then they were covering him, smelly  and musty. The door closed and he was left in the darkness.

He was hiding. Like a coward.

Temper began to simmer, mixing in with the fear. He wasn’t a coward. He was going to be thirteen, for God’s sake. She’d shoved him in the closet like a little kid. Buried him under a pile of smelly life jackets, while Paul  went to check. Carefully he pushed one of the life jackets far enough away from his eye to stare at the door, trying to think of what to do. He wasn’t going to just sit here while someone broke into his house. He certainly wasn’t going to let Paul take all the credit for chasing them away.

Dim light appeared at the crack under the door and all his courage disappeared. Someone was in his room. He shrank back into the corner of the closet, his heart beating so loud he thought he could hear it. The hairs raised on the back of his neck. Painful shudders shook him. No way. I have to do something.

A scream cut through the ocean of sound. Cheryl. I have to help her.

But his body was frozen. Frozen into a useless lump in a closet under a pile of life jackets. He concentrated, listening. Pushed the roar aside like Cheryl had taught him to do. And listened.

There was nothing. They were gone. He should get up. He should.

Then there was a loud crack of sound, so loud it hurt. His head jerked back, struck the closet wall, that pain mixing in with the other.

A gun. They had a gun. Someone had shot a gun. Cheryl. They’d killed Cheryl.

And they’d kill him, too. Or worse. Do something. Do something.

What? He didn’t know. Didn’t know what to do. Dad. What would his father do?

He felt a sharp pain in his chest. He was too old to cry for his parents, but he wished they were here. Wished they hadn’t picked tonight to go into Annapolis. It was their anniversary. They’d gone dancing. They’d come back and find him dead. Mom would cry.

He blinked, realized his own face was wet. He was hiding in a closet, crying like a baby, while they killed Cheryl. And he couldn’t move.

He flinched at the second shot, quieter this time. Then more screaming.

She was screaming. Cheryl was still alive. Screaming. The sound stabbed his brain like a million knives. He could hear it. Feel it. A million knives slashing. Heart pounding, hands trembling, he yanked the processor from behind his ear.

And it was quiet. The minutes ticked by in his head. Then the closet door opened.

He shrank back into the corner, clenching his eyes shut, his teeth together. Trying not to make a sound. One life jacket was pulled away. Then another. And another. The musty smell no longer tickled his nose and he could feel the air on his face.

He made himself open his eyes, felt the whimper stick in his throat. Looked up.

She was tall, taller than Cheryl. Bigger. Her hair was wild.

Her eyes were crazy. White. She has white eyes.

Her mouth was smiling, an evil smile that made him want to scream.

But he didn’t. Because her shirt was splattered with blood and in her hand she was holding a gun and it was pointed at him.




Eastern West Virginia, Thursday, July 29, 3:30 A.M. 

The shrill ringing of her cell phone woke her easily. She was a light sleeper. She hadn’t always been, but prison had a way of changing little things like that. Even though she’d been out for six months now, it was one of the changes that stuck. Even though she’d been out for six months now, prison was still the first thing she thought of when she woke.

For that alone, there would be retribution.

Only her brother Bryce knew her cell number, still she cautiously answered, ‘Yeah?’

‘It’s me.’

She sat up, cursing the stiffness in her back. Sleeping in the backseat of a small car was far from ideal, but she’d certainly slept in worse places. ‘They’re home?’ Her mouth curved and her heart began to beat a little  faster. The Vaughns had come home. Found the wrecked house. The empty bed. The note pinned to the pillow. The gift waiting for them in the shed. They’d be terrified. They’d cry. They’d be powerless.


Powerless. It wasn’t nearly enough, but it was a damn good start.

‘I’m n-not r-really sh-sure.’ Bryce stammered it out, fear lacing every stuttered syllable.

Visions of triumph abruptly fizzled. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, each word evenly spaced. If he’d fucked this up, he’d do a hell of a lot worse than shake. ‘Where are you?’

‘In jail.’ She closed her eyes. Reminded herself that the throwaway cell she’d bought in Maryland was untraceable. Still, the thought of him calling her from a jail made her seethe. ‘They a-arrested me for r-robbing a store. I need you to b-bail me out.’

Her laugh was cold and brief. They were on the verge of millions and he’d robbed a goddamn store. ‘You want  me to bail you out. You’ve got to be kidding.’

‘Dammit,’ he hissed. ‘I called you because . . . you know. I c-could have called Earl.’

He’d called because he was no longer at his post. No longer keeping watch over the beach house to report on the Vaughns’ activities. No longer able to tell her when they came home and whether or not they’d called the fucking police.

‘You’re only seventeen. They’ll slap you on the wrists and put you in juvie.’

‘No.’ Bryce’s voice dropped to a terrified whisper. ‘They s-say they’ll charge me as an adult. I’ll go to p-p-prison. Please,’ he begged pitifully. ‘Get me out of here.’

That she and Bryce shared DNA seemed an impossibility. And even the fact that they did wasn’t enough to make her stick her neck out for him at this point. But she did need to get him out of jail before some slick DA got him to spill his damn guts. That Bryce would hold his stuttering tongue in the face of even the most civilized of interrogation techniques was too much to hope for. Growing up with Uncle Earl had mushed his brain. Growing up with Aunt Lucy had mushed his will. It was a pity she hadn’t been around to see to his upbringing herself, but she’d been . . . indisposed. Incarcerated. And now Bryce was on his way there, too. Their father must be spinning in his grave like a rotisserie chicken.

‘I’ll call Earl,’ she snapped. ‘I’ll tell him I’m a clerk at the jail.’ That her uncle would recognize her voice wasn’t likely as they hadn’t spoken in years. ‘Where are you?’

‘O-Ocean City.’

At least he’d had the brains not to do it in that little bumfuck town of Wight’s Landing. Ocean City was an hour away. Nobody would think to tie the two together, even if the Vaughns did call the cops. ‘I’ll call Earl. You keep your damn mouth shut and your eyes open.’ She smirked. ‘And if anybody drops any soap, don’t bend over to pick it up.’

‘That’s not f-f-funny, S-S-Sue.’

Hearing him stammer her name wiped the smirk from her face. ‘No, it’s not. Neither is you calling me from a damn jail.’ With that she disconnected and took a look out of the back window at the dark forest in which she’d parked to get some sleep. She was far off the beaten path and had been since leaving the Maryland Eastern Shore the morning before. She’d made terrible time on the single-lane roads, having to stop every few hours to give the kid water so that he didn’t dehydrate in the trunk, but she was avoiding the interstates for now. She wasn’t sure when the Vaughns would be home and even though she’d warned them not to call the cops, they just might. She wouldn’t let herself be found. She had too much at stake. The prize was just too sweet.

She climbed out of the car and popped the trunk. Eyed the two figures curled into fetal balls. They were still there, just where she’d left them. Still tied, just as she’d tied them.

Her prize. Her retribution.

Alexander Quentin Vaughn. A big name for such a scrawny kid. He was twelve, but he didn’t look any older than ten. Bryce had summed it all up pretty well when they’d first laid eyes on the little brat cowering in that closet in the beach house. ‘Kid don’t look like he’s worth a million bucks,’ Bryce had said and in the strictest sense he’d been right. The kid was worth five times that.

But money wasn’t everything.

Sometimes revenge meant a great deal more.

And when you could get them both at the same time . . . That was justice.

Alexander Quentin Vaughn. And his live-in speech therapist, who had put up one hell of a fight. The Vaughns owed Cheryl Rickman combat pay, assuming she lived to collect it, which she would not. Rickman knew it, too, from the look of dazed terror in her eyes. Sue had only kept Rickman alive this long because she could communicate with the kid.

The boy blinked back tears now. Shrank back until his scrawny body bumped Rickman’s. Tying him had probably been unnecessary. He couldn’t weigh more than eighty pounds soaking wet and didn’t fight worth diddlyshit. The gag was probably overkill as well, but Sue didn’t know if he could scream. Just because he was deaf and mute didn’t mean he couldn’t scream.

That he was a deaf-mute had been a surprise. One of those glass-half-full things. He couldn’t tell tales to people they’d meet on the way, but at the same time he couldn’t make a terrified plea for his parents to pay his ransom. It was a damn shame. She’d been looking forward to hearing the kid making that terrified plea. But the plan moved on.


Adopt, adapt, and improve. It was a good motto. Her old man’s favorite, ironically. She couldn’t use the kid’s voice, so she’d use his face. A picture was worth a thousand words.

She looked down at them, her prize, feeling control  return. Bryce’s arrest had changed very little, really. As long as she got him bailed out before he spilled his guts to some overzealous DA, the only thing that was impacted was her eye on the Vaughns. Hearing Bryce recount their pain and suffering firsthand would have been very nice, but ultimately unnecessary. Knowing if police cars lined the lonely road going up to the beach house would be valuable, but even if the Vaughns did go to the cops, they wouldn’t find her. She’d be far, far away by then, tucked safely and secretly away in Earl’s house. That didn’t need to change either. Especially if Earl and Lucy were headed off to Maryland to bail Bryce’s ass out of jail. Sue would have the run of the house to herself for a few days.

Then when they got back from Maryland, she and Earl and Lucy would have the reunion Sue had planned with such enthusiasm. She took out her phone and dialed Earl’s number, noting the time. He’d be asleep, groggy. No way he’d know who he was really talking to.

The phone was answered on the first ring. ‘Yes?’ a deep voice drawled.

Sue went still, every muscle tightening to its breaking point. He wasn’t sleepy or groggy. He wasn’t Earl. She said nothing, could say nothing. The voice just chuckled.

‘Is this Bryce?’ James. Sue’s blood ran cold. Impossible. James was dead. She’d slit his throat herself. Obviously, not well enough.

‘Not Bryce?’ he said genially. ‘Then this must be Sue. How the hell are you, Sue?’ His voice hardened. ‘Free  lesson. When you kill a man, you need to make damn sure he’s really dead. Now, did you want to talk to your Uncle Earl?’ A moan echoed in the background. ‘He can’t come to the phone right now.’

Sue gritted her teeth. ‘You sonofabitch. They were  mine.’

‘I have to say I’m shocked, Sue. You, a dutiful niece.’ He sounded it. Shocked. ‘Protecting an aunt and uncle you hated?’

‘Not mine to protect, you asshole,’ she hissed. Mine to kill. Mine to make moan and weep and wish they were dead. Mine to make pay. She’d had plans. Damn him.

James choked on a laugh. ‘You were going to kill your own aunt and uncle, just like you killed that woman in Florida. And I beat you to it. Sue, you’re priceless.’

He knew about the Florida murder. James Lorenzano knew too damn much. She should have stayed to make sure he was dead, but someone had been coming and she’d been forced to flee. Killing him a second time would be far more difficult. She’d just need to stay out of his way. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. Don’t forget I know far more about you than you know about me. I’ll find you, Sue. You know I can. And when I do, you’re dead.’

A chill ran down her spine. He could. James knew how to find people. That’s why she’d hired him in the first place. Then she stiffened her spine in resolve. She’d come too far to give up now. ‘No, you won’t.’

She hung up and seethed a moment. James was alive.  That had been a bit of a shock. And he’d been to Earl and Lucy’s. This was bigger than the lost pleasure of seeing Earl and Lucy writhe in pain. This meant she needed to find another place to hide with the kid.


Adopt, adapt, and improve. She would not change her destination. It had to be Chicago. No other city would suffice. No other place would be revenge.

She needed to find another place to hide in Chicago. Just long enough to get her money and her revenge. The money would be her ticket out of the country, away from James.

The revenge . . . Well, that was sustenance. Without it, there would be little reason to survive and little joy in doing so.

She needed to find a place to hide that James would never think to look. He was right about one thing. He did know more about her than she knew about him. He would visit all her old cohorts, most of whom would sell their own mother for a buck, so she couldn’t call any of them. Not yet anyway. She had to hide the kid, because without him the whole plan fell flat. She stared down at the boy, her mind working. And as usual, the pieces fell neatly into place, a new plan forming.

Luckily James didn’t know everything.

She glanced at her watch in the dim glow of the trunk light. She had things to do. With both hands she grabbed Rickman’s shirt and hauled her out of the trunk with ease. Rock-hard biceps were about the only thing of value she’d gotten out of Hillsboro Women’s  Penitentiary. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Without Hillsboro, she never would have met Tammy, whom James did not know.

She dragged Rickman off the road and into the trees, thinking about her old cellmate. Twenty-five to life had been Tammy’s sentence for killing her wife-beating husband, and hadn’t Sue had to listen to her cry about it every damn night for the five fucking years they’d shared an eight by ten? But to be fair, without Tammy, Sue never would have heard of the place that would be sanctuary for the next few weeks. A secret place in Chicago that opened its doors to women in need. I’m a woman, Sue thought with a smile. And she sure as hell was in need.


Adopt, adapt, and improve. It was a good motto. A plan was only as strong as it was flexible. Sue pulled her gun from her back waistband and quickly pumped a bullet into the back of Rickman’s head. Instantly the woman went limp. A few quick steps brought Sue back to the trunk where the kid stared up at her, terror in his eyes. She laid the barrel of the gun against his cheek for a split second, nodding when she heard his muffled scream. He could scream then. It was good to know. A red welt rose on his cheek, a burn from the hot steel. ‘C’mon, kid,’ she said, pulling him out of the trunk, dragging him over to where Rickman lay, her blood now soaking the ground. Tears rolled down the boy’s face and she knew he understood the concept of death. At twelve, he’d better. She sure as hell had.




Chicago, Thursday, July 29, 4:30 A.M. 

It was late. Or early, Dana Dupinsky thought as she slipped into Hanover House’s kitchen through the back door. In any case, there didn’t seem to be much point to going back to bed. Residents would be waking in two hours and the sounds of their morning routines combined with the aroma of brewing coffee would make it impossible to sleep.

She fastened the three deadbolts that provided some measure of safety - partially from the neighborhood but mostly from those who might be seeking the residents of Hanover House, the women whose lives she’d dedicated her own life to protecting. Dana winced as the third bolt screeched. It needed to be oiled. She’d get to it when she could.

‘So where are they?’

Stifling a screech of her own, Dana spun, her hand over her heart. Her shock quickly became a glare at the young woman who sat at the kitchen table, her face bathed in the eerie blue light of a laptop computer screen. ‘Don’t do that,’ Dana hissed.

Evie Wilson looked only mildly repentant. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you saw me. Sshh,’ she murmured, dropping her eyes to her lap. ‘He’s asleep.’

Dana walked around the table, not surprised to see Evie holding the infant, the son of Ruby, one of their younger residents. Barely eighteen years old and unwed, Ruby was terrified of both the baby’s father and  her own. The bruises Ruby had worn when she arrived had more than substantiated her claim. But after a few weeks in the safe haven of Hanover House, Ruby was determined to get a new start. That’s what women did here. They got new starts. Some, Dana thought, got newer starts than others.

‘He woke up and Ruby was so tired, I told her to get some sleep. It’s all right,’ Evie added, gesturing to her computer screen. ‘I had some work to do for my online classes.’

Dana bit back a frown. Evie’s online college classes were a source of disagreement between them. ‘I thought you were going to register up at Carrington for summer term.’

Evie glanced up, then back at her screen. ‘I was, but . . . I changed my mind.’

Dana’s shoulders sagged. ‘Evie.’

Evie shook her head. ‘Don’t, Dana. Just . . . don’t. I went up there, I really did. I even got out of the car and walked up to the registrar’s office, but . . .’ She let the thought trail.

Dana’s heart squeezed even as she forced herself to say what she knew needed to be said. What she’d said so many times before. ‘You can’t hide here forever, honey.’

Half of Evie’s face grimaced while the other half remained still as stone, legacy of a madman’s attack two years before. ‘I know.’ She looked up, her dark eyes flashing. ‘Are you going to throw me out?’ she asked, challenge lacing her tone.

‘You know I’m not.’ Dana sank into one of the kitchen chairs, so exhausted. ‘For God’s sake, Evie.’ That she’d even ask. Hell.

There was silence between them for a long moment before Evie finally spoke again. ‘So back to my original question, where are they?’

‘They didn’t show up. I waited for three hours and nobody that matched their descriptions got off any of the buses.’ Dana massaged the back of her neck wearily. She never questioned how women came to hear of Hanover House. She knew there were pockets of information out there. Nurses, cops, other victims. Sometimes women from outside Chicago would call and Dana would meet them at the bus station, but more than half of the women didn’t show up. Like tonight. ‘But it wasn’t all a total loss,’ she added. ‘I did get propositioned.’ One corner of her mouth lifted. ‘Guy offered me fifty bucks.’

‘Would’ve paid the telephone bill this month,’ Evie said lightly and rose to her feet. ‘Hold Dylan and I’ll make you some coffee. You look like you could use it.’

‘Thanks.’ Settling the baby comfortably against her shoulder, Dana watched Evie fumble with the coffee filters with one hand. The nerves in Evie’s right hand were damaged, legacy of the same vicious attack that left her face scarred and her mouth unable to smile. Three surgeries later, the scars were less noticeable, but her hand would never be the same. Yet Evie never asked for help. Wouldn’t accept it were it offered.

Evie scooped coffee from the can. ‘I thought Caroline had bus duty tonight.’

Caroline was Dana’s very best friend. Her very pregnant best friend. A Hanover House success story, Caroline had made a wonderful life for herself and her son, Tom. Married for two years now, she was just six weeks away from having the baby she and her husband Max had conceived in love. There were few things more successful than that.

‘Nope, not anymore. She is officially off duty for the duration.’

‘And what did she say about that?’ Evie asked wryly.

‘The usual. That pregnancy was a natural state and how she was healthy as a horse. I told her to give it up. Max just threatened to tie her to the bed.’

‘Which is how she got that way,’ Evie quipped and Dana grinned.

‘True. So, like it or not, I have bus duty for the next six months or so.’ Evie doing bus station pickup duty was not a possibility. She’d tried once, but the experience hadn’t been a pleasant one for anyone involved, least of all for Evie. The client’s child, terrified and exhausted, had taken one look at Evie’s scarred face and burst into tears. The client refused to go with Evie and Dana ended up going to the station herself. After that, Evie never left the house without a protective layer of thick makeup that Dana thought looked worse than the scars. But it made Evie secure, so Dana never said a word about it. Dana could tell by the  way Evie stared at the dripping coffee that she was remembering, too.

Changing the subject, Dana looked at Evie’s laptop screen. ‘What are you taking?’

‘Child psychology and statistics. The statistics course is required for a psych degree.’

Dana’s eyes widened. ‘You’re majoring in psychology? ’ The thought of Evie following in her footsteps left her with a disturbing mix of pride and apprehension.

‘I’d considered it. I was thinking of working with kids. And yes,’ she added crossly, ‘I know I can’t hide here forever. I know the kids won’t come to me.’ Evie jerked the partially dripped carafe from the machine, poured Dana the first cup. ‘I’m working on it.’

Dana traded the baby for the full coffee cup with a sigh. ‘I know, honey.’ She could tell Evie that her scars were not that bad and even believe it herself, but Evie didn’t and that was the issue. It was normal, but so very wrong. So wrong for a woman to be twenty years old and hiding in a women’s shelter because she was afraid to face the world.

Evie didn’t sit down, just stood rocking the sleeping baby. It was no secret that the babies were Evie’s favorite, nor was it any great mystery. Babies didn’t stare, didn’t judge. Didn’t cringe. They just cuddled and gave you unconditional love. What a deal.

It really was. Evie kissed the baby’s forehead. ‘You’ll leave soon,’ she murmured.

Dana regarded Evie over the rim of her cup. ‘You’ve become attached to him.’

Evie looked up, her expression suddenly unreadable. ‘If you’re thinking I want to keep him here, you’re wrong. This is no place for a child to grow up.’

Her voice was so adamant, Dana wondered if she was talking about the baby or herself. Evie had been brought to the shelter by one of Dana’s policewoman friends when she was only fifteen, a terrified runaway with a quick mind and a sassy mouth who’d quickly wormed her way into Dana’s heart. Dana had become Evie’s legal guardian although Evie had always been more like a younger sister. ‘No, honey, it’s not.’

Evie rocked another moment or two. ‘He’ll leave and we’ll never know if he’s safe. If Ruby stayed away from the baby’s father or if she goes back to him.’ A pause. ‘It keeps me up at night, Dana. Does it keep you up at night, too?’

‘Only all the time,’ Dana answered dryly and watched one side of Evie’s mouth quirk up. ‘I wish I could take them all in, but I can’t. So I do my best and pray it’s enough.’

‘If Ruby left Chicago she’d be safer.’

Dana nodded. ‘That’s likely true. But Ruby rejected the idea. You know that.’

‘She might have said yes if she’d known she could have new papers.’

New papers. Indeed, some of their residents left Hanover House with newer starts than others. A  precious few left with a new identity. New birth certificate, social security card, and driver’s license. Courtesy of Dana Dupinsky, full-time therapist and part-time forger. And she was damn good at both. Her documents had been withstanding scrutiny for more than ten years.

Dana knew exactly where this conversation was going. Still she kept her voice mild. ‘You know the policy, Evie. A client has to request help in leaving their old home city before we even bring up the possibility of papers.’

Evie’s jaw tightened. On one side. ‘Your policy.’

Dana sipped more coffee, annoyed and determined not to show it. ‘My risk. My policy.’ What she did was illegal. She provided forged documents. Forged federal  documents. Her reasons were pure, but she doubted any judge would take her side. It was critically important that the women she chose to help in this way were discreet, because once they started down the path of a new identity, the secret was out. If any one woman talked . . . It would be my ass in jail. Not Evie’s. Mine.

Evie bristled. ‘Your policy could be putting our clients in danger,’ she said angrily. The baby whimpered and Evie went back to rocking him where she stood. ‘What about all the women right here in Chicago who have no idea that we could change their lives?’ she whispered harshly. ‘How could you live with yourself if something happened to them?’

Dana drew in a breath. It wasn’t a thought she didn’t  have herself. Every damn day. ‘Evie, I’ll say this only once. You will not breach policy. You will not provide any resident of Hanover House with the possibility of papers. Are we clear?’

Evie’s glare could cut through stone. ‘Yes, ma’am. We’re very clear.’ Evie abruptly turned on her heel, waking Dylan who began to wail loudly. Dana glanced at the clock on the wall as shouts began to flow from the upstairs bedrooms. No, there was absolutely no sense in going back to bed. The day had officially begun.




Chapter Two




Wight’s Landing, Maryland, Friday, July 30, 7:00 P.M. 


Ethan Buchanan sat down at the table in the Vaughns’ beach house kitchen and pulled his palms down his face in helpless frustration. He fought back the panic clawing at his gut. Little Alec was gone, as was his live-in interpreter and speech therapist, Cheryl Rickman.  Gone. Little Alec who wasn’t so little anymore. He was twelve. Old enough to know what was happening to him, to be terrified. Still too young to fight back.

And physically unable to call for help.

Ethan searched the stunned faces of his oldest friends, wishing he knew what to do next. He’d known Stan Vaughn for twenty-five years, Stan’s wife Randi for ten. Yet the two of them seemed like strangers. Their son was gone, yet Stan and Randi had not called the police or the FBI. Randi sat clutching the phone to her chest and Stan looked as if he’d tackle Ethan when he’d reached for his cell phone.

Only after he’d promised not to call the police did  Randi restore the phone to its place on the counter. Stan had taken up residence at the window, looking out at the bay. Ethan looked from Randi’s pale face to Stan’s rigid back. And sighed. ‘Let’s take this from the beginning. When exactly did you realize Alec was gone?’

Silence. Ethan began to lose his patience. Time was ticking. ‘Stan?’

Stan leaned his forehead against the windowpane wearily. ‘Three-thirty this afternoon.’

‘Three thirty-five,’ Randi whispered.

Stan shot an angry glare over his shoulder and Randi returned it defiantly.

Ethan drew an uneasy breath. So this was how it would be. ‘Where had you been?’

‘Annapolis,’ Randi murmured. ‘Wednesday was our tenth wedding anniversary.’

A picture flashed in Ethan’s mind, happier days. Stan in his tux; Stan’s brother Richard in his dress blues as the best man; Randi, so beautiful in white lace. He himself had been holding wriggling toddler Alec, just hoping to keep his own dress blues free of slobbery Cheerio crumbs until they’d said their ‘I do’s.’ Ten years. Gone by so fast.

Alec was now twelve. And gone, maybe for hours, maybe days. Hours Randi and Stan had done nothing.  Nothing except call me.

‘We should have come back yesterday,’ Randi bit out, angrily. ‘You said you’d called Cheryl. You said you talked to her.’ Randi took a step forward, her body  quivering with rage. ‘You lied to me so you could keep me in—’ She broke it off, spun, turning her face away.

Stan’s lips thinned. ‘I left a message on the answering machine,’ he said harshly. ‘How was I to know? Dammit, Randi, you’re acting like this is my fault.’

‘Go to hell, Stan,’ was her response. Quietly said, but very sincere.

Ethan cautiously interceded, putting his arm around Randi’s shoulders, guiding her to one of the kitchen chairs where she sat, her hands locked between her knees. Trembling. He gave her shoulder a squeeze. ‘What happened when you got back here today?’

Stan waved his hand toward the window. ‘We smelled it as soon as we got out of the car. The first thing we did was check Alec’s room. A note was pinned to his pillow.’


It. The putrid odor of rotting flesh that had nearly bowled him over as soon as he’d stepped out of his car. Stan wouldn’t say what it was. ‘What did the note say?’

Stan hesitated. Then he turned abruptly, waving Ethan to follow. ‘Come.’

Together he and Stan walked through the back door that led to the beach. The stench grew stronger with every step as they crossed the sand to the little shed near the dock where they’d kept their summer toys. Stan opened the door. ‘See for yourself.’

Ethan came up short in the doorway, his empty stomach heaving at the sight before his eyes. It had been a man. Who’d once had a head. A whole head. Buzzing  flies now covered what was left. The body was bloated from the heat, nearly unrecognizable.

Shocked, he forced his eyes lower to where a shotgun lay sideways across the man’s naked torso. Lower still to where a length of string ran from the shotgun’s trigger across the man’s boxers to the big toe of his right foot. The man had presumably put the end of the shotgun in his mouth and pulled the trigger with a wiggle of his toe.

Ethan turned to where Stan stood resolutely looking out at the bay, its serene beauty at diametric odds to the grisly sight in the shed. ‘Who—’ Ethan’s voice caught and he cleared his throat. ‘Who was he?’

Stan kept his eyes glued to the horizon. ‘Paul McMillan. Cheryl’s fiancé.’ He swallowed, his throat working viciously. ‘It wasn’t suicide.’

No, Ethan hadn’t thought so. But all he could think now was that whoever had done this had Alec. ‘What did the note say?’

Stan dug a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Ethan. Wincing at the evidence Stan had likely destroyed, Ethan took the note by the upper corner. The note had been made on a printer. Hard, perhaps impossible to trace.

‘“We have your son,”’ he read. ‘“Do not call the police or we will kill him. If you doubt our word, look in your shed. We made this look like suicide in case the body is discovered and the police ask questions. Make certain they get no answers. We will contact you with  our demands. Do not call the police or any other authority. We’ll know if you do.” ’

Stan still stared at the bay. ‘Now you see why we didn’t call the police.’ His whisper was nearly lost on the wind that rippled the water. ‘We didn’t know what else to do.’

‘So you called me.’

Stan turned at that, and in his eyes Ethan saw fear and desperation and hopeless fury. And hate. After two years, Stan Vaughn still despised him. ‘We called you,’ he said deliberately as if spitting each word out of his mouth. ‘You have to help us find Alec.’

‘Stan . . .’ Ethan lifted his hands, panic mixing with the shock at what Stan was asking him to do. ‘I run a security consulting business. I keep hackers out of computer systems. I set up surveillance. I’m not a cop.’ The only uniform he’d ever worn had been that of the United States Marines. God only knew how much he wished he were wearing it now.

Stan shook his head. ‘You have a PI’s license.’

‘Yeah, because I run background checks on my customers’ contractors. I’m not a cop.’

Stan met his eyes with an icy stare. ‘You know how to find people.’

The people he’d found had been terrorists hiding in Afghani caves, not little boys kidnapped by monsters. ‘Stan, look. I don’t have a lab. I can’t do forensics. Anything I touch would be contamination of a crime scene. I’d be destroying evidence the FBI could use to  find Alec. Call the FBI and let them do their job.’

In a blinding instant, Stan stepped forward and grabbed Ethan’s lapels in both hands. Shook him hard. Ethan fought the wave of nausea and let him do it.

‘Dammit, you have to help us. Whoever did that has my son. They’ll kill him.’ He dropped Ethan’s lapels, dropped his chin to his chest, his fisted hands to his sides, and for a long moment neither of them spoke. When Stan did, his voice was hard. ‘You and Richard tracked Taliban in the desert. He told me so. You know how to find people.’ He looked up, his eyes so very angry. ‘I’d ask Richard, but he isn’t here.’ Stan’s eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched. ‘My brother didn’t come home.’


Because of you. The phrase echoed between them as if it had passed Stan’s lips. It had, of course. The last time they’d seen each other.

‘That’s not fair, Stan,’ Ethan said quietly and Stan exploded.

‘I don’t care if it’s not. Those animals have my son. They did that.’ He leaned forward, jerked his finger toward the corpse. ‘They’ll kill him, Ethan.’ Stan straightened slowly. ‘If you won’t do it for me, then do it for Richard. You owe him that much.’

Ethan drew in a breath. He remembered those last moments before he’d lost consciousness after their vehicle hit the mine on the road out of Kandahar. Richard should have left him there, saved himself. But he didn’t. He’d stayed and fought, his body shielding Ethan’s from the bullets of the enemy, lying in ambush.  Richard stayed when he shouldn’t have, and would have for anyone, not just his best friend. Because that’s the kind of man Richard Vaughn had been. Richard would have already been searching for Alec.

Ethan turned only his head to stare at the obscenity that had been a healthy young man. The body left behind to scare them senseless. And though terrified for Alec, Ethan was not senseless. He let the breath out. ‘All right. But I’m not going to do this alone. You have to let me call my partner. Clay was a cop after the Corps. He’ll know what to do.’

Stan shook his head vehemently. ‘No. No cops. He’ll report it. He’ll tell.’

‘Stan, look. I’m an electronics specialist. I do computer security and surveillance. Coded transmissions, for God’s sake. I don’t do forensics, but Clay did. He was a cop, a damn good one. I won’t live with the guilt if I miss something that could have saved Alec’s life. Clay won’t put Alec in more danger. I promise.’

Stan closed his eyes. ‘How soon can you get him here?’

‘It’s a three-hour drive from DC.’

‘Call him then. Tell him to hurry.’




Wight’s Landing, Friday, July 30, 10:30 P.M. 

Ethan stepped out onto the front porch when Clay Maynard’s car pulled into the driveway. The wind had  shifted and the intensity of the stench had lessened. Or maybe he’d just become accustomed to it.

Clay got out of the car and flinched and Ethan decided it was the second one.

‘This isn’t right, Ethan,’ Clay said, his voice hard.

‘I know.’ He’d thought about it in the hours since he’d summoned his partner. They shared a business and a friendship, both of which Ethan was risking by asking Clay to become involved. ‘Give me my laptop and go back to DC. I’ll take it from here.’

‘Shit.’ Wearily Clay ran his hand down his face, his tan washed pale in the bright light of the moon. ‘This isn’t going to bring Richard back. You know it as well as I do.’

Ethan tightened his jaw against the flash of anger that Clay could trivialize the situation to a case of common guilt. ‘This isn’t about Richard. It’s about Alec. Now if you’re not going to help, give me my laptop and get the hell out of my way.’

Clay approached, stopped a few feet from the porch and glared up. ‘Get a grip on yourself, Ethan. This is a job for the FBI, not us. Every minute we’re silent, Alec is in more danger. If you really care about the kid, you’ll stop this insanity and call the cops.’

Ethan took a breath, smelled McMillan’s rotting corpse. Felt the terror bubble up anew and with it a cold fury. Deliberately he descended the steps until he could see Clay’s eyes. ‘The kid is my godson.’

Clay’s eyes flickered. ‘I thought he was Richard’s.’

‘That’s right.’ He forced the words between his teeth. ‘He was Richard’s. But Richard’s dead and as you so noted, nothing I do can bring him back. When he died Randi asked me to take his place. And Stan said no, that I wasn’t worthy of the responsibility. But Randi said yes, so I am.’ His breath hitched when he remembered the moment two years before, a moment that severed what little had been left of his friendship with Stan.

‘My godson has been kidnapped by people who murdered an innocent man. If we go to the police, they will kill him.’ Doubt began to creep into Clay’s eyes and Ethan swallowed, unable to keep from thinking about Alec in the hands of monsters. ‘He’s just a boy, Clay,’ he whispered harshly. ‘He’ll be terrified, confused.’ Unable to call for help.

Clay’s eyes hardened again. ‘If he’s still alive.’


Alec could be dead right now. It was a picture Ethan had to force from his mind. ‘He is alive. He has to be. Look, if anybody is watching this place, we’re giving them an eyeful. Either stay or go, but we can’t stand out here talking.’

Clay leveled a long stare, then pulled his gym bag and Ethan’s laptop from his front seat with a sigh. ‘Hell. Please say they have air-conditioning.’

‘It’s better inside,’ Ethan confirmed, his nerves settling. Clay was in. He led Clay directly to the kitchen where Randi sat with the phone on her lap and Stan paced the floor, a glass of whiskey in his hand.

Randi looked up at the sight of them, her face still so  pale. ‘You’re Ethan’s partner. Thank you for coming.’

‘I served with Richard,’ Clay replied simply. And that was all he needed to say. Marines took care of one another. Even when they no longer wore the uniform.

‘Richard and I served with Clay during our deployment to Somalia, right out of the Academy,’ Ethan explained. Stan’s spine stiffened. Stan had never understood Richard’s dedication to the Marines and it had become a source of division between the brothers. That it was a common bond Ethan and Richard had shared only served to widen the gap between Stan and Ethan. Richard’s death turned that gap into a chasm.

‘Good old Semper Fi,’ Stan said bitterly, tossing back what was left of his whiskey. ‘Hell of a lot of good all that brotherhood and devotion does him now.’ He slapped the glass on the countertop and stalked from the room.

Randi closed her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’

Ethan squeezed her shoulder. ‘It’s okay.’

Clay crouched down in front of her chair. ‘Randi, who knew you’d be here on vacation?’

Randi’s eyes flew open at the implication. ‘Oh, God. It could be somebody we know.’ She covered her mouth with her hand. ‘I don’t know. I can’t think.’

Ethan rubbed a comforting hand over Randi’s back. ‘You sit here and try to think of anybody that knew you’d be here, and more importantly, anybody that knew you’d be gone to Annapolis the last few days. I’m going to take Clay outside, then I’ll trace that e-mail.’

She flinched at the word outside, but nodded. ‘All right.’

Clay waited until they were on the path to the shed. ‘They got an e-mail? When?’

‘Came through Thursday morning at seven forty-five from Rickman’s e-mail address. It said Alec was alive and reminded them not to call the cops. It came with an attachment.’

‘It came from Rickman’s e-mail address?’

‘Yeah. Her laptop was missing from her room. So was her digital camera.’

Clay shot him a sideways look. ‘And the attachment? Picture of Alec, bound, gagged?’

‘Yeah. Taken at night against a background of trees that looked like northern pine.’

‘Ethan, I know this boy is important to you, but this is a job for the FBI. You know it.’

Ethan knew. He also knew what was inside the shed. ‘Just wait another minute.’ In another minute they arrived at the little wooden shed. ‘There’s no light inside.’ He bent down to retrieve the flashlight he’d left next to the shed. ‘Use this.’

Clay opened the door and for a moment there was only the sound of the night wind and the waves gently lapping at the sides of Stan’s boat, moored at the dock. His partner shone the light around, lingering on the body inside.

‘His name is Paul McMillan,’ Ethan said quietly. ‘He was an architect in Baltimore. He and Cheryl Rickman  planned to get married next Valentine’s Day.’

Clay switched off the light. ‘Any chance Rickman had anything to do with this?’

‘We can’t rule it out, but it seems unlikely. Randi swears Cheryl would protect Alec with her own life and there’s been a hell of a struggle in one of the bedrooms. Lamps smashed, pictures knocked off the wall. There’s a slug in the bedroom wall. From the size of the hole it looks like it came from a nine mil.’

‘The shotgun they used on McMillan is old and rusted, but they didn’t need too much accuracy for this,’ Clay said grimly. ‘They wouldn’t have carried a weapon like that for themselves. It’s useless except in the way they used it. They planned ahead to leave McMillan behind, which means they knew he’d be here.’

‘He was staying with Cheryl while Stan and Randi went away for their anniversary. If they were watching this place, they would have known McMillan was here. They took Alec sometime between Tuesday night at eight and Thursday morning at seven forty-five when that e-mail came through. Randi called Tuesday night and talked to Cheryl, told her to say good night to Alec. He doesn’t use the phone.’

Clay started walking and Ethan followed, stopping on the dock. ‘Alec’s deaf, right?’

‘Among other things, yes. Alec got meningitis when he was two, barely a month after Randi and Stan got married. He almost died. As it was, it left him deaf and epileptic. He takes medicine to control the epilepsy.  Randi says the bottles are gone from the bathroom. Alec had surgery for the deafness three years ago, when he was nine. They gave him a cochlear implant.’

‘Explain,’ Clay bit out. ‘In laymen’s terms, please.’

‘In layman’s terms it’s a device that’s surgically implanted in the bone behind the ear. It gathers sound like a hearing aid, but instead of amplifying, it translates it into signals that the brain can interpret as speech and any other sound. Alec wears a piece behind his ear that does the gathering and translating. I found it in his bedroom closet. Without it, he’s completely deaf.’ And unable to find help. Ethan grimaced. He had to stop thinking that.

Clay gestured at the air. ‘Where is this thing now, this . . . piece?’

‘Still on the closet floor. I didn’t disturb anything. I thought we’d want to take prints.’

‘Can Alec speak?’

‘No. That was Rickman’s job - teaching him to use the device to learn to listen and speak. Alec isn’t very receptive to the device. He’s used sign language for a long time.’ Ethan thought of the e-mails Alec had sent, complaining about the implant. ‘He said the implant was too loud, that the sound made his head hurt. The doctors told Randi that he’d get used to it. He hasn’t yet. He ran off his last three therapists.’

‘He’s a bad kid?’

Ethan shook his head. ‘Stubborn maybe, but not bad. He’s thoughtful. E-mailed Richard every week when we  were at the front. E-mailed me when I was in the hospital.’ His throat closed and he cleared it harshly. ‘He calls me Uncle Ethan.’

‘I’m sorry, Ethan. I didn’t realize you two were close.’

Looking out at the quiet water where he’d spent the best years of his childhood, regret surged, and Ethan sighed. ‘We should be closer, but when Richard died, everything just seemed to disintegrate, with Alec caught in the fray. We e-mail, but Stan never lets me visit him. I didn’t want to drive a bigger wedge between Stan and Randi, so I didn’t push it. I should have just visited Alec anyway.’

‘Ethan, why does Stan hate you so much?’

Ethan grunted. ‘Good question. He says Richard never would have requested Afghanistan if I hadn’t asked him to, that he’d still be alive. But Richard wanted to go. He’d prepared his whole career for it. He spoke Farsi, for God’s sake. We needed him to decode communications. I think Stan hated me a long time before that, though. When we were kids they’d come down for the summers and we were the three musketeers. By the time we were teenagers, Stan’s interests were different from ours. Richard and I were headed for the Academy. Stan bought a motorcycle right out of high school and went cruising. Got into some trouble. A misdemeanor, I think. Nothing too big, but his parents were so disappointed. Stan buckled down in his father’s business and Richard and I went on to the Academy. Nothing was really the same after that. Stan saw me and  Richard as his parents’ favorite sons.’ Ethan shrugged. ‘And I wasn’t even his parents’ son.’

‘Alec isn’t, is he?’ Clay asked. ‘He’s not Stan’s biological son.’

‘Not biological,’ Ethan answered, again remembering back ten years, to happier days. ‘When Stan met Randi, she was a single mom struggling to make it on a waitress’s salary. She’d never married Alec’s father. Stan married Randi and legally adopted Alec.’ He sighed. ‘They were a happy family once, Clay. Really happy.’

Clay was quiet for a long moment. ‘Why did Stan and Randi wait so long to get Alec the implant? If he had meningitis when he was two, why’d they wait until he was nine?’

This Ethan remembered clearly and he’d already started making conclusions. ‘The surgery’s expensive, over fifty thousand dollars, and it wasn’t covered by their insurance. Stan and Randi didn’t have any money back then. Stan was working at his dad’s electronics store, barely making ends meet. We all worked to add to the savings account for Alec’s surgery, but Richard couldn’t afford to add much. He had a family.’

‘Three girls, right?’

Ethan thought about them, the little girls that had been the foundation of Richard’s life. The little girls that would grow up without a father. The grief welled up, but Ethan pushed it back. ‘Yeah. Then Stan started growing his dad’s business, adding new stores. Made enough to get Alec the surgery.’

‘And in the process made an enemy that hated him enough to kidnap his kid?’

‘The thought occurred to me. Stan promised a list of his customers and suppliers.’

Clay nodded briefly. ‘Do you believe they’ll kill Alec if we call the cops right now?’

Ethan had expected the question, asked it of himself a hundred times since he’d agreed to help. ‘They’ve already killed one man. They don’t have a lot to lose. I know Stan and Randi believe it and I know there’s no way they’re calling the cops. If the cops or the FBI get involved, it’ll be because we called them. I couldn’t live with myself if Alec got killed because we did.’

‘What about him?’ Clay jerked his head toward the shed.

‘McMillan? Stan needs to report finding him. He can say he found a suicide on his property. Maybe the locals will be able to find something on the body that will help.’

‘Will Stan do it?’

Ethan pursed his lips. Tried to reconcile his memories of Stan with the man who’d stood on this very dock planning to use his boat to drag the body of an innocent man out to sea. ‘If he wants our help he will.’

Clay was silent another long moment. ‘Then let’s go trace that e-mail.’




Chicago, Friday, July 30, 10:45 P.M. 

Dana stood in the shadows at the east exit of the bus terminal. It was the most inconspicuous place to wait if one didn’t want to be seen. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d waited here over the years, but never forgot the women she’d met here. The face of each one was indelibly stamped in her memory. They came from all walks of life, different backgrounds, places, ages. Their paths might never have crossed under normal circumstances, but these women didn’t live under normal circumstances. Too many had never even known normal circumstances. All had been battered, some worse than others. Most wore the evidence where it could be easily seen by anyone who cared to look. Their cuts and bruises would be treated and in time would heal.

The scars to their souls were much harder to treat. Some would find the strength to pick up and go on and others would not. It was as simple and as complicated as that.

Tonight she was to meet a woman named Jane Smith. Not terribly original as an alias went, but it would do for the time being. Jane was coming from downstate and she had a ten-year-old son. Erik was his name.

The children were always the hardest for Dana to personally deal with. The fear she saw in their eyes, the utter desolation. The defeat and the shame. The knowledge that regardless of what she personally did,  each child would grow into an adult who would always carry those internal scars. This she knew all too well.

She straightened, watching. The bus had just come in and passengers were starting to trickle through the terminal. Old women, old men. A mother with her child. Dana watched them from the shadows, quickly determined they were not the two she sought. The mother smiled too readily, the child’s eyes were too bright.

Then she saw them. The woman was of medium height. It was hard to tell her build as she wore a pair of shapeless beige coveralls. Her head was down and she wore a baseball cap with a large bill. She held the hand of a thin little boy, tugged him forward. He stumbled a little and the woman all but lifted him to his feet.

Dana hoped the child’s sluggishness was due to the late hour and a long journey and not illness. The woman was looking around, her tension almost palpable. Dana stepped from the shadows and watched the tension ease. ‘Jane? Erik?’

The woman looked up long enough for Dana to see a heavily battered face before dropping her eyes back down to the ground. This woman had been beaten, and recently. But the child was of an even greater concern at the moment. He refused to look up when she called his name, but that in and of itself wasn’t unusual. What disturbed her was the intensity of his withdrawal, as if he concentrated on not making eye contact. She dropped to one knee, tried to hook a finger under his  chin, but he jerked away, trembling, his thin shoulders hunched so hard. It was enough to break her heart. It always was.

‘It’s all right,’ Dana murmured. ‘No one will hurt you here. You don’t have to be afraid anymore.’ She rose to her feet, lightly touched the woman’s shoulder, felt her stiffen. Even more lightly touched the woman’s chin, tilting her face up. Bruises and welts covered her face, both vicious and recent, but it was the woman’s eyes that made Dana flinch. In the dim light they appeared almost white. Quickly Dana threw off the chill and made her mouth smile warmly. ‘I’m Dana. Welcome.’




Wight’s Landing, Friday, July 30, 11:00 P.M. 

Ethan sat down at the little desk against the wall and prepared to trace the e-mail while Clay checked out the upstairs.

Working quickly, he networked his computer to Randi’s and opened the e-mail with its hideous attachment. On his computer, he ran software he needed to trace the e-mail.

‘You do this a lot?’ Randi murmured from the couch.

‘Tracing e-mails? Enough.’

She got up and stood behind him, crossing her arms over her chest, hunching her shoulders. ‘Ethan, what exactly do you do?’

His lips quirked up at her hesitant tone. ‘Clay and I  work with companies to improve their security. I make sure that hackers can’t get into their systems and steal information. And that they have surveillance on their employees to prevent theft as well.’

‘You mean you help bosses spy on their employees.’

‘Essentially, yes. A lot of our customers are defense contractors. Their secrets need to stay secret. Their government clearance and the country’s security depends on it.’

‘What does Clay do?’

‘He trains their security guards. Sometimes he trains police departments in small towns on use of assault weapons and personal defense.’

‘And you’re successful at this?’

Ethan’s smile was grim this time. ‘Yeah, Randi, we are.’ They were good at what they did, he and Clay. He could only pray they were good enough to find Alec.

He finished entering the information and let the software do what it had been designed to do - trace e-mails to the point of origination. Felt a surge of relief at the result. ‘Well, at least we’re not dealing with anybody who knows anything about servers. This message came straight through.’ A more sophisticated person might have rerouted the message a few times before landing it on Randi’s server.

‘Then . . . then that’s good?’ Randi’s voice was small, but Ethan heard a flicker of hope.

He looked over his shoulder, met her eyes. ‘Yeah, that’s good.’ He did a reverse search. ‘This e-mail came  from . . . Campus Joe’s Copy Store, Morgantown, West Virginia.’ He swiveled the chair abruptly. ‘Do you know anybody there?’

Eyes wide and haunted, she shook her head. ‘No. I’ve never been there.’

Clay came down the stairs, a frown on his face. ‘You find anything?’

Randi wrung her hands. ‘It came from West Virginia. They have Alec up there.’

Clay’s frown deepened. ‘They’re on the move.’

Ethan shut down his laptop. ‘I need to get to Morgantown. Can you stay here in case they call with ransom demands? Did you bring that case from my office?’

‘It’s in my car.’

‘Good. I’ll set up the tracing equipment on the phone line before I go.’

He stood up and Clay grabbed his arm, his dark eyes worried. Clay darted a look at Randi, then looked back at Ethan. ‘You’ve been working eighteen-hour days. I’ll go.’

Ethan tried not to let annoyance flare. For all his tough-guy image, Clay Maynard worried about him like a mother. ‘Thanks, but I’m fine.’

Clay let go of his arm. ‘Fine,’ he muttered. ‘Have an episode behind the wheel.’

Ethan kept his tone mild. ‘I haven’t had one in months, and you know it.’

Randi was watching them warily. ‘What’s wrong?’

Ethan patted her hand. ‘Nothing. Now I want you to listen to me. While I’m gone I want you to eat, even if you’re not hungry. I want you to sleep, even if you have to take a pill to do it, because Alec needs you to be strong, not exhausted. Okay?’

She’d seemed to shrink as he talked. Solemnly, she nodded. ‘Ethan, will you find him?’

Statistics raced through his mind, none of them good. The first few days were critical in tracking prey and those days were already gone. But Randi was looking up at him with trust and tears in her eyes and he found himself nodding back. Saying words he hoped wouldn’t be a lie. ‘I’ll find him.’




Chapter Three




Chicago, Saturday, July 31, 5:45 P.M. 

‘You’re going to break your neck.’

Startled out of her thoughts, Dana’s grip tightened on the sides of the ladder and she glanced down from her perch even though she knew full well who was down there. David Hunter stared up, hands on his hips, a look of annoyance on a face that had most women instantly falling in love. Dana had often questioned her own sanity at not being one of those women. Instead, David was a treasured friend, one of a few who knew what she did here, lending his hands to the effort whenever he could. ‘I will if you keep scaring me like that,’ she responded, turning back to her inspection of the shingles. ‘We have a leak.’

‘Dammit, Dana, I told you I’d be by in a few days to check that for you.’

‘You’ve been busy working. I didn’t know when you’d get a chance to come by.’ But the truth was, she was on the roof because she couldn’t sit still. She’d been fidgety  since her argument with Evie, wondering if she could do more. If she should.

‘Well, I’m here now,’ David countered. ‘Come down and let me fix it right.’

Dana pursed her lips. ‘I was fixing things right long before you came along, big boy.’

‘True,’ he acknowledged. There was a short pause, then slyly, ‘I can see up your skirt.’ Dana snorted a laugh and pulled at the loose shingle. ‘Not that I’m complaining,’ David continued helpfully. ‘Just thought you’d want to know.’

‘Go away or I’ll tell your mother you go around looking up girls’ skirts.’

‘Go ahead. Ma’s just going to lecture you not to climb a ladder in a skirt.’

He was right there. But Phoebe Hunter wouldn’t stop there, going on to cluck her tongue at the fact that Dana was too independent. If she had a man in her life she wouldn’t have to do her own repairs. Which would be followed by a meaningful glance at David, her only unmarried son. Which both Dana and David would just ignore with a smile.

They were friends. David had his own life, his own girlfriends. And she had her life and Hanover House was the core of it. She climbed down, frowning at him when she reached the ground, even though David always made her want to grin. It was part of his charm. ‘You didn’t have to look up my skirt.’

David beamed a beatific smile. ‘We’ll just have to  disagree. Now let me have a look.’

She watched him start up the ladder, grateful he’d come by even as insufferable as he was. She could fix all manner of small things, but a roof was a bit more of a challenge than she was willing to tackle at the moment. ‘Well?’

‘You’ve got some slippage. I’ll get some roofing tar and shingles and put it back to rights.’ He started back down. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow afternoon.’ He gave her a hard stare when his feet hit the ground. ‘You’ve got circles under your eyes. What’s wrong?’

Dana grimaced. ‘If you notice, you’re not supposed to mention it. It’s not polite.’

His sideways grin nearly disarmed her. ‘Since when have I ever been polite? I’m the one who looks up girls’ skirts.’ He sobered, dropping his gaze to the toe of his work boot before glancing up from the corner of his eye. ‘You and Evie have a fight?’

Dana blew out a sigh. ‘You talked to her?’

‘Didn’t have to. I asked where you were and she just pointed without saying a word, like the Grim Reaper. What happened?’

Dana made herself smile. ‘Evie thinks I’m not doing enough to ensure client success.’

David’s face darkened. ‘In whose universe? If anything you do too much.’ He considered her for a long minute, his jaw tightening. ‘You’re wondering if she’s right, so you fussed and obsessed until climbing a ladder in a skirt and open-toed sandals sounded like a good idea.’

He knew her well. ‘Maybe just a little.’

‘Well, she’s wrong. You do more than enough. You do too much.’

The forced smile eased into a natural one at the vehemence of his defense. ‘Thank you. I needed to hear that. Let’s go inside, get some iced tea. It’s too damn hot out here.’

David didn’t move, just stood blocking her path. ‘I’m serious, Dana. I think you do too much and it worries me.’ He glanced from side to side and lowered his voice. ‘I know what you do is necessary, vital. But that won’t help you if you get caught.’

She stepped around him, not willing to have this conversation today. Again. ‘I don’t plan to get caught.’ He caught her upper arm and gently squeezed until she looked up at him over her shoulder. His gray eyes were serious, bordering on grim.

‘Nobody plans to get caught. Promise me you’ll stop going to the bus station in the middle of the night.’

‘I can’t promise that, David. You know that.’

‘You mean you won’t.’

She quirked her mouth in a half smile. ‘A little of column A, a little of column B?’

He didn’t smile back. ‘It’s not funny, Dana. It’s dangerous there at night. If you won’t promise me, at least call me so that I can go with you.’

‘No. You’re a hell of a guy, David, but these women are running from men. They wouldn’t trust me if I  brought a man with me. Even you. Now how about that tea?’

With a frustrated shake of his head, he gave it up, following her into the kitchen. He closed the door behind them, wincing when the deadbolt screeched. ‘I’ll fix that for you when I come to do the roof.’

‘Thanks. It made an awful racket when I came in last night.’

David narrowed his eyes as she poured their tea. ‘When you were coming back from the bus station in the middle of the night?’

‘I was home before midnight.’ With Jane Smith with the odd-colored eyes and facial bruises and her son Erik with the nasty burn on his cheek and refusal to meet anyone’s eyes. When Dana had applied ointment to the burn, the boy had kept his eyes clenched shut, not responding to a single question or offer of food. He’d been terrified, even though his mother had kept her hand on his back the entire time. She’d seen Jane only once today. She’d taken a plate back up to the boy, saying he was too tired to come down on his own. It wasn’t exactly normal, but by no means unusual. Jane would come around. Dana worried about Erik.

‘Well, all right,’ David grumbled. ‘Before midnight’s not so bad.’

‘I’m so glad you approve,’ Dana said dryly. Tonight  she would go to the bus station in the middle of the night, but thought that best left unsaid. The woman who  hadn’t shown on Thursday had called to say she was unable to escape, but that she was coming tonight. Dana didn’t believe she would, but would of course be there in the event that she did.

David lifted his tea to his lips, then stopped, his gaze fixed over her shoulder. ‘Dana.’

Evie stood in the kitchen doorway, her face carefully blank. The petite blonde standing beside her looked way too sober and Dana felt her knees wobble and her heart race.

‘Mia.’ Dana’s voice was unsteady. It was never a good thing when old friends looked too sober, especially when those friends were homicide detectives. ‘What’s happened?’

Dana and Mia had met years before, when Mia was a beat cop and Dana the new manager of Hanover House, and had quickly become friends. A good number of her clients had been referred by Mia over the years. Dana often wondered if Mia knew about the papers Dana provided, but if she did, Mia never said a word.

Mia Mitchell hadn’t come on a social call. One look at Dana’s pale face told her that her friend knew it. Mia hated these calls. They normally started with I’m Detective Mia Mitchell and ended with I’m sorry for your loss. It was a hard enough conversation to have with a stranger. When it was a close friend . . .

‘Dana, I need to talk with you.’ Mia glanced over meaningfully at the tall dark man wearing a tool belt. It  was unusual to see a man at Hanover House. She didn’t think she ever had before. ‘Privately.’

‘It’s okay, Mia. He knows. David, this is Detective Mia Mitchell.’

He reached around Dana to stick out his hand. ‘I’m David Hunter.’

‘Caroline’s brother-in-law,’ Dana clarified.

Mia’s brows lifted as she shook his hand. Max Hunter’s brother. She should have seen it immediately, but she was . . . distracted. She was about to deliver news that would tear Dana into pieces. ‘Dots connected. Good to meet you, Mr Hunter. How is Caroline?’

‘It’s David and she’s as big as a house,’ David answered quietly. ‘But healthy.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.’ She straightened her spine. ‘I need to give you some news, Dana, and it’s not good. You might want to sit down.’

Dana crossed her arms over her chest, resolute, but trembling. ‘I’ll stand. Who, Mia?’

Mia sighed. ‘Lillian Goodman.’

Over by the door, Evie gasped. ‘No.’

Dana closed her eyes, the remaining color draining from her face. ‘When?’

‘Thursday. A squad car got a call to her mother’s apartment and found both Lillian and her mother dead.’ Mia grasped Dana’s shoulders, squeezing hard. ‘I am so sorry, Dana. I wish I didn’t have to tell you this.’

‘How?’ she asked, her voice harsh.

‘Her husband beat them to death. Both Lillian and her mother.’

Dana’s throat worked viciously. ‘The kids?’

‘Both of them alive.’

‘They left here last Friday,’ Dana murmured, looking away. ‘Lillian found a job. She was going to make it on her own. She lasted less than a week.’

This next part, Mia knew, would be the hardest for Dana personally to bear. ‘One of the units responded to the kids’ 911. The oldest, Naomi, told the uniforms that she and her brother came home from playing at a friend’s house and . . . found her.’

Dana slowly lowered herself into a chair. David Hunter’s hands covered her shoulders protectively. Evie, Mia noticed, hadn’t moved a step. She stood alone, apart, tears rolling down her face. Something was very wrong here.

‘Where are they now?’ David asked, his voice rough. ‘Naomi and Ben?’

He’d known them, too, Mia thought. And had cared. ‘In a safe house.’ Mia crouched down, caught Dana’s chin. ‘If you want to see them, I’ll arrange it. But wait a day or two.’

Dana nodded, dully, Mia’s words sinking in. Those babies were hiding yet again, with strangers this time. When they’d hidden at Hanover House it had been with her and Evie and, and their mother. Who was now dead. She could only imagine how scared they must be right now. But that day, Thursday . . . Finding her broken  body . . . Dana didn’t have to imagine that. ‘When can I see them?’

‘I’d like you to wait until we have Mr Goodman in custody.’

David’s hands clenched on her shoulders. ‘You mean you don’t have him yet?’ he hissed. ‘Dammit. Does he know about Dana? About this place?’

Mia straightened. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so, because I think if he had, he’d have been here already. Just be careful and keep your doors locked. I’ll call you when I have more information. If you hear something, I need to know about it.’ Mia handed David one of her cards. ‘I know the way out.’

‘Mia.’ Evie held up a hand to stop her. ‘When is the funeral?’

Mia frowned. ‘Tomorrow. But I don’t want you there. If Goodman shows up he could follow you back here. Understood? I’ll let myself out. Dana, call me if you need me.’

Evie waited until the front door closed behind Mia before turning to Dana with glittering eyes. ‘He wouldn’t have found her if she’d had papers.’

Dana’s eyes widened, the words like a physical blow to her gut. ‘Evie, that’s not true.’
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