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  CHAPTER ONE




  



  Death shouldn't be so greedy. Everyone came to him eventually.




  



  Kali Jordan surveyed the wet gray rubble, her heart aching with sorrow. Three days ago this giant pile of debris had been a small but thriving Mexican town. Today it was a deathtrap.




  



  Thunder rumbled across the mountain. She squinted at the black clouds gathering on the horizon. Already the weather and location had hampered rescue efforts with fog preventing the helicopters from landing.




  



  The disaster site had been treacherous before the earthquake, yet if the approaching storm deluged the area as predicted, search and rescue conditions would deteriorate even more.




  



  Rubbing her throbbing temple, she dropped her gaze to the crumpled mass of concrete and glass ahead of her. So many people missing and, as always, so little time to help them. Shiloh, her long-haired Labrador Retriever, had worked this same quadrant all morning with the concentration and focus typical of her breed. This afternoon, however, her tail drooped. Kali could relate.




  



  Strong muscles bunched as Shiloh jumped up to another boulder. Her bright orange K-9 SAR vest stood out against the dusty gray backdrop. Even dirty, the vest was striking enough to be visible. Although Shiloh's fur was an unusual fox red, the grime had an equalizing effect, coating everyone and everything with a uniform layer of dust.




  



  An aftershock rattled the ground, shifting the pile under the dog's sturdy feet. Shiloh scrabbled to stay upright.




  



  Kali's heart stopped for a second, her breath catching in her throat. The earth stilled. Shiloh caught her balance and kept going. Kali waited an extra moment before exhaling. She didn't want to be here.




  



  Many disaster sites had huge influxes of help from the global community. Many sites had organization, management of some sort, experienced people to move resources and offer assistance to the survivors. Many sites – but not this one.




  



  Kali and Brad, along with Jarl and Jordan, another set of old hands in this game, were one of the few groups on the spot. The roads had washed out after their arrival, hampering the army's efforts.




  



  Right now everyone else was working on a different quadrant. Her intuition – her grandma called it the Sight – had insisted she search here. She'd learned a long time ago to listen. But that didn't mean she liked where it sent her.




  



  Shiloh barked.




  



  Ignoring her headache, Kali hopped over the mess of ripped supports and roofing. Shiloh barked again, then sat on her haunches, head high. She wagged her tail, sweeping away the dirt around her.




  



  She'd found a survivor.




  



  Excitement bloomed. Unbelievable warmth surrounded Kali's heart. A miracle, after three days in this heat, and one sorely needed to boost the exhausted search and rescue volunteers' flagging optimism. A rush of adrenaline sent her surging up the next pile of rubble.




  



  A large block shifted, tossing Kali sideways. She scrambled to recover her footing. Shiloh yipped, her version of 'are you okay?' Kali grinned at her when she'd righted herself.




  



  "I'm fine, girl. Not to worry."




  



  Jumping onto a different cement slab, Kali climbed ever higher, to where Shiloh waited.




  



  "Hey, Kali, what have you got?"




  



  Turning, Kali spotted her best friend and fellow SAR member Brad, with his German Shepherd, Sergeant.




  



  "Shiloh's found a survivor here." Kali reached for the next handhold.




  



  "Really? Hang on. I'm on my way." With his long strides, Brad covered the height differences in the piles within seconds. Sergeant passed them both as he jumped up to join Shiloh. He barked and sat on his haunches.




  



  "Good Lord, this is great to see." Brad's voice brimmed with energized exhilaration. Holding out a hand, he helped Kali up and over a broken wall. "We passed that all important forty-eight-hour window this morning. I hate this stage of the search."




  



  "Especially here." From her high position, Kali stared at the surrounding chaos while she caught her breath.




  



  Both dogs whined.




  



  Groaning, she started climbing again. Her muscles ached with tension. The rubble shifted again. "Shit," she whispered. "It's touch and go."




  



  "I know. Slow and steady. Let's assess whether we can do this on our own or if we need to bring a crew over."




  



  Not that there were many crews to call.




  



  Disorganization ruled here. Survivors scrambled in desperation to find their lost family members, along with the few volunteers who had made the trek to help. Volunteers were invaluable on disaster sites. Silent unsung heroes as they often made their own arrangements and covered their own costs in a bid to help out.




  



  The army would probably arrive in time to organize recovery operations. Meanwhile, everyone was doing what they could at a location where just being on site was a huge risk. The ground trembled with aftershocks several times a day, shifting the wobbly debris under their feet.




  



  Kali finally reached Shiloh. Digging into her fanny pack, she removed Shiloh's reward, her black-and-white, well-chewed teddy bear. Shiloh gently grasped her cuddly toy before bounding to ground level where she lay down to rest, her bear tucked under her chin. Brad sent Sergeant to join her.




  



  Peering through the helter-skelter heap of broken flooring and walls, Kali heard a faint voice. She studied the small pocket of darkness off to the left. "Hello? Is anyone there? Can you hear me?"




  



  The tiny feminine echo bounced upwards. "Si."




  



  Kali let out a whoop. "It's a child. Brad, call for help."




  



  Brad searched the surrounding area to see if anyone was within shouting distance. Several people scrambled toward them. He signaled for assistance then turned back to her. "A team is on the way. Does she speak English?"




  



  She shrugged. Peering into the dark opening, Kali squinted at what appeared to be a young girl in the murky shadows. Slowly, a small face came into focus. A small hand waved up at her. "She's pointing at her leg. Ah. I see it now. Her leg is broken just below the knee." Kali called to the girl, "What's your name?"




  



  The weak high voice trembled in a new spat of Spanish.




  



  From Kali's poor Spanish, she thought the child said her name was Inez. She could only hope Inez was old enough to understand what had happened and not panic. Although if Kali were the one stuck in that hole, she'd be panicking plenty.




  



  The girl stared up, fear and hope warring on her face. Kali's heart ached. She looked so tiny. So alone. She had to be terrified. Hell, Kali was terrified.




  



  Needing to help in some way, Kali tried to reassure the child by speaking in a calm steady voice. "Take it easy, Inez. Help is here. Don't try to move." The little one might not understand the words, yet the smile and easy voice would help her to relax.




  



  A noisy hub of activity heralded the arrival of several other workers. Lilting voices flowed as singsong conversation bubbled between the suddenly animated girl and the crew. A hubbub of activity commenced. Brad grabbed Kali's arm, pulling her out of the way.




  



  She frowned, but let herself be moved. She didn't want to leave Inez alone. She was too big to squeeze through the opening to the frightened child.




  



  On a separate slab twenty feet back, Brad and Kali watched as the crew went to work. The crowd on the ground swelled as news of a survivor spread. Spanish and English mixed into a confusing yet understandable wash of conversation. Kali tuned out most of it, staying focused on the yawning pit that held the promise of life...and the threat of death.




  



  A buzz of excitement rose as one of the smallest rescue team members descended on ropes. The opening was ringed with hardhats as everyone leaned over to watch. Kali shivered. Instinctively, she backed up several more steps, shifting to a different piece of cement. Brad followed.




  



  "What's the matter?" he whispered against her ear.




  



  "There're too many of them, too much weight. This could cave at any moment."




  



  Brad frowned as he surveyed the straining men muttering into the cavern. "There haven't been any major tremors for hours now. Maybe it's all over."




  



  Kali snorted, her eyes never leaving the action before them. "Right. And this could be a warm up for an even bigger one." Telling herself everything would be fine didn't help much either. Her instincts said otherwise. Holding her breath, she waited for someone to surface. It seemed to take hours. Kali knew the broken leg would need to be splinted. She knew the child would need to be secured into a harness. Fear knotted her gut. She knew all that. It didn't matter. A chill clutched her heart. She wanted to yell for the workers to hurry.




  



  The earth grumbled again, a deadly reminder of the risk they all took.




  



  The band of workers stood, heaving on ropes. Slow painful inches at a time, the crew struggled to raise their load. The top of a head popped into view, followed by a very dirty, tired face with a pained smile shining through the grimy tear tracks. Cheers erupted from the crowd. The girl waved as the rescue team worked to bring her up the last few feet. Finally, her splinted leg rose into view.




  



  Kali gasped, her breath catching in her throat, her hands clenching and unclenching as fear dug its own claws into her more strongly. The child was almost there. Almost safe.




  



  A hard tremor rippled through the region.




  



  "Oh, God, no," she whispered. "Please, not."




  



  The crowd cried out. Their yells morphed into screams of horror.




  



  Grating sounds mingled with shouts and screams, followed by heavy grinding as rocks slid against each other, building to that one final destructive crash.




  



  Kali screamed, falling to one side as tons of shifting material sent her tumbling. Debris rained on top of her. Curled into a ball, she held both arms protectively over her head, crying out as a small block smacked her left arm. She thought she heard a cracking sound, but she was too busy scrambling toward Brad, who'd been tossed several feet below.




  



  "Brad. Brad! Are you okay?" Holding her injured arm against her chest, she leaned over him. Her heart stalled, then raced with relief when he swore and opened his eyes.




  



  He struggled to sit up, shaking off the stones and dirt covering him. "I'm fine." He took several deep breaths before struggling to his feet. "Your arm, is it bad?"




  



  She dismissed it with a wave of the hand on her uninjured arm. "It'll be fine."




  



  Shiloh barked.




  



  Tears of relief filled Kali's eyes. She searched the area and spotted her several yards away, Sergeant at her side. Thank God, they were fine.




  



  Brad helped Kali to stand. She winced. "Better your arm than your head. Come on. Let's get away from this hell hole."




  



  Kali realized suddenly that they'd ended up close to ground level. A horrible silence had fallen.




  



  Of one mind, they pivoted to see how the rescuers had fared.




  



  A horrible sense of knowing clutched Kali. She yelled, lunging forward only to be caught and held tight in Brad's arms.




  



  "No, Kali. You can't go there. It's not over." His arms tightened as she struggled against the truth.




  



  The heap surrounding the black pit that had held the little girl was gone. Dust floated several feet into the air, blurring their view. The walls of the pit had imploded then heaped with more concrete and twisted steel, burying the area under tons of new debris.




  



  As the dust cleared, there was nothing to see.




  



  No equipment.




  



  No rescuers.




  



  No little girl in a rope harness.




  



  They were all gone.




  



  

  CHAPTER TWO




  



  Kali closed her eyes in a useless effort to ignore her surroundings. She hated hospitals, drugs, even doctors. Her parents had died after a car accident killed her father outright and left her mother barely hanging on to life for a few days before she succumbed to her injuries. Kali hadn't been in a hospital since.




  



  Today she'd had little choice.




  



  After the disastrous loss of the rescue workers and that poor little girl in Mexico, Brad had taken control. He'd determined her arm was badly sprained, shipping her home with Shiloh crated and at her side. He'd stayed behind to continue the rescue efforts. Numb with shock, Kali remembered little of the trip home. Dan, her boss and mentor, had been waiting for her at the airport, his sparse gray hair sticking straight out in all directions as usual. He'd driven her directly to the hospital. Kali had been beyond arguing. Good thing, too, her left forearm was cracked, just below the elbow.




  



  The painkillers Brad had stuffed down her throat prior to loading her on the plane accounted, in part, for her silence since landing. The loss of the little girl, Inez, hurt her beyond words. The loss of the rescuers was another painful reminder of the dangers inherent in her profession. Those poor families.




  



  Kali had seen more death than eighty percent of the people in the world. She hadn't had much experience with the process, just the aftermath. A hot tear leaked from the corner of her eye. That poor child. In her mind, Kali could clearly see the grimy smile and the excited wave as Inez surfaced.




  



  So much loss. The tears dripped faster. Kali hated breaking down. The litany of reasons she worked disasters repeated like an old broken record. To save the people I can, bring closure to the families, and stand for the victim.




  



  "There, there, dearie. Are you in pain? The doctor's going to be here soon. We'll get that arm casted in a couple of minutes. Then you can go home and rest."




  



  All nurses should resemble grandmothers. This one oozed comfortable reassurance that gave Kali the impression everything would be all right. That was the problem with impressions. They lied.




  



  She wasn't sure anything would ever be okay again. Despite the many disasters she had experienced, the many rescues she'd participated in, she'd never been faced with a survivor dying the way this child had. And had never been this badly affected. Naïve? Maybe. Those who survived were always rushed away to a hospital. Sometimes they succumbed to their injuries, but they did so where Kali wasn't watching. Of course those deaths had hurt. But they hadn't been as up close and personal as seeing this child vanish before her eyes.




  



  During the plane ride home, she hadn't managed to quell the disquieting sense that maybe she should have stayed and searched through those cement slabs herself. Maybe the other rescuers had missed an opening, a crevasse somewhere. Maybe Sergeant had made a mistake. Maybe life had survived in that heap of unforgiving rock and concrete.




  



  But life wasn't fair. When Brad had called Dan to pick her up at the airport, he'd filled him in on the details. Details that hadn't included a happy ending.




  



  Kali wiped her eyes with her good arm, staring despondently at the wet streak across her sleeve. She had to stop thinking about it.




  



  The middle-aged doctor strolled in. "Kali, the x-rays look good. You just need a cast to immobilize it and time to heal." The doctor's smile was both gentle and understanding.




  



  The nurse beamed as if she'd created this happy outcome by herself. Kali stared at them both, dazed. So what if her arm was a simple break? It was still broken. She still wouldn't be able to return to Mexico or help Inez.




  



  The nurse escorted Kali to the treatment room. Twenty minutes later her left arm sported a deep-purple cast. Dan hovered, asking questions and pestering Kali to stay awake. He snatched up the prescription when the doctor handed it over and said he'd get it filled at the hospital pharmacy.




  



  Kali wanted to get home and be alone with Shiloh, who currently waited in the truck. Dan returned within minutes a small white package sticking out of his pocket. "Let's go, kiddo."




  



  Conversations flowed around her, bits and pieces floating through her awareness. Something about shock, see her doctor and rest. Kali rose and followed Dan blindly. Shiloh barked as they approached, her tail wagging hard.




  



  "Sorry for the long wait, sweetheart." Kali hugged her tight, giving her a good scratch on her ruff. "We're going home."




  



  Home meant a fifteen-minute drive south of Portland's center to her house on the coast. When they arrived, it was all Kali could do to make it up the front stairs.




  



  Dan put her pain meds on the table, then hauled in her gear. Shiloh bounded inside, barking once.




  



  Kali stood at the bottom of the stairs, weaving on her feet. Pain, drugs and exhaustion blended toward an inevitable collapse.




  



  "Kali, can you manage a shower or do you want to wait until later?"




  



  They both looked at the purple fiberglass cast on the one arm – with the clean white fingers poking through – and then at the other not quite so clean arm.




  



  "Sleep first, then a soak in the bath," she whispered.




  



  "Let's get you upstairs."




  



  Like a mother hen, Dan laid down a blanket to protect her sheets from the grime coating her hair and skin. Turning back to Kali he helped her remove her boots.




  



  "I'll grab you a glass of water, while you get undressed." Dan walked into the bathroom while she struggled to shimmy out of her soiled jeans and t-shirt before crawling under her duvet. She pulled the covers up to her chin.




  



  A moment later, Dan returned to place a glass of water and her pills on her night table. "Get some rest now. I'm going to the center for a few hours. I'll check on you later."




  



  Shiloh, ever the opportunist, jumped up beside Kali and curled up into a ball. Kali rolled over to elevate her injured arm on the dog's shoulder and closed her eyes.




  



  Dan turned off the lights. Before leaving the room, he added, "Look after yourself, Kali. Everyone has to deal with death and disaster in their way. Go easy on yourself. You did your best. That's all anyone can ask of you."




  



  With that he walked away, his footsteps fading away in the distance.




  



  All anyone could ask of her? What about what she asked of herself?




  



  ***




  



  Today sucked. One more day in a long series of the same. Clouds gathered overhead. They suited his mood.




  



  "Hey, Texan. I wanted to thank you for your involvement here." Adam spoke around the cigar butt in his mouth.




  



  Texan? He'd worked hard to minimize that drawl. Still, if that's what this guy saw, it was hardly an insult. He could tolerate it, identify with it even. He sat on one of the many large rocks that dotted the unforgiving terrain. Brown dusty bushes similar to the sage brush found across Texas dotted the Mexican hillside.




  



  The rescue teams had taken a severe hit with that last quake. Seven rescue workers and the little survivor from the original quake, dead. Kali Jordan injured and shipped home. Her departure had hit them all hard. Especially him. Even though she'd laugh if she knew.




  



  Chaos had ensued in the short term, depression, and lethargy in the aftermath. Things had yet to be reorganized. No one cared anymore, apathetically accepting what life dished out. It was as if the simple beliefs from the locals had come true. He cast his thoughts to the old woman he'd found on the first day. She'd clutched his hand, speaking in broken English as she died. What was it she'd said? Something about it being God's will? The earthquakes, their punishment for a lifetime of sins?




  



  Now, hours later, shadows blanketed the area. People littered the ground. Not moving, not talking, just staring into the emptiness of their lives. He looked over at Adam squatting under low hanging branches, smoking. Blue white fog winding upward through the leaves.




  



  What an idiot. Adam was one of the lucky ones, pulled free early on. He should have been dead, and could have been maimed for life. Instead, that caring old woman had died and Adam had survived with only a cracked wrist. A break that still allowed him to move the cigarette to and from his mouth. Disgusting. Adam made him feel old today.




  



  God, he hurt. He'd worked the south quadrant of the main center. Mostly houses. Mostly dead inhabitants. Shifting on the rock, he tried to ignore the other man. Fatigue had taken over as despair settled on his soul. He closed his eyes, grateful for the last few moments of daylight.




  



  Adam wouldn't leave him in peace.




  



  "That's a good thing you did here, helping everyone out like that. Good job." Adam spoke around the butt in his mouth.




  



  Another stream of smoke drifted his way. What a filthy habit. Nodding in response to Adam, he narrowed his eyes and waved off the smoke. Adam's skin was scored with wrinkles and his bloodshot eyes would have fit a man who'd spent decades searching for the bottom of a bottle – not a man in his mid-twenties. "Did you ever consider giving up smoking? You got a second chance today. Don't you want to make the most of it?"




  



  "I'm going to. Tonight I'm going to find me a hot woman, and I'm going to fuck her until she's almost dead." Adam howled, his open mouth showing yellowed and missing teeth. Evidence of heavy tobacco and probable drug use. The drug of choice here was marijuana, wasn't it? Or maybe it was cocaine? Not that it mattered, Adam hadn't taken care of himself before the disaster and had no intention of doing anything about it now.




  



  What a waste.




  



  "Remember the rescue angel, you know, one of them SAR people like you? Now I wish I could ride her tonight. Those long legs, wowzers. That walk of hers should be illegal. Definitely put a spell on my poor pecker." Adam frowned at the lack of response. "You should know the pair. The furry bitch is Shiloh. Don't know what the two-legged bitch is called. She must be from one of them foreign Nordic countries."




  



  Staring off into the darkening sky helped tone down the rage in his belly. His fists clenched. How dare this asshole talk about Kali Jordan like that? Of course he knew her. Not as well as he'd like to. He'd worked on many sites with her. Besides, with so many rescue totals to her credit, it was hard not to know of her. She was famous. She was special. His grip on his temper slid. His stomach knotted, barely containing the bubbling acid in his gut. The bastard had no right to even speak of her.




  



  "Hmmm mmm. Adam took another long drag of the cigarette barely clinging to his lips. He cackled then coughed, loud wheezing rasps driving up from his belly. His red-rimmed eyes lit with unholy amusement. "A couple of centuries ago, she'd have been burned at the stake for that walk of hers. I'm gonna catch me some shut-eye and dream of a witch." With a carefree wave, Adam flicked the still burning cigarette to the dirt before returning to his shadowy hollow. Within minutes, guttural snores wafted out from the burrow. The dust settled on top of him, even as the light evening shadows crept over him as he slept.




  



  A witch? Watching Adam sleep, he tasted the word, rolling it around in his mouth. Hardly. Kali's skills were hard to explain, harder to understand, even for those who did the same work. Her record unbeaten. How many jobs had he done? How many times had he wondered why Kali was always so blessed in finding people when he was the one who prayed? He was the one who honored Him. He'd tried to emulate her, hoping for similar success – without much luck. Now another reason surfaced. One he hadn't considered.




  



  Did she have unworldly skills? Nah, surely not. She epitomized everything good in a person. Could it be that she was too good? Maybe Adam's interpretation was right on the mark.




  



  It would explain why she had such phenomenal success.




  



  Troubled, he realized the more he tried, the less anything changed. He worked hard. He went to church. He believed in the good of all people. So why, with all the effort he put into his work, did it never make a difference? It needed to make a difference. He needed it to make a difference. Otherwise, why was he here? Why was anyone here?




  



  Studying the ground, his gaze narrowed in thought. That old woman from his first day was never far from his mind. She'd been so peaceful with her death. It was her time, she'd said then. He'd thought it unfair. What if he had it wrong? What if he had it backwards?




  



  What if this act of nature, this earthquake, was really an act of God? What if God created these natural disasters to call home the people He needed, when He needed them? What if they weren't the horrible accidents everyone said they were?




  



  Once he latched on to that train of thought, he couldn't let it go.




  



  God had created this planet and put Mother Earth in charge. She carried out his orders. Therefore, it followed that if she'd created this earthquake, it had been with God's consent. If that were what God wanted, saving these people buried by rubble was going against His wishes.




  



  He sat back stunned. He looked around to see if the sky had turned purple or the trees had suddenly grown upside down. After all, his whole belief system had just flipped.




  



  Glancing over at Adam's burrow, he could see a bare foot sticking out from the overhang. Adam was the type of person he'd been rescuing these last few days. Sure, there had been a couple of children included in the group, yet several had been single, asshole males like this one.




  



  "Why? Why bother?" He looked up to the sky for answers. "What do you want me to do, Lord?"




  



  All these years he'd been told that God was the creator of all. He believed it…knew deep inside it was true. His faith had been the mainstay of his world. So, then God had to be the creator of this earthquake. How simple. Why had he never made that connection before? If God had made this earthquake happen, it was because He wanted these results. He wanted these people to die. And if He wanted it, He had to have a good reason. It was not Man's job to wonder or to question why.




  



  God had called these people home.




  



  Just as the old woman had said; it was God's will.




  



  He straightened, his face brightening with enlightenment. By SAR's intervention, these people hadn't followed God's orders. He suddenly understood. These people needed to go home. Search and rescue work was going against His will. The best of them, being the worst of them all – Kali.




  



  This new understanding reenergized him. That's why nothing he'd ever done had made a difference – he'd been doing the wrong type of work. He hadn't understood.




  



  He walked over to where Adam slept. So stupid, so careless of the life he'd been graced with. No appreciation.




  



  "Hey, Adam, wake up!" The Texan nudged Adam with his foot. Adam moaned and rolled over; his snoring continued, unabated. He kicked harder.




  



  Adam opened a bleary eye. "Huh?" At that moment he sneezed. A thick black wad of tobacco-reeking snot splattered the Texan's work boots.




  



  Staring at Adam, the Texan scrunched up his face in loathing. "That's disgusting." His leg lashed out, the tip of his steel-toed boot connecting with Adam's chin. Adam's head snapped back. He groaned once, then fell silent.




  



  Kneeling, he studied Adam for a long moment. This was almost too easy. Shoving the brush to the side, he slid both arms under Adam and rolled him over and then over again. It took several more rolls before Adam's unconscious body settled at the bottom of a shallow ditch at the edge of a small hillock. Using his hands, he cascaded dirt and rock on top of the prone man.




  



  Adam moaned as small rocks bounced off his cheekbones and forehead. His eyes opened, then slammed closed as dirt rained on top of him. He flipped his head to the side, sending dirt flying. He rolled over. Using his elbows as levers, he tried to push upward. He was kicked back down, landing on his belly. Bigger rocks pounded his back. He lurched lower under the blows. "Wha...t?" A small boulder crunched hard on his shoulder, sending him flat to the ground. Adam shook his head as if to clear it. He turned to stare, pain and confusion evident in his gaze. "Why...why are you doing this?" Blood trickled from his temple and scratches razed his neck.




  



  "You weren't meant to survive. You were meant to go home."




  



  Another large rock hit Adam's skull, dropping him in place. The dirt piled higher. Adam could still draw a breath, but blood bubbled from the corner of his mouth.




  



  The dirt pile, now with a large hollow gouged out of one side, collapsed, sending yards of dirt tumbling onto the still form below. Not satisfied yet, Texan kicked, shoved and scooped the balance of the small mound until it reformed above Adam.




  



  His chest heaved when he finally stopped. Sweat rolled off his face and soaked his back. The summer heat sweltered, thickening the air, making it hard to breathe. Dust filled his nostrils and eyes. He bent over to regain his breath. After a couple of minutes, he turned to search the area. It was deserted.




  



  Of course, it was.




  



  God was on his side.




  



  What was that old saying, ashes to ashes, dust to dust? He'd sent Adam home – where he belonged. Underground.




  



  He smiled, a beatific reflection of the new glow surrounding his soul.




  



  He'd passed his initiation. Now his vocation could begin. Satisfaction permeated his being. He'd found his calling.




  



  Simple, reasonable, perfect.




  



  

  CHAPTER THREE




  



  Six months later




  



  Kali came to a sudden stop, staring at the deserted landscape.




  



  Dust whirled around her on scorching dry wind, adding yet another layer of filth to her face and clothing. Lord, it was hot. She lifted her hard hat to wipe the ever-present sweat from her forehead. Her nostrils flared at the smell of decomposition and despair. Moving carefully, she stepped over a broken plastic doll, its head crushed by rocks. A table leg jutted from under a cracked window half covered in construction paper depicting a hand-drawn map.




  



  This pile of rubble had once been a small school. Now death surrounded her. A week ago, school children had laughed and played here, smiling their joy to the world. Bodies of twenty-two children had been recovered since.




  



  Her lower lip trembled. She gripped Shiloh's harness even tighter. Children's deaths were the hardest. Especially after Mexico. Before that disaster she had been able to keep death at a distance. She might as well have been wrapped with cotton batting, protecting her, giving her space to function in the face of so much pain. Now the images of her past pulled at her, keeping her awake at night. The cotton no longer insulated or distanced her.




  



  Everything was worse after Mexico.




  



  Especially the Sight. Stronger, clearer, more insistent.




  



  The instinctive pull had morphed into a knowing she couldn't ignore. It demanded her attention. Sometimes she saw dark-colored ribbons. Other days she saw shadows. There appeared to be little in the way of consistency. The only definite here was that it was changing. And whatever was happening was getting stronger.




  



  Kali pulled her drenched t-shirt away from her breasts as sweat continued to trickle. Grabbing her water bottle, she took a healthy swig. The place had a desolate appearance with gray dust coating everything and everyone. A landslide in the Madison River Canyon had taken out part of the town center of the small community of Bralorne, Montana.




  



  Most volunteers worked on the other side of the hastily established rescue center that served as a command post. It also served as refreshment area and medical center. She chose to search in this direction. The Sight hadn't given her an option.




  



  Whup whup whup. The sound reached its crescendo as a helicopter crested the treetops and approached her. Drawn upward by the propeller, dirt was swept into a swirling storm that engulfed her.




  



  "Shit." Kali dropped to a crouch, wrapping her arms around Shiloh, tucking both their heads low as the chopper passed. The dust settled slowly; still Kali stayed hunched over. Their eyes would suffer the most from the filthy air. Normally, the helicopters didn't come in so close. Her safety vest should have alerted the pilot.




  



  Straightening, Kali reached for her water bottle again, this time pouring some into Shiloh's mouth. Carrying a recessive gene, Shiloh was an odd, long-haired crossbred in a world of short-haired Labradors. Another reason the two had bonded instantly. Both were oddities in their respective worlds.




  



  Taking a firm hold on her frayed emotions, she tuned in to the weird energy calling her. She'd given up calling 'it' intuition. It had become so much more. Right now, the ribbons were twisting.




  



  Dark tendrils beckoned her. She caught her breath. The murderous threads, black and violent, rustled in the space between life and death. More north. Taking several large steps forward, Kali stopped again to listen to the whispers.




  



  Stop.




  



  Kali bowed her head.




  



  Facing her, lay something she found all too familiar – with a twist. A twist she'd only started to better understand since Mexico. Mexico and little Inez had provided a defining moment in her life.




  



  The whispers spoke again – called to her. Insisted she follow them. It was rare for the Sight to be this strong, this insistent. She shifted her feet, easing the ache from standing too long. At least her heavy, steel-toed work boots grabbed the uneven ground with the solid grip of experience.




  



  She looked around, then filled her mouth with water, to rinse away the grittiness.




  



  Shiloh whimpered at her side. Death depressed her friend. Kali frowned, rubbing the back of her hand across her forehead. Didn't it depress everyone? Kali stroked the top of Shiloh's silky head.




  



  "It's okay, sweetheart. We can't help him anymore, but we can bring him home to his family."




  



  Him? Kali tilted her head in consideration. Yes, the victim was male. That knowledge sat confidently inside her soul. Another fact. Her intuitive hunches had become something she could count on as fact.




  



  She didn't understand how her skills worked or why. Kali also didn't know the best way to use them or how to shut them off. She could only accept that they were there, refusing to be ignored.




  



  Kali had morphed into a divining rod for violence – man-made violence. She had no trouble finding this victim.




  



  And this poor man had been murdered.




  



  ***




  



  Grant Summers leaned back against his high-backed office chair and rubbed his temple. Working for the FBI always meant tons of paperwork. On days it went smoothly, he could burrow in and dig himself out. Then there were days like today. Delay after delay. He'd yet to get anything off his desk. Instead, dozens more red-flagged problems had joined the pile. He'd be lucky to clear it before the weekend.




  



  His stacked inbox caught his eye: Big, brown manila envelopes, too many to count; white business envelopes, too many to care; and a magazine. Now that he could handle. Grabbing it out of the stack, he grabbed five minutes for something unrelated to his cases.




  



  It was the latest edition of Technical Rescue, compliments of his brother in Maine. Rob wanted Grant to return home and resume the type of work they'd both done once, long ago. Grant chose to stay up-to-date on the industry and the idea percolated in the back of his mind that maybe one day...




  



  Turning to the Table of Contents, he scanned the listed articles. He paused. His breath caught and held as his fingers raced through the pages to the name that had caught his eye. To a picture in the center of the page.




  



  Kali Jordan.




  



  The same damned baseball that had hit him seven years ago socked him in the gut again. Time hadn't diminished her impact. His breath whooshed out on a long sigh as he feasted on the picture. Fatigue dripped from her features, dust coated her from her work boots to her hair drawn back in a no-nonsense ponytail. Obviously photographed on a disaster site, her dirty rescue vest dominated the picture. Tired, proud, Kali stood strong on a boulder, her dog at her side. A sunset colored the background.




  



  Damn she looked good. Older, sure, but then so did he. Was her hair darker? He remembered a sun-kissed gold layer over deep rich brunette locks. And long. God, he loved long hair.




  



  She wore a pained I'm-doing-this-for-the-cause smile. She had heart, that girl. And as he recalled, she was no media hound. He'd first met her years ago at a conference where she'd been a guest lecturer.




  



  He'd been fascinated. The stomach punch at the first sight of her had been illuminating. He'd been new to auras and chakras and had never understood the various terms for the different psychic abilities back then, but even he hadn't missed the emerging sensation of rightness between them.




  



  But she had.




  



  It had been hard. In his head, the rightness of it was natural, automatic. She'd been the one. The perfect match. The synergistic yin to his yang.




  



  Except – she hadn't been free.




  



  That realization had stunned him. How could anything so perfect not work out?




  



  He shook his head at the painful memories.




  



  For seven years he'd had that gut feeling that it wasn't over. It couldn't be over. It might not have been the right time back then, but there would come a time when it would be right. Yet what if he were wrong? Had he let life pass him by while he waited – for something that might never come?




  



  He stared at the picture and wondered. Would that time ever come? He'd avoided committed relationships, always wondering...always waiting.




  



  His cell phone rang, yanking him out of his reverie. He reached into his pocket and checked the number. Stefan. Of course. Stefan slept when he wished, painted when he wished and channeled incredibly strong psychic abilities the rest of the time.




  



  Grant leaned back in his chair and lifted his feet to rest on top of his desk. What did his wily friend have to say today? "Hey, Stefan."




  



  "You're wondering right now if you're going to see her."




  



  Grant slammed his feet down on the floor as he leaned forward. "Shit. What?" He closed his eyes in frustration. His free hand pinched the bridge of his nose. Being friends with Stefan meant his mind was his friend's to read. Sometimes that became very irritating.




  



  "But not today?" Stefan snickered.




  



  "Oh, shut up."




  



  "The answer is 'yes, you will. And soon.'"




  



  Grant loosened his tie, swallowing heavily. His mind spun at the endless questions forming.




  



  "She has the Sight but has no idea how strong she is. Ask to see her paintings."




  



  With that cryptic statement, Stefan rang off. Grant frowned. Damn. Stefan was right ninety-nine percent of the time. What's the chance that this one time – the one time he was desperate to have Stefan be right – he was wrong?




  



  ***




  



  Kali swallowed, her throat rasping like aged sandpaper on stone as she avoided looking at the mounds of rocks and crushed buildings around her. She was stuck in Bralorne. Hours filled with organized chaos had slipped away since she'd located the buried victim. Kali had continued to search for survivors, always keeping an eye on the crew and gathering throng. Now she'd finally allowed herself to be drawn to the drama like the rest of the crowd.




  



  Shiloh whined. Kali tore her gaze from the heavy equipment sitting beside the open pit. The smell of death was hard to get used to – even for a dog. Knowing what it was didn't help. In fact, it almost made it worse. Still when it was your life's work, what choice did you have?




  



  Except to wear a mask and breathe through your mouth.




  



  Tugging once on Shiloh's bright orange lead, Kali took several steps back. The crime scene people needed more space. At least that's what she thought they were. Their white coveralls carried no labels, but proclaimed them 'official'. She was grateful they'd arrived to take over.




  



  The crowd immediately swarmed forward to fill the gap she'd left.




  



  "When did this crowd arrive?"




  



  Kali twisted to face Brad. "Just after you left." She offered him a tired smile and wiped the dust from her eyes. "What took so long?"




  



  Brad held out a tall takeout cup. "I was waiting for Jarl to show. I don't know where he took off to. That guy's a bloody ghost when he wants to be. Besides I brought this back for you. Forgive me?" He wafted the full cup under her nose. "Tall, dark and black?" The warm cup passed to her hands.




  



  Kali moaned in delight. "Coffee. Oh, thank God. I'm so cold."




  



  "It has to be ninety-two degrees. How can you be cold?"




  



  With her fingers hugging the coffee, Kali blew at the steam coming through the small opening. "I'm exhausted," she admitted. "I don't seem to have much energy these days." She shot him a worried glance. "Jarl's gone missing? Again? What's with him? He's been acting different lately."




  



  Several men jostled her, almost spilling her coffee as they made their way past.




  



  Brad patted her shoulder and pointed to a spot away from the action. Shiloh who walked in front of them dropped and sprawled in a small patch of shade. A huge boulder provided a place to sit and enjoy their drink in relative peace. Kali sat with her legs crossed, while Brad stretched out his six-foot length. Covered in dust and both in jeans and black t-shirts – except for their bright fluorescent vests – they could have been any two tired people.




  



  "Jarl could be struggling today. This gets to you after a while. We have to remember tomorrow is a new day."




  



  Kali exhaled noisily, staring at the heat waves rising around them. "I don't know. We work so hard to free these poor survivors, then to have this happen?" She eased her sore body into a more comfortable position. "I don't understand how someone could do this. It's senseless."




  



  Brad frowned. "Like what? Who? What did I miss?"




  



  Kali motioned toward the commotion in front of them. "I don't know exactly what happened here, but remember the guy we found several days ago? Stephen? The one with the broken left arm that had been pinned between the two cement slabs?"




  



  Brad narrowed his gaze as he considered her description. "Yeah, I remember. Construction worker or something similar. What about him, outside of the fact he's damn lucky to be alive?"




  



  With a tight smile on her face, she said, "That's the problem. Someone decided he shouldn't be. Alive, that is."




  



  Brad shot her a startled look. "What?"




  



  Kali swirled her cup, watching the black brew slosh around. Brad deserved the full explanation. He'd been in on the poor guy's original rescue. "Shiloh signaled when we were walking through here a couple of hours ago."




  



  She glanced over at him. "Heaped on one side appeared to be freshly turned dirt. I requested a crew to check it over. When we found the clothing we went into recovery mode, thinking this was a slide victim. It didn't take long to realize we were wrong."




  



  "Wrong?" Brad frowned, a crease forming on his forehead. "What could be wrong with finding another victim?"




  



  Kali stared up at him, the ghosts from too many disasters, accidents and deaths swirling through her mind. "This one was murdered."




  



  ***




  



  How was the 'best of the best' now? Standing quietly, the Texan watched as Kali wandered along the temporary road, Shiloh ever at her side. His position was perfect. Close enough to keep abreast of the running conversations but far enough away to mask his interest in what was going on.




  



  He'd orchestrated this lovely little mess, so why shouldn't he enjoy the results? After all, this was his debut. Well, his public debut.




  



  People surged forward when the recovery team brought out the victim. The crowd's gasps and cries were his well-earned accolades.




  



  Shifting his weight, he slid his hands into his dusty jeans pocket.




  



  He hadn't realized how much he would enjoy hearing and seeing their reactions. How much he would enjoy being the only one who truly understood. How much he would enjoy being God's inside man. His stomach had roiled initially at the hands-on work, but he'd never been the squeamish type and he'd gotten over it quickly. Besides, practice had improved his technique. Less messy.




  



  He straightened, rolling his shoulders as a sense of freedom washed over him. A heartfelt sigh gusted free. Such a difference this had made in his world. A small smile played at the corner of his lips. Life was good.




  



  Kicking the loose dirt at his feet, he considered returning to the temporary command center, except that could mean missing something good here.




  



  He watched Kali and Shiloh again. She'd almost reached the center. Several people stopped to talk to her as she walked. Everyone loved her. A little girl offered Kali a flower and a hug for Shiloh. He frowned with disgust. She'd been blessed with a model's body, a dancer's grace and a queen's regal air. Only he knew her now. It had taken him a bit, but he'd finally seen the light. She had no soul. How dare she defy God's plan? Shooting a dirty look in her direction, he refocused on the scene going on around him, determined to enjoy the fruits of his labor. He could bide his time. There was a natural order to everything.




  



  Her turn would come...and soon.




  



  

  CHAPTER FOUR




  



  Four days later




  



  Kali awoke early. She ached deep inside. A weariness, a heaviness weighed on her as she lay in bed. Now if only she could go back to sleep.




  



  There was such joy in saving a life. She could only liken the experience to what a doctor must experience in an Emergency. When one case offers little hope - yet a miracle happens, and the patient survives. Heart-wrenching, painful, satisfying.




  



  It was easy to understand why Brad went on a bender after some of the bad rescues. Still, it was hard enough on his wife with him racing off to disasters around the world, without adding days of wallowing in it, as well. Several others, like Jarl, used God to help them get through the pain. Other rescuers depended on the people in their closest relationships to help them heal.




  



  Rolling over, she dropped a hand over the side of her bed, reaching until a cold nose nudged her palm. Grateful for Shiloh's presence, she stroked the dog's furry head – the two of them inseparable as always.




  



  "Let's go for our run, Shiloh, before it gets too hot."




  



  Shiloh's ears perked up, her head cocked to one side. She barked once.




  



  It took a couple of minutes to change into a black tank top and matching shorts and to pull her hair into a ponytail. Running on the beach was unlike any other type of jogging. It was much harder. The first couple of times she'd thought the run would kill her. Time and practice had improved her speed and technique. Now she loved it. She'd lived in Oregon all her life – on the coast for the last year. Now she couldn't imagine living anywhere else.




  



  Kali and Shiloh navigated the fifty-odd steps down the cliff to the rocks and sand. Large boulders and crashing waves dominated this part of the coast. The sound of the ocean was always noisy and boisterous, adding extra energy to anyone lucky enough to be near it. Another reason for running here. No matter how little she might want to run beforehand, as soon as her feet hit the cold, moist sand they gained a will all their own to send her speeding along the waterline. Today was no different.




  



  Shiloh barked and danced in circles, and Kali laughed. The miles churned under their feet as she dodged the tidal pools. They ran daily, when their schedule allowed. Staying fit was mandatory for rescue work. Besides, she loved the way running made her feel.




  



  Thoughts tumbled around in her head as she looped back over several miles of beach. It was a good thing the tide was out, or she wouldn't have been able to go as far. The beach narrowed to a strip winding between the rushing water and majestic cliff face. The slope was unstable there. Made so by tumbling rocks and sand.




  



  By the time they'd returned to the cascade of rocks below her stairs, Kali was covered in sweat. Life thrummed through her veins. She gasped for breath as she slowed to a walk and stretched her upper body.




  



  The sun slipped behind the clouds. It gave her a brief respite from the sun and helped her cool down faster. She walked up the stairs and across the long wilderness stretch to her yard.




  



  A small white envelope sat on her back doorstep.




  



  She searched to see if the person who'd delivered it was still around. There was no sign of anyone. It hadn't been there when she'd left. At least she didn't think so. Wiping her sweaty hands on her shorts, she picked it up and flipped it over and back again. No return address and only her first name printed in ink on the front. Written in all capitals, it appeared more businesslike than personal.




  



  Weird.




  



  After unlocking the kitchen door, Kali stepped into the kitchen before ripping the envelope open. A small folded sheet of paper fell into her hand. She flicked the paper open and read aloud.




  



  Game on




  



  Start of round one




  



  I hide and you seek, see




  



  - it's simple




  



  If you don't find them in time




  



  - they die




  



  So use those unholy skills




  



  - and see




  



  Are you really so much better




  



  - than He?




  



  Get ready, because it's




  



  - Game on!




  



  Kali dropped the letter on the table and backed away, almost stepping on Shiloh. What the hell was that? Her heart raced and it was all she could do to stay calm. She wiped her sweaty palms on her t-shirt. She studied the letter from a distance, searching for some clue to identify the sender. No signature, no letterhead, no watermark. Nothing. Reaching for the envelope again, she searched for clues she might have missed. Nothing. The note was printed in the same style as her name on the envelope, blocky hand-printed letters, only not all capitals this time.




  



  Shit.




  



  She took several deep breaths as confusion and disbelief argued with fear. Common sense righted itself. This couldn't be real. It had to be a sick joke. Giving herself another moment to calm down, Kali reread it, this time slowly, trying to analyze the words – and the meaning behind them.




  



  What game? Who was going to do the hiding and what was being hidden? It sounded like a child's game. As part of her SAR work, she found people all the time. Did this person know her personally? Know of her? Know her enough to understand the type of work she did? Was the person a psycho or a sicko? Hard to tell. Best-case scenario, this was a stupid prank. Worst-case scenario...well she didn't want to go there.




  



  That question about whether she was better than He made her stomach drop. They couldn't know. She closed her eyes. Don't panic. Don't panic.




  



  Added to that line was the fact that the letter had been delivered to her kitchen door. Talk about scaring the crap out of her. The letter writer knew her – in ways she didn't dare contemplate. It might have been a coincidence that she hadn't been here at the time of the delivery, except she couldn't stop wondering if she'd been watched and the letter delivered after she'd left. The fine hairs on her arm stood straight. Unable to stop herself, Kali relocked the back door then ran to make sure the front door was locked too.




  



  What the hell should she do now?




  



  She had to inform someone. She'd never sleep again if something bad came of this and she hadn't spoken up. That it could be nothing more than a bad joke, didn't matter. Ignoring the letter and the envelope, she put on a small pot of coffee, then headed to the shower. She did some of her best thinking under hot water.




  



  Twenty minutes later, her hair still wrapped in a towel, she walked out onto her deck and took a bracing gulp of her freshly poured java.




  



  Kali stared blindly out at the garden, considering her options. The simplest answer was to call the police. They might come and inspect the note, take her statement and possibly make a couple of inquiries. Still, they weren't likely to do more until something else developed.




  



  All she really had was a piece of ugly fan mail.




  



  Great.




  



  Or she could call Dan. In the twenty-something years since starting the Second Chance SAR Center, he'd received several threatening letters. Dan was the center. He was as well-known as Kali, maybe more so. Had he received a similar letter? She reached for the phone.
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