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A KILLER’S PLAYGROUND
 
Jordanna walked to the side of the plot. With the toe of her sneaker, she pressed into the deeper brown dirt. Was something there? Carefully, she leaned closer. Reluctantly, wishing she had gloves, she reached a hand forward and lightly scraped at the edge of the soil.
 
Shoulders tense, she made a hole about six inches deep and started widening it. There was no marker here. No grave. No casket. But somebody had disturbed the earth and then raked over it, trying to make it appear like the rest. At least that’s what she thought.
 
When the hole was about a foot deep and the size and shape of a large book, she stopped. There was nothing here and it was someone’s property. Maybe she was disturbing seeds of some kind, flowers planted for the dead.
 
Sitting back on her haunches, she dusted her hands. It was then she saw the tiny, pearlescent oval. A fingernail. Horror-struck, she nevertheless reached forward and plucked at the nail. Her hand felt a finger and she jerked back on instinct.
 
The hand that came free was a young woman’s, the painted white fingernails, broken.
 
A scream bubbled up inside her . . .


 



 
You Can’t Escape
 
Bello
 





Prologue
 
The sleeping girl lay on her back, her hands folded over her chest. She was in her late teens; young to be displaying the affliction, but old enough. She would die soon enough. Peacefully, from the overdose he’d given her. He’d stripped her of her clothes and her unblemished skin shone dove gray in the moonlight filtering through the open barn door.
 
Glancing outside, he considered how many hours there were till daylight. Not many. He jumped down from the tractor bed and went to the brazier, pulling out the branding iron from white hot coals. The glowing tip drew a bright ribbon of orange through the air as he hurried back and clambered onto the truck bed. Standing above her, he raised up her left hip with the toe of his boot. He wasn’t supposed to touch her more than he had to, even though her flesh called to him. As soon as her buttock was exposed, he pressed the searing metal to her skin and smelled the scent of charred flesh.
 
Had to make sure she had the devil’s mark.
 
Jumping back down, he slammed the back of the truck closed, put the branding iron back in the brazier, then doused the coals with a bucket of water. Steam rose in a hiss, clouding his vision for a moment. Of their own volition, his eyes moved to the door at the back of the barn, the one he’d locked with the wooden bar. For a moment he imagined movement behind it, but he knew that was a lie. The devil, teasing him again. He reminded himself not to think about what he’d had to do, but the enormity of everything overcame him and suddenly he was openly crying. Angrily, he swiped at the tears. Sometimes the hard choices had to be made.
 
Quickly, he returned to the truck’s cab. Firing the engine, he threw the vehicle into gear and it lurched forward. Once outside the barn, he slammed the truck into park, leapt out, then hurried back to pull the barn doors tightly shut before returning to the cab and pressing a toe to the accelerator. The cab jostled and swayed as he bumped over the open field, guided by a path of moonlight that would take her to her final resting place.
 

Rest in peace, he thought darkly, knowing there was no hope for those Satan had chosen.


 



Chapter One
 
The man in the hospital bed came back to consciousness slowly, aware that he’d been cocooned from sensation for some reason, yet also aware that he could feel a heavy weight of worry bearing down on him. Where is Maxwell? Where am I? The question had plagued him, circling his brain and disturbing his sleep, though without any meaning he could understand.
 
There were voices around him. They rose and fell sporadically. People coming and going, he realized at the same moment he understood he was in a hospital. Nurses, doctors, friends . . . ?
 
Where is Maxwell?
 

The explosion, he remembered suddenly, then realized at the same moment that he’d lost hearing for a while. His ears still rang a little, but at least the problem had apparently been temporary because he could make out words.
 
He was injured. Numb and dull-feeling. Painkillers, most likely. He’d gone to find . . . Maxwell . . . but his brother-in-law hadn’t been there.
 

The explosion was meant to kill Maxwell, he thought dully, sorting through the flotsam and jetsam left in his shaken brain. Maxwell, his confidant and informant. His friend. Except Max wasn’t there.

 
“Mr. Danziger?” A woman’s voice. One of the nursing staff?
 
And then another woman, loudly, “Can you hear me?”
 
Maxwell hadn’t been there because he’d known about the bomb, or whatever it was, and stayed away. It hadn’t been meant for Maxwell, he thought with a jolt. It had been meant for him.
 
And Maxwell had known and had purposely been gone.
 
“You’re sure he was waking up?” the first woman asked skeptically.
 
“Yes. His wife wants to see him.”
 
“Took her long enough to get here.”
 
Wife? Carmen? They’d been emotionally separated for years . . . divorced for months . . . though they’d kept the same residence, mainly so that people—people like Maxwell—wouldn’t know that their marriage had crumbled. Carmen’s idea, not his, but he’d been happy to play the charade—anything she wanted—because he just wanted out.
 
“Mr. Danziger?” the second nurse asked, a bit more urgently. “Your wife’s here to see you.”
 
“He’s not waking up,” the first said in a superior tone.
 
Jay Danziger felt himself start to fade away again. Good. He didn’t want to think too much. Where’s Max? his mind asked again, but this time he answered himself: Far away from the accident that was meant to kill you.

 
When he resurfaced again—opening his eyes before he was awake enough to remind himself he should keep them closed—he didn’t know how much time had passed. A while, for sure. Hazily, he realized a woman was seated beside him, holding his hand. Her palm was sweating.
 
“Mr. Danziger,” a man’s voice greeted him. With effort, he zeroed in on the voice, moving his eyes carefully, as there was a dull ache in his head, to take in a man in a white lab coat who stood at the foot of the bed, holding a manila file. “We wondered when you would return.”
 
The man’s name tag read DR. WILLIAM COCHRAN. Again, carefully, he swiveled his eyes from the doctor back to the woman seated beside his bed. She was somewhere in her late twenties, he thought, with dark brown hair in a loose bun and tendrils escaping to curl slightly at her temples. It was the same style Carmen wore hers in, most times. No wonder they thought she was his wife. He was pretty sure he’d never laid eyes on her until this moment.
 
She murmured, “So glad you’re okay, Jay. You had us all worried.”
 
He thought about saying something, calling her out as a fraud, but held his tongue. Worry was exactly the emotion filling her hazel eyes just now. She was petrified of something, most likely that he would blow her cover because she sure as hell wasn’t Carmen. He didn’t know her from Adam, and the fact that she was impersonating his ex-wife was disturbing, though not full-out alarming, which said something about his confused mental state, he supposed. He should have been thoroughly concerned, especially with the new and ugly realization that Max had meant for him to die. Or had he been warned away? Was that why he wasn’t there? No . . . it didn’t feel like it. Dance sensed he knew something in the deep recesses of his mind, some hidden nugget of truth that escaped him now yet made him question Maxwell’s motives. And if the bomb, or whatever had caused the explosion, hadn’t been meant for him . . . if it had just been some kind of terrible accident that had gone off and sliced up his leg—
 
Immediately, he glanced down to his left leg. It was wrapped from hip to below his knee. A thigh injury. He had no sensation of pain, though; the meds must be good.
 
“Max has been asking about you,” the woman holding his hand said, a current of urgency running beneath the words.
 
Maxwell Saldano. She knows about Max.
 
Jay “Dance” Danziger had trusted his instincts on numerous occasions and that trust had saved him from all kinds of trauma during the last ten years that he’d worked as an investigative journalist. He trusted them now, so he looked “Carmen” straight in the eye and croaked out, “Take me home.”
 
Her lips parted. Before she could answer, the doctor inserted, “We need to check some tests. Make sure you’re all right. Surgery went well. A lot of muscle damage that was repaired. As long as there’s nothing unexpected on your MRI, you could get out of here as early as tomorrow.”
 
“Today,” Dance muttered.
 
“Well . . . maybe . . .”
 
“I’m leaving today,” he said positively.
 
“I’ll check the tests.” The doctor left them, and as soon as Dance was alone with his hand holder, he slid her a silent look.
 
“Home might not be the safest place,” she said carefully.
 
She was warning him, in her way, that it wasn’t safe to speak freely. Though they were alone in the room, her gaze shifted toward the open doorway. Maybe there were listening ears just outside the door.
 
“Where should I go?” he forced out with an effort.
 
She glanced at him, then down at their still-clasped hands, and shot a quick, darting look back at his eyes before letting her gaze wander away. “I know a place . . .”
 
“Where?”
 
“Just somewhere I know.”
 
“What do I call you?”
 
She flicked another look toward the outer hallway. “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously.
 
The meds were fading a little, he thought. He could feel pain knocking at the door, eager to remind him that his leg was in bad shape and his head could hurt a lot more, too. “Well . . . not . . . Carmen . . .”
 
He sensed, then, too, that he was fading out himself. Blessed twilight was coming to take him into oblivion for a while longer. So softly he almost missed it, she said, “Jordanna.”
 
“Jordanna,” he repeated, unaware that his voice was inaudible as he succumbed to unconsciousness.
 
 


 
 


 
 
Jordanna Winters had always had a healthy disrespect for the police.
 
At age fourteen, she shot her father with a .22 rifle when he was attempting to have sex with her older sister and learned the hard way that the law enforcement types in Rock Springs, Oregon, were chauvinistic, repellant, and inclined to believe an upstanding citizen like Dr. Dayton Winters over his unstable middle daughter, who, let’s face it, was half-wild from growing up on a farm with a mother whose own mental state had always been in question. There was a rogue gene lying in wait in Gayle Treadwell Winters’s family that popped up randomly and had brought dubious behavior, suicides, horrific accidents, and even murder over the years to the unlucky Treadwells—or so the people of Rock Springs were wont to believe. Jordanna, they collectively decided after the shooting that grazed her father’s shoulder, was clearly an unhappy recipient of that gene, which was undoubtedly the reason for her erratic behavior. The good Dr. Winters was above reproach, so Jordanna’s behavior had to be from something else . . . something vile and difficult, maybe impossible, to control . . . the Treadwell Curse.
 
Bull. Shit. All of it.
 
From Jordanna’s point of view, dear old Dad was a lech, and a pedophile, and a whole host of other things that forced Jordanna to move away from home as soon as possible. She’d learned from an early age that she couldn’t count on anyone other than herself. Even her older sister, Emily, had insisted it was her own fault she had been in their father’s bed. Emily had assured her that she was sleepwalking again, and had just wandered into Dad’s bedroom. She’d insisted that she’d just been dreaming about their mother and had climbed into the bed, looking for her. When Jordanna had objected, Emily had then accused Jordanna of being just as screwed up as everyone thought she was. She was the one who needed help.
 
Jordanna had stubbornly kept to her story. She’d heard Emily scream out Dayton as if she were scared—but Jordanna’s insistence did no good. No one had believed her, and less than a year later Emily had lost her life in an automobile accident along the treacherous switchback roads above Rock Springs on a particularly cold and icy day. Her car slid over a steep ridge and tumbled down a cliff side. Heartbroken, Jordanna had stood as far away from her father and the rest of her family as possible at the funeral. She’d felt like a pariah, and why not? Everyone thought she bore the Treadwell Curse, though they wouldn’t say so to her face.
 
And then while a cold, January rain beat down on them, her younger sister, Kara, had moved up next to her and whispered in a strained voice, “It wasn’t an accident.”
 
“What do you mean?” Jordanna demanded.
 
“Somebody killed Emily,” Kara had responded.
 
“Our father?” Jordanna suggested. But Kara had merely shrugged and shaken her head. They had both gazed across the plot where the pallbearers were laying their sister to rest, and, feeling her father’s eyes on her, Jordanna had set her jaw and vowed to get to the truth someday . . . when she was stronger and the time was right.
 
She’d moved out of the house at seventeen and ended up rooming with a group of students who attended Portland State. She’d then worked her way through night classes at the university as well, majoring in journalism and communications. She’d also taken courses in criminal investigation and spent her days working at coffee shops and restaurants. Eventually, under a pseudonym, she began a blog that was a newsletter about victims of crimes, what happened to them afterward, and maybe what caused the crime in the first place, and had managed to turn her work into various newspapers. To date, she’d been published in both the Laurelton Register and the Lake Chinook Review, and it was her dream to hit the big leagues. She’d been working toward that end for ten years, spurred by the ill treatment she’d received in her own hometown, bent on proving herself free of the “crazy” Treadwell Curse. So far, she’d done a fairly decent job of it, ignoring or flouting rules along the way. Her only hiccup had been her own hero worship of another investigative reporter, Jay Danziger, a man she’d literally followed for his insight, acumen, and success in digging into the truth. Tracking him had led to the madness of her current situation: breezing into Laurelton General and passing herself off as his wife. It was the reason for her thumping heart and sweating palms when she’d stated in a low, fast voice to the receptionist, “Tell Officer McDermott that Carmen Danziger is here.”
 
“Ma’am?” the receptionist had asked blankly.
 
“Jay Danziger’s my husband.” She’d uttered the lie quick and sharp. No gatekeeper was going to stop her. “One of the bombing victims. I was called.” She was amped enough by her charade not to have to manufacture the trembling of her lower jaw.
 
“Uh . . . yes . . .” The receptionist looked around for help. Chaos surrounded them. Though the bombing had been over twenty-four hours earlier, Laurelton General had received the bulk of the casualties and was swarming with extra medical staff and, of course, the police. Jordanna had made an educated guess that Jay Danziger had been brought here. She’d known he had been at the explosion of the building in downtown Laurelton that had sent the community scrambling while wailing sirens and dust and debris filled the air. She’d known because she’d seen him there, had been across the street when the bomb had blown. The concussion of the blast had knocked her off her feet, but she’d managed to pick herself up. She’d fumbled for her phone, her ears still ringing, poised to call 9-1-1, but then realized she could already hear the wail of distant sirens. Instead, she’d staggered to her Toyota RAV4 and driven to her apartment.
 
After cleaning herself up, she’d stared into the bathroom mirror and asked herself what had happened. She hoped to God Jay Danziger was still alive. The shudders that racked her body at the thought had brought her to her knees. Those goddamn Saldanos! she’d thought, filled with fury. And that’s when she’d hatched her crazy plan. If Danziger was still alive, and she fervently hoped to hell he was, she was going to find him, interview him, and convince him of the Saldanos’ evil. She’d been casually following . . . okay, half stalking . . . the man around for weeks, catching him outside the gates of his home or tooling after him as he met with members of the Saldano family, the corporate crime family with tendrils in more businesses and government offices than a haystack had pieces of straw. Until Danziger had gotten swept up in the Saldano net of greed, Jordanna had admired the man. Dreamed about him a little, if the truth be known, as he was damned attractive. But his biggest appeal was his freewheeling investigative style and the results he produced. That was number one.
 
And he was married. Which was just as well, really, because she was not interested in a married man. She only wanted Danziger’s story, and by God, she was going to get it if it killed her. She looked enough like Carmen Danziger to bluff her way inside while everything was in a state of flux. Carmen mostly stayed out of the spotlight, but Jordanna knew she wore her long, brunette hair in a messy bun and that when she did go out, she favored tight dresses and the highest heels imaginable for a woman to still be able to walk. In the few hours since the bombing, Jordanna had purchased both at the nearest mall. She’d damn near broken an ankle hurrying into the hospital, but luckily, no one had noticed.
 
“Call him,” Jordanna had urged the receptionist, dabbing at the real tears that formed at the corners of her eyes. Fear. Or excitement. At least it was working for her.
 
“Do you have ID?”
 

Shit. “I . . .” She pretended confusion, gazing back through the glass double doors to the parking lot.
 
At that moment, Officer McDermott himself had stalked through the reception area. She’d seen him on the news earlier and she knew he was part of the investigation. Fully crying, she grabbed his arm. “Please tell me my husband’s alive.”
 
He gazed down at her impatiently. “Who is your husband, ma’am?”
 
“Jay . . . Jay Danziger? Is he here? Please . . .”
 
If Carmen Danziger had actually already been at the hospital, Jordanna would have probably been arrested. She’d been pretty sure she was safe, though, because she’d seen Carmen with a ton of luggage heading to the airport a few days earlier. Jordanna had hoped she was still far, far away and hadn’t returned yet. But Jordanna figured if she was caught in her masquerade, so be it. It was still worth a try. Recklessness had served her well in the past and she wasn’t going to play it safe and miss a golden opportunity.
 
“Mrs. Danziger.” McDermott had looked like he wanted to peel her off his arm.
 
“Is he here? Is he all right?”
 
“He’s still recovering from surgery.”
 
She’d pressed a hand to her mouth and shaken her head, letting emotion overcome her.
 
“I’m sorry, ma’am. We have a lot of injuries. Check with the hospital staff.”
 
Jordanna had nodded, releasing him. The bombing had taken place at the Saldanos’ main company headquarters, where, according to general speculation and Jay Danziger’s investigation prior to his being seduced by the family, the Saldanos received and shipped all manner of illegal drugs. Max Saldano and the entire family hotly denied this accusation. They were honest businesspeople involved in importing and exporting commodities from Mexico and Central and South America. They were not criminals.
 
More bullshit.
 
Danziger was a longtime friend of Max Saldano, the man who had introduced him to his sister, Carmen. Jay and Carmen had already been married by the time Jordanna had begun admiring Danziger’s journalistic style. It was only after the Saldanos came under suspicion of criminal activity, all the while being championed by Jay Danziger, that Jordanna had begun to think her idol had feet of clay. Money involved, Jordanna had told herself darkly. Lots of money. And Jay Danziger had rolled over for it, much like her father had when he’d married into the Markum family after Jordanna’s mother’s death.
 
As soon as those thoughts circled her mind again, Jordanna had shut them off, concentrating instead on discovering Danziger’s room, which she’d been unsure how to find until she overheard two nurses talking about him and had followed them to the fourth floor. Her tight green dress and heels had gotten her noticed, but the camouflage had helped connect her as Danziger’s wife. The nurses had believed her when she’d said Officer McDermott, and a doctor she’d seen mentioned on the news, had sent her to the fourth floor. It had been almost too easy, which had struck her as odd. That’s when she’d first thought that Danziger might be in danger. None of the Saldanos had been at their building when it exploded. It had been virtually empty of family members, though a number of employees had been hurt from the fallout. The initial theory was that a rival group had bombed the Saldanos to send a violent message, though the family patriarch, Victor Saldano, had scoffed at the suggestion.
 
In her disguise as Carmen, Jordanna had decided to alert Danziger to possible danger. She might not trust his motives any longer, but he’d damn near died because of his association with the Saldanos. That was clear. He’d been the one in the line of fire, not Maxwell, nor his father, nor any other Saldano, for that matter. So, she’d entered his room cautiously, but found him asleep. Uncertain for a moment, she’d decided to sit down and wait to see if he woke up. She’d sat tensely in the chair next to his bed, all the time feeling a ticking clock inside her head, like the countdown to a bomb, warning her that Carmen Saldano Danziger or someone who knew her was bound to show up any time.
 
But then Jay Danziger had awoken and she’d just started . . . improvising.
 
And so had he.
 
She looked at him now. At the handsome face with the two lines of worry etched between his brows even in sleep. She felt an emotional pull inside herself, one she desperately needed to control. Did he understand about the danger? Maybe he knew more about it than she did. He certainly hadn’t argued with her. In fact, he’d put himself in the care of a stranger without a qualm, no questions asked, and she’d committed herself to getting him out of here. With her mind on the old farmstead in Rock Springs where she’d grown up—a place she’d avoided for years—she’d told him she would get him somewhere safe.
 
She just hoped to hell she could deliver on that promise.


 



Chapter Two
 
Jordanna stood by the northeast-facing window of Jay Danziger’s hospital room, staring through the blinds to the parking lot below. It was actually two separate lots; the one toward the north side was a level lower than the one on the east. The hospital sat on a hillside, and the main entrance and emergency room were on the top level, while most of the parking that surrounded the other three sides of the building step-staired its way down toward the rear of the building.
 

If I park back here, I can get away without being seen, she thought. There was no way she was getting Danziger through the main entrance without press and questions and all kinds of commotion. But one of the rear entrances might work for the stealth assignment she’d tasked herself with. Were there security cameras around? Possibly. She couldn’t see any from this angle, but it was amazing how much of today’s world was under surveillance. She would just have to assume cameras were watching, and that their progress to her car would be recorded. If anyone then chose to go so far as to try to find Danziger once he left the hospital, something she sensed could easily happen, the cameras would catch her on video.
 
She exhaled a long, soft breath. Some Saldano Industries employees had also been hurt, but none of them had suffered the injuries Danziger had. The bomb had been on the other side of the wall from the entrance where Danziger had been standing. Though others had been hit by flying shrapnel, no one else had been close to the explosion’s source. Jordanna subscribed to the “there are no coincidences” theory, and in her mind that meant the bomb had been meant for Jay Danziger.
 
She glanced again toward his unconscious body. He was breathing evenly now, but since she’d been standing vigil, he’d gasped a couple of times in his sleep. Whether this was from an injury or some uncomfortable memory or dream, she couldn’t tell. Either way, every time it happened it caused her breath to catch in her throat and her heart to race.
 
She paced to the other side of the room and cautiously peered around the door and into the hallway. A woman’s voice, one of the nurse’s, was complaining from the nurse’s station around the corner. Someone hadn’t done as she’d ordered her and it sounded as if there would be hell to pay. It reminded Jordanna of her aunt Evelyn, who found great joy in recounting every slight and misery she’d been subjected to, whether real or imagined, to anyone with one good ear. She was a grievance collector of the first order.
 
Needing to use the restroom, Jordanna turned down the hall, teetering a bit on one heel. She had half a mind to take off the shoes. They’d served their purpose and now she needed to walk. Before she could make that decision, however, she heard someone coming from behind and just managed to reach the corner before being seen. Her heart jolted when she looked back and spied two policemen, McDermott and another younger man, entering Jay Danziger’s room, and a cold frisson slid down her back as she considered what would have happened if she’d had to speak to them. She didn’t trust that McDermott would continue to think she was Carmen.
 
A bell went off at the nurse’s station up ahead to her left, jarring her nerves further, but Jordanna ducked into the bathroom on the right. Inside, she leaned against the wall beside the door, watching it start to close behind her.
 
What the hell are you doing?
 
The complaining nurse suddenly snapped, “You’ve got to be kidding!” Then footsteps marched toward her. Jordanna moved quickly away from the door and to the sink, sure her charade was about to be unmasked. She pretended to wash her hands, but no one entered the bathroom. Cocking her head, she tried to listen, but the door was firmly shut now and the bathroom walls apparently too insulated to hear through. In that moment she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror and forced herself to clear the lines of anxiety between her brows.
 
Gathering her courage, she carefully stepped back into the hallway and hurried back to the corner once again. To her right was the nurse’s section. If she went left, she would reach the branch of the hallway that led to Danziger’s room. Swallowing, she dared a quick look and saw that his door was open. The complaining nurse’s voice suddenly sounded from the direction of the nurse’s station. It was muffled at this distance, but she was plainly still upset.
 
“Can I help you?”
 
Jordanna just managed to keep from leaping out of her skin at the unexpected female voice. She turned to find a young aide behind her. She’d come from farther down the hall. To Jordanna’s right, another nurse was approaching the nurse’s station with a file in her hands.
 
“I’m just debating whether to see my husband again, or let him get some rest,” Jordanna told her, inclining her head toward the branching corridor.
 
“There’s a waiting area ahead.” The aide pointed past the turn to Danziger’s room and toward the opposite end of the hall from the nurse’s station. If she chose to go there, Jordanna would have to cross the corridor that led to Danziger’s room, and if the policemen were standing outside his door, it was more than possible one of them might see her. Would they think she was just some other visitor, or would they know how Carmen Danziger dressed?
 
“Thank you,” she said to the aide, who smiled and turned toward the nurse’s station. Jordanna stood still for a moment, then held her breath and decided to cross to the waiting area. She moved quickly, forcing herself not to turn her head. In her peripheral vision, she caught a glimpse of one of the officers still in the hallway, but she kept her pace even, only breathing a sigh of relief when she was safely down the hall and at the small waiting room, which was really an alcove with several brown faux-leather side chairs and a glass table with metal legs. A row of windows gazed down upon the very parking lot where Jordanna was thinking about leaving her car, and she leaned her chin on one hand and calculated the distance from Danziger’s room to the elevator, and then the elevator to the back door....
 
 


 
 


 
 
The woman’s voice was full of annoyance. “. . . asleep, and when he’s awake, you can question him.”
 
A man’s voice answered, implacable and cool. “We’ll wait.”
 
“I’ve paged Dr. Cochran,” the woman warned. “Until he arrives, I suggest you wait in the hall.”
 
“Ma’am, we’ve spoken with Dr. Cochran and he knows we’re here.”
 
“Even if that’s true, patient health is Laurelton General’s first responsibility,” she responded crisply, undaunted. “Please wait in the hall until Mr. Danziger awakens.”
 
Silence. Dance pictured a glare-off between the man and woman. Even in his dull state, he had a pretty good idea that the man was a police officer. There was just something authoritative in his tone. And they would be wanting to question him. They would want to know if he knew anything about the explosion. Dr. Cochran had basically released him, so they wouldn’t miss this opportunity while he was still at the hospital.
 
He toyed with the idea of letting the nurse duke it out with the officers; there were at least two of them or the man wouldn’t have been speaking in plurals.
 
But Dance didn’t see how that was going to help him. He sensed he was in trouble, either a target of the bombing or someone who’d merely gotten in the way. What that meant, he wasn’t sure. His head felt stuffed with cotton; it hurt to think. Either way, he wanted to get the hell away from the hospital, where he felt like a sitting duck. If this Jordanna person could spring him, he was going to go with her.
 
She could be in on it.
 
He opened his eyes.
 
Two people were in the room, and he sensed another standing just outside the door. The iron-jawed, middle-aged nurse with the glare was just as he’d expected. The fifty-ish man with clipped gray hair gazed calmly back at her and wore a policeman’s uniform. The third person was outside his line of sight.
 
It was the nurse who saw him first. Her eyes momentarily flicked his way, but returned to the police officer without letting him know Dance was awake. But then the officer in the hallway suddenly entered and his gaze collided with Dance’s.
 
“His eyes are open,” he said, effectively breaking the glare-off between the other two.
 
“Mr. Danziger,” the nurse said, bustling over to his bedside officiously. “How are you feeling? Can you talk? These policemen wish to speak with you, but you do not have to right now.”
 
“I can talk,” Dance rasped.
 
Her lips tightened. “I’ve paged Dr. Cochran, and—”
 
“No, I’ll talk,” he said again, clearing his throat. “I want to.”
 
She inhaled a breath, hesitated a moment, then said, “If you’re sure,” in a tone that said there was no way he could be.
 
“Mr. Danziger,” the policeman greeted him, ignoring the nurse and gazing at Dance through flinty eyes. “If you’re feeling up to it, we’d like your account of the accident.”
 
“Was it a bombing?” Dance asked him.
 
The older officer—McDermott, by his name tag—glanced at the nurse, who tried to ignore his pointed stare before bustling out of the room in a flurry of indignation.
 
Once she was gone, McDermott turned his attention back to Dance. “It appears to have been.”
 
The younger officer, whose name tag read BILLINGS, kept silent, clearly leaving the questions to his more experienced partner.
 
“We’ve been waiting to interview you,” McDermott explained. “You feel up to it?”
 
Dance kind of figured the interview was coming at him regardless, but he managed a careful nod.
 
“Do you mind telling us what you were doing at Saldano Industries?” the older officer asked.
 
“I was meeting Maxwell Saldano there.”
 
“A business meeting?”
 
“We were planning to play golf,” Dance said, sidestepping the question. “I was meeting Max at his office.”
 
“Maxwell Saldano is your brother-in-law?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Your wife was here earlier . . . ?” McDermott frowned and looked back toward the door as if he was wondering what had become of her.
 
Dance was wondering the same thing, except his thoughts were on the woman named Jordanna. Was she getting ready to take him out of here? He hoped to hell she stayed away while the police were here, although why he trusted her like a lifelong friend and not the police was a question he couldn’t quite answer. He didn’t mistrust the officers exactly, but he was in something deep that he didn’t completely remember at the moment. He understood he was lucky to be alive. And he wanted out of the hospital.
 
You don’t know this Jordanna. She could be part of the setup.
 

Setup? Was this a setup? His brain suddenly offered up a memory. The audiotapes . . .

 
“Mr. Saldano wasn’t at the company building when the explosion happened,” McDermott said.
 
“He was late,” Dance said, tired all over. Maybe his injuries were worse than he’d thought, but he didn’t care. He was leaving today, no matter what Cochran said.
 
The drugs were making it impossible to think straight. The bombing couldn’t have been about him. No one was after him. No one knew about the tapes except Max.
 
And Max wasn’t there....
 
Dance licked dry lips and asked, “Have you talked to Max?”
 
“One of our detectives has spoken to Mr. Saldano, and she would like to talk to you, too.”
 
“She?”
 
“Detective Rafferty.”
 
He sensed underlying disapproval in the man’s voice. Because she was a woman? Or because she was a detective? Or both? Deciding to twist the knife a bit, he asked, “This Rafferty’s the boss, huh?”
 
“No,” McDermott snapped back, unable to help himself, his lips tight. The younger officer looked uncomfortable. Dance had done enough reports on crime and dealt with enough police to know there was often a wall between the uniformed officer and the detectives. The detective being a “she” was bound to pour salt in the wound, especially since there was something about McDermott, nothing definable . . . call it a reporter’s nose . . . that smacked already of misogyny. Or, he supposed it could be simple envy, but whatever it was, Dance was pretty sure McDermott had stepped out of his job description to interview him.
 
“We like to corroborate people’s accounts,” McDermott explained.
 
Read that as he’d taken it upon himself to interview Dance first. Maybe he was stumping for a job promotion.
 
“Do you remember the explosion?” McDermott asked.
 
“No . . .” Dance admitted truthfully. He could remember the before and after, but his mind seemed to be skipping the actual event, shying away from it, he supposed. Isn’t that what happened to trauma victims? He could recall the plans he’d made in the morning . . . on the cell phone with Max. They’d talked about golf and a little about Carmen, that she was on her way to Europe . . . Italy.... He’d kept bigger issues to himself, sensing his time with Max was precious and tenuous. But, for the life of him, he couldn’t remember the drive to Saldano Industries’ main building. He could recall climbing into his Highlander—the car his ex had always wanted him to replace with a BMW, like that was going to happen—and then putting it into reverse.... Or, at least he thought he could. His hand had been on the gear shift, but the feeling of low dread was what he remembered most....
 
He thought he could remember the explosion. The huge boom seemed to still ring in his ears and fill his insides as if at a cellular level. But the only other thing he could recall was that Max hadn’t been there.
 
And he was sick of that line circling his mind.
 
“What did Max say?” he repeated.
 
“Detective Rafferty can fill you in,” he snipped.
 
Yep. Misogynistic, professional envy. “You’re not going to tell me?” Dance pushed.
 
“She did the interview of Mr. Saldano.”
 
“Unless she gets here fast, she’ll have to catch me at home,” Dance warned. “I’m being released.” And I won’t be home, either.

 
“Today?” McDermott asked, his brows lifting.
 
“Yes.” Dance was certain. “I’d like to help you more, but this bombing is a Saldano problem.”
 
“You know that for certain?” Billings interjected eagerly, earning a scowl from McDermott.
 
“It’s the most likely scenario,” Dance said. He didn’t really believe what he was saying, but he was tired of their questions, especially since it sounded like he might be going through them again very soon with the female detective.
 
The officers left a few moments later and Dance collapsed back on his pillows, glad for the reprieve. He was strong enough to leave, and that was what he was going to do. Maybe he was a fool to accept help from this Jordanna person, but he was going to do that, too.
 
She could be anybody. She already dressed up like your wife to gain access, for Christ’s sake.
 
At that precise moment, the door swung inward and Jordanna appeared again, still in the tight green dress and heels. Her gaze met his and she put a finger to her lips as she slipped inside and closed the door behind her.
 
“I’m going to go home and get some things,” she told him. “When I return, I’ll come through a back door, if possible. We’ll go out the same way. When do you get released?”
 
“Soon, I hope. A police detective’s planning to interview me. There were two officers here.”
 
“McDermott and that younger man. I saw them leave your room.”
 
“Did they see you?” he asked curiously.
 
“No, but I’ve met McDermott already,” she admitted.
 
“As Carmen?” he asked.
 
“Well, yeah. It was when I was at reception. . . .”
 
“You don’t really want to see him up close and personal again because he could start asking questions.”
 
“You got that right.” Her smile was quick and disappeared immediately.
 
“What’s your stake in this?”
 
She shook her head, hesitated, then shook it again. “I don’t trust the Saldanos.”
 
“You know the Saldano family?”
 
“By reputation, but that’s enough.” Her tone made her feelings clear on that.
 
“They’re not as bad as you think they are.”
 
“Then why are you here, instead of one of them?”
 
“Bad timing.”
 
“Very bad, if that’s true,” she agreed. “Were you working on a story?”
 
“No,” he lied, and he saw her eyes search his face.
 
“You were working on something on the Saldanos.” It was a statement instead of a question.
 
“What’s your interest in them?” he asked.
 
“I just . . .” She hesitated.
 
When she didn’t finish, he grew impatient and demanded, “Tell me, where do you fit into this?”
 
“I just want to help you.”
 
“A lie,” he stated with certainty. When she turned away, he said with dawning realization, “You know something about the Saldanos and me.”
 
“No.”
 
“Oh, shit. You’re a reporter. Channel Seven?” he demanded.
 
She jerked in surprise. “I’m not on television.”
 
“But you are a reporter. You’re looking for a story.” He could hear the derision in his voice.
 
“I’m here to save your hide,” she snapped back. Hearing herself, she whispered harshly, “And yeah, okay, I’m a reporter, and maybe I’d like a story. But there’s a reason you’re in this hospital bed. Someone put you here. They did. The Saldanos.”
 
“What makes you such an expert?”
 
“I’ve been following you, Mr. Danziger. I don’t know what happened, but something did, and now they need you out of the way.”
 
“That’s bullshit conjecture. You’re just making up dangerous accusations.”
 
“You want to talk about dangerous?” she challenged. “I was there. Across the street when the explosion happened. If it wasn’t a bomb, it was a gas leak, something big. You’re damn lucky to be alive.”
 
“You were there? Following me?”
 
“You know something about the Saldanos, and you’re a threat to them.”
 
“You don’t know anything,” he snarled, dropping back against the pillows.
 
“Your life’s in danger. You know why, but I just know it’s true.”
 
“And you’ve come to save me?” He allowed wry disbelief to enter his tone.
 
“Yeah.” She wouldn’t back down an inch. “You still with me?”
 
The truth of it was, she wasn’t wrong. He had doubts of his own about the family he’d married into . . . and there was the audiotape . . . the reason for his dread.
 
“Yeah,” he rasped. “I’m still with you.”
 
She gazed at him through sober, hazel eyes fringed with dark lashes, then threw a glance at the closed door to his room. “Then, I’m gonna go now and make plans for us. I’ll be back in a couple hours.”
 
“Jordanna . . .” She looked back at him. “Be careful,” he said, and he thought he saw the faintest of smiles touch the corners of her mouth.
 
“Nothing I do seems to be careful,” was her answer.
 
They assessed each other for a moment. Then Dance exhaled heavily and said, “Park about a half mile away and walk to the hospital, so the license plate doesn’t show up on any cameras.”
 
“Half a mile? You can’t walk that far.”
 
She was right. “Find a safe place to take off the plates just before you get here. Come back inside and pick me up. We’ll head out, and then put the plates back on as soon as we can.”
 
“As long as I don’t get stopped by the police,” she pointed out.
 
“Then don’t get stopped by the police,” he ordered.
 
She nodded and headed for the door, peering into the hallway, then looking back at him for a moment. “You’re just gonna walk out of this place whether you’re released or not?”
 
“Oh, I’m going to get the doctor’s release.”
 
“You look like hell. If I were your doctor, I’d keep you in here.”
 
“I’m not a prisoner.”
 
“No, but you’re a patient and frankly, I’m not sure you have the strength to get to my car.”
 
“You just bring the car. I’ll do the rest.”
 
“Okay.”
 
He closed his eyes, but the vision of her seemed imprinted on his lids. She was a very pretty woman, prettier than Carmen in ways, although his ex was pretty, too. She was also reckless in a way he understood. A reporter . . . damn . . . it made sense.
 
He must have fallen asleep because when he opened his eyes again, she was gone and a nurse was in his room, checking his vitals. The battle-ax from earlier. When he requested the paperwork to be released, she fell back on her earlier threat to call Dr. Cochran. “Call him all you want,” he told the woman. “I’m going, whether you have all the forms you need signed or not.”
 
 


 
 


 
 
Jordanna drove with controlled speed back to her apartment. She was only loosely affiliated with the Laurelton Register and the Lake Chinook Review. They took some of her stories, paid her a pittance, and treated her like she was totally expendable, which she was. Neither was any kind of regular gig, so they weren’t going to be looking for her if she dropped out for a while, or maybe even forever. Her apartment was paid up for two months because she paid in advance whenever she had the money, just in case she didn’t later. She could do the same with the utilities, guesstimating what they would be and paying online.
 
Are you really doing this?
 
“You’d better believe it,” she muttered as she took the steps to her second-floor unit two at a time. The place was nothing to write home about, but it served her purposes. She had yet to make a meal or use the range top apart from heating a teapot for hot water when her microwave went on the fritz. She had a new microwave now, purchased at Target, and it was the first thing she grabbed as soon as she entered the front door, unplugging it from the wall. Where they were going, they wouldn’t have many conveniences and she wasn’t about to give up her morning coffee unless she absolutely, positively had to. After the microwave, she added a blow-up mattress with pump, bedding, and towels.
 
She made a series of trips to her car, until the ten-year-old Toyota RAV4 was filled to bursting. She had just enough room for a few bags of groceries, and she dug into her Special Emergency Fund account to take along for unforeseen expenditures: Zip-loced stacks of cash that she kept between her mattress and springs. She took out three of the plastic bags, then looked long and hard at the other three before taking them, too. She had her laptop and an iPad and half the clothes she possessed, the only ones she actually wore.
 
At the grocery store, she bought bread, peanut butter, cheese, salad in a bag, apples, salt, pepper, mayonnaise, sliced pickles, barbecue sauce, and canned chicken. She wasn’t certain what she would find at the old farmhouse, so she added plastic forks, knives, and spoons, paper plates and bowls. She hoped to God there was still an operating refrigerator, but she hadn’t been there for years. Though she purposely stayed out of contact with her father, her sister, Kara, was in sporadic contact with him and his wife, and kept Jordanna somewhat abreast of what was happening in Rock Springs, whether she wanted to know or not.
 
“I still can’t believe he married Jennie,” Kara had said the last time they’d spoken.
 
“She’s the right age for him,” Jordanna had clipped back. “And she’s Chief Markum’s daughter.”
 
“Is that what it’s about?” she’d murmured, sounding disappointed. She’d always believed in their father more than Jordanna had.
 
Jennie Markum, now Winters, was the daughter of the police chief, Greer Markum, and a registered nurse who just happened to be an ex-classmate of Jordanna’s older sister, Emily. Jordanna had first learned of their nuptials through the Rock Springs Pioneer, which had extolled the much-anticipated wedding, which had taken place the summer before at the outdoor chapel on the bluff above Fool’s Falls, with Reverend Miles of the Green Pastures Church in attendance. The weather had been exceptionally beautiful and the backdrop of blue sky and rushing water had only added to the perfection of the scene as Rock Springs’ beloved GP and his radiant bride said their vows.
 
“If Jennie keeps our father away from other young women, they have my blessing,” she’d told Kara.
 
“Dad isn’t the problem,” Kara had said, like she always did.
 
“Then what is?” Jordanna had demanded, like she always did.
 
“If I knew, I’d tell you, but you and I both know there’s something rotten in Rock Springs and that’s why we left.”
 
“It has a name: Dayton Winters.”
 
“No . . . it’s something else. I can feel it like a suffocating shroud whenever I’m there. Makes me claustrophobic.”
 
Kara always spoke in quasi-mystical terms that irked Jordanna, who had a very sensitive bullshit meter. “Like what killed our sister?”
 
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
Jordanna had started to argue with her, but she hadn’t wanted to alienate the only family member she still cared about, so she’d managed to swallow back further smart comments and settle for “Hmmm” noises instead.
 
“I’m going to be gone for a while,” Kara had said when she’d ended that last conversation. “I’ve always wanted to see the Himalayas. I think I could mountain climb. Maybe not Everest, but the mountains are the one thing I miss about Rock Springs.”
 
“The Cascades are a far cry from the Himalayas,” Jordanna couldn’t help pointing out.
 
“I know. But the mountains are where my soul flies free. Emily felt that, too. But you don’t, do you?”
 
Jordanna had let that go and asked instead, “You have enough funds?”
 
“Oh, I’ll work for a while.” Kara waitressed and did odd jobs and just kind of floated. Jordanna made just enough money to get by, and she sometimes wondered how Kara managed it all.
 
That had been the extent of their last conversation and, as ever, it had left Jordanna feeling like an outsider to her own family. Not that she wanted to be closer to her father, but she would have liked to have Kara more accessible. And Jordanna didn’t believe for one minute that her father had given up his sick ways just because he’d married Jennie, but since no one had believed her accusations then, there was little she could do about it now. At the time, Jordanna had been ordered to seek counseling and had managed to sit through ten sessions with a psychologist recommended by her father’s good friend, Chief Markum. Anna Eggers had been nice enough, but totally clueless in Jordanna’s biased opinion. The only useful thing she’d learned was that Dr. Eggers felt the Treadwells’ genetic affliction was a myth.
 
“Mental function alters with age,” she’d told Jordanna toward the end of their sessions, when Jordanna had felt safe enough to bring up the curse. “It happens to a lot of people.”
 
“Young people?” Jordanna asked. “My mother got this in her thirties.”
 
“Sometimes.”
 
“You don’t believe in any of it?” Jordanna had pressed.
 
“I think there’s been a gross exaggeration around here of possible genetically linked mental illness. Your family has gotten a bad rap for a long time.”
 
Jordanna had felt immense relief at her words, but it had been short-lived as Dr. Eggers’s opinion was not shared by Aunt Evelyn, who’d told her that Anna Eggers’s father was a Benchley and Benchleys and Treadwells had intermingled for years, to the detriment of both. “Of course she’s going to say that,” Aunt Evelyn had sniffed. “She doesn’t want to admit she could be afflicted, and she’s got ties to both families. I’ve been so, so lucky myself. God is merciful. You know, I pray every day for you, my dear, just like I pray for your mother’s soul.”
 
Aunt Evelyn Treadwell was ten years older than her sister, Jordanna’s mother, and had been spared the affliction, apparently, but fear of it was the reason she’d never married nor had children. Jordanna wanted to believe the whole thing was bunk, but she remembered her mother’s spells and ravings, and her split with reality.
 
Aunt Evelyn had added, “I wish you were seeing someone who might actually be able to help you. Your erratic behavior is very concerning. Your father is a wonderful man who put up with an awful lot from Gayle. I don’t know another man who would have been as patient.”
 
Jordanna was appalled. “My mother was sick.”
 
“She didn’t go to church.” The last comment was ripped from Aunt Evelyn’s bosom, a scourge against the sister who’d been loved despite her illness. Before Jordanna could defend her mother again, Evelyn had finished with, “Putting yourself in God’s hands is the road to salvation. You need to start now, Jordanna, before you really hurt someone.” In her aunt’s eyes, she was to blame, the ungrateful, possibly mentally unstable daughter who’d tried to blacken the revered Dr. Winters’s good name.
 
Well, fine. She didn’t need Aunt Evelyn and she didn’t need Kara, and she certainly didn’t need her father. She’d learned to live with the way things were, and these years away had helped harden her to the unjust way she’d been treated. Most of the time, she just thought what the hell, it was over. She didn’t live in Rock Springs any longer, and never planned to again, so what did it matter?
 
Except now she was heading back there with Jay Danziger in tow.
 
Jay Danziger . . .
 
Her heart fluttered and she snorted out a laugh. What she was doing was crazy, no doubt about it. Maybe all the tongue-waggers and finger-pointers in Rock Springs had reason to worry about her. And though she truly believed he was in danger, a part of her was almost giddy with the rush of being in league with her onetime idol. He was damnably attractive. Even with the bruising and bandages, he made her pulse race a little. She could feel herself shut down around him; a necessary defense mechanism. He already knew she was a reporter, so he could just keep thinking this rescue was all for a story. And yes, it was, but that wasn’t the worst of it. She’d chosen him as her unwitting mentor, and then had fallen for him in a very feminine way. Hero worship at its worst.
 
But it was all an illusion. She wasn’t crazy enough to think otherwise, no matter what people thought.
 
Back at her apartment, Jordanna gave a quick recheck of her Carmen Danziger clothes and makeup then locked up the apartment, got back in the RAV, and turned out of the parking lot. She drove east toward Portland, but took the exit off Sunset onto the access road to Laurelton General, slowing near a series of office buildings that fed into the hospital. She pulled around the back to a near-empty lot, then looked around surreptitiously, her engine still running. There didn’t appear to be anyone about, so she pulled out the crescent wrench she’d slipped into her purse, then climbed from the car. Her pulse raced and her hands shook a little as she bent in front of the car and quickly removed the license plate. Then she circled to the back, taking off that one, too. Momentarily, she thought about stealing one from another car, but gave that idea up immediately. No license plate she could maybe explain, if she were unlucky enough in the quarter mile to the hospital to encounter a cop, but if somehow this was all traced back to her, stealing a license plate would be a crime.
 
Throwing the plates into the backseat, she jumped back in the black SUV and wheeled from the back parking lot and onto the street. Her knuckles ached from the tight grip on the wheel as she drove toward the hospital.
 
“Please, please, please . . .” she murmured.
 
She was afraid to let out her breath when she pulled into the hospital’s rear lot without incident. She parked near the back door, then glanced up, counting the windows until she found Danziger’s room.
 
Walking quickly to the rear entrance, she noticed a posted warning that said the doors would be locked to visitors after 7:00 PM. That should give her just enough time. It was May and there would still be hours of light as they headed toward Rock Springs.
 
Drawing a sharp breath, she reached for the door handle and slipped inside the hospital.


 



Chapter Three
 
“Learn anything?” Detective Gretchen Sanders asked, her voice tinny and faraway. September had her on speakerphone while she climbed into the driver’s side of her department-issue Jeep.
 
Setting the phone in the cup holder, September answered, “Not much. Maxwell Saldano acted shell-shocked, disbelieving. He professes to be worried about his brother-in-law.”
 
“Danziger. The guy caught up in the blast,” her partner said.
 
“Yep. I’m heading to Laurelton General now to interview him.”
 
“Head injury . . . looks to be minor, and his leg’s messed up?”
 
“That’s what I’m hearing. That, and he’s going to be released today.”
 
“Doctor let him out already?” Gretchen asked suspiciously.
 
“Don’t know yet.”
 
“Let me know when you do.”
 
September’s partner had been put on administrative leave the previous fall after killing a man who was doing his damndest to kill September. Though Gretchen had been cleared and been back on the job most of this year, their boss, Lieutenant Aubrey D’Annibal, had been very careful about putting her on assignment with September again. Too careful, both Gretchen and September felt, but there had been two separate shootings involving police in a very short period of time, and it had ratcheted up the public anxiety to such a degree that both the Laurelton Police Department and the Winslow County Sheriff’s Department were being extremely careful. Both Gretchen and September worked for Laurelton PD, and though Gretchen’s shooting had been entirely justified and had undoubtedly saved September’s life, D’Annibal wanted to keep it a non-topic in the current turbulent political climate.
 
Which was a long way of explaining why September was interviewing people affected by the bombing at Saldano Industries by herself and why the whole enterprise was irritating her partner no end.
 
“Bernstein from Portland PD checked with the Saldanos right after the bombing. They’re probably taking over the investigation,” September said.
 
Gretchen answered, “No surprise there. Saldanos have a lot more businesses outside Laurelton than in it. But D’Annibal wants us on the case.”
 
“For follow-up,” September reminded her.
 
“And to keep an oar in the water. Doesn’t want Laurelton PD to be pushed around.”
 
“Yeah. Okay, I’m on my way to the hospital.”
 
“Keep me informed.”
 
“You bet.”
 
September clicked off, then turned the Jeep away from Victor Saldano’s sprawling Italian-style manor with its flattish roof, wide eaves, and massive, filigreed brackets. Victor was the patriarch of the Saldano family and a true pain in the ass. Autocratic, short-tempered, opinionated, and impatient, he’d had no interest in being cooperative. “You should be looking for whoever bombed us!” he’d yelled at September, waving his right arm around as if he wanted her to saddle up and hit the range. His son, Maxwell Saldano, had tried to rein in his father, apologizing for his behavior at the same time. “My father hasn’t been well. We already told the other investigators the same thing.”
 
The other investigators were Detective Dan Bernstein and probably his partner with the Portland PD, who’d muscled in immediately after the bombing was reported. Lieutenant D’Annibal had asked September to reinterview the Saldanos and Jay Danziger as a means of keeping his team on the case, as he’d gotten his feathers ruffled over jurisdiction. ATF investigators were already examining the bomb itself, or what was left of it, so in many ways September’s follow-up was superfluous. Still, if she could learn anything, she would.
 
“I understand you were supposed to be at the site?” September had asked Maxwell.
 
“I was.” He nodded. “But I got a call from Raydeen. Raydeen Abolear,” he added. “My father’s nurse. Dad was having chest pains and didn’t want Raydeen to send for an ambulance.”
 
Victor had snapped his wrist impatiently at the dark-haired woman who hovered nearby. “I was fine! Treats me like I’m going to break.”
 
“They were still arguing about it when I was on the phone, so I turned around and came here,” Max said. “We sent for the ambulance.”
 
“And I didn’t get in it,” Victor said triumphantly, as if it were a contest. “A little oxygen was all I needed. I don’t plan to go to that hospital again until I’m at death’s door, and I don’t plan to be there in this lifetime.” He chuckled at his little joke, but his eyes glared at the nurse.
 
“I’m on a kind of twenty-four-hour alert,” Max explained to September, which drew Victor’s glare to him, instead of Raydeen. “I was supposed to meet Dance, but I turned around. I was on the phone. I didn’t call him and tell him.”
 
“You could have gone,” Victor declared, though September thought he was over-minimizing his condition. His pallor was gray and there was a whiff of the scent September associated with age and illness, something damp and slightly sour overlaid by acrid cleaning substances, floating in the air throughout the first-floor rooms Victor Saldano used as his own personal suite. Though the house was large and rambling, a beautiful addition to the huge stately manors dotting Portland’s West Hills, which embraced spectacular views of the city and the Willamette River, September sensed most of the rooms were empty and unused.
 
“The FBI was here,” Victor complained, lifting his hand again and snapping it down. “Bah. Treated us like criminals.”
 
“The ATF. Not like criminals,” Max corrected.
 
“I’m with Laurelton PD,” September said.
 
“You say your name was Rafferty?” Victor queried.
 
“That’s right,” she answered.
 
“That FBI man said you’d be coming,” Victor said with a grimace.
 
“Who?” September asked.
 
“It was the Portland PD detective,” Max corrected again.
 
“Bernstein?” she inquired.
 
“Never liked G-men,” Victor overrode her, speaking loudly. Max Saldano gave her a quick nod as Victor ran on. “Humorless robots, every one. All they want to do is find some reason to close us down.”
 
“Dad, the ATF was here because of the bomb,” Max said with extreme patience.
 
“‘Bomb experts.’” Victor snorted. “You know what their attitude was, miss?” He turned back to September, black eyes glittering. “That we deserved it. We’re the goddamn Sopranos, that’s what they think.”
 
“Come on, Dad . . .” Max was long-suffering.
 
“You know I’m right.” Victor rounded on him. “Given half a chance they’d throw us all in jail! We couldn’t possibly be running a legitimate business. That would be too much for their walnut-sized brains to consider!”
 
Max ignored his father and gave his attention solely to September. “I’d like to see Dance . . . Jay . . . but I can’t get information from the hospital.”
 
“Don’t give them any reason to suspect us further!” Victor exclaimed.
 
“I’ll let him know. I’m going there next.” She, too, tried to ignore the Saldano patriarch.
 
“Thanks,” Max said.
 
“Young lady, you need to find who’s responsible for this attack on us!” Victor’s voice rose as he tried to commandeer the conversation again. He went on about how maybe it was a competitor, reversing his earlier stance on the subject. Raydeen moved closer, clearly worried about what Victor’s anger was doing to his health because as his voice rose, his gray pallor took on a red tinge, anger suffusing his face. When one of his hands crawled up his chest to above his heart, Raydeen said, “Please stop, Mr. Victor,” her eyes shooting daggers at Max, who called an end to the interview.
 
September was about ready to call 9-1-1 herself, but the nurse knew what to do. Soon enough Victor’s pallor had lost its wild color and subsided back to the pale-gray shade that was apparently its normal shade. With all of them watching Victor tensely, she’d thanked them all for their time, then let Max show her out.
 
As the door shut behind her, she’d put a call in to Officer McDermott, the testy fifty-two-year-old cop who’d been stationed at Laurelton General in the first crazy hours of the bombing’s aftermath, and alerted him that she was on her way to the hospital. He’d answered tersely and she’d inwardly sighed, having run up against him or his ilk enough times to know they felt that there was no way she’d gotten her job out of merit. She was too young and, well, not the right gender.
 
Ah, well. Such was life.
 
Directly after the bombing, when everything was crazy and no one knew how many patients there were, officers had been sent to various hospitals around the area. Luckily, only Jay Danziger had been severely hurt, and the half dozen people who’d been close enough to be hit by shrapnel had been treated for their cuts and scrapes as hospital outpatients. D’Annibal wanted September to interview them as well, as a matter of course, but first on the list was Danziger.
 
She was almost glad to leave the Saldanos to the Portland PD and the ATF. Max seemed fine enough, but dealing with his father was no picnic. “Have at it,” she said after hanging up from Gretchen and making her way down from the West Hills to Sunset Highway and back toward Laurelton.
 
She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say to Jay Danziger when she saw him, but it didn’t really matter. She was on a routine job that would end today, and then maybe D’Annibal would partner her with Gretchen again. Though September had originally found Gretchen’s “take no prisoners” style a bit over the top and aggressive, and she’d certainly enjoyed working with Wes Pelligree, the “black cowboy” as he was affectionately referred to around the department, she was looking forward to being back with her original partner, especially since Pelligree would be re-partnering with George Thompkins, the only other detective at Laurelton PD. George had a tendency to just ride his desk chair and use the phone and Internet rather than interview in person, but he somehow managed to get the job done well enough. Pelligree, though easy to work with, almost preferred investigating on his own.
 
Now September glanced down at the ring on her finger. May sunlight was half-blinding her and she lifted her left hand to flip down the visor, the light refracting in flashing slivers off the stone. The previous summer she’d reconnected with a high school hook-up, Jake Westerly, and had never looked back. They’d moved in together last fall and at Christmas he’d gotten down on one knee in front of a yuletide fire and proposed. She’d been blown away, but had managed to nod out a “yes,” and now they were on the road to marriage.
 
“I’m engaged,” she said aloud now. “To be married. To the man I love.”
 
Why she found that prospect so alarming, she couldn’t say. Her brother had been living with his girlfriend for months. They were talking marriage in a desultory manner but weren’t technically engaged yet, and neither of them seemed to be worrying about that. She, on the other hand, was filled with angst. She wanted Jake. No question there. She wanted a life with him. And after the frightening accident that had nearly killed him, she’d been by his side constantly, irrationally afraid of losing him to some other unforeseen calamity that was just waiting to happen.
 
But now she wondered if they might be rushing things. Her emotions were all over the place and it was their fault that she’d said yes. Two nights earlier, she’d said as much to Jake while they’d been curled up together on the couch, watching television under the warmth of the quilt her grandmother had made for her when she was a girl.
 
“Cold feet?” he’d asked, looking into her eyes, his blue eyes searching hers.
 
“No . . .”
 
“You don’t sound sure.”
 
“I’m sure about us. It’s marriage I’ve got a problem with. It doesn’t work for everybody. Look at my family. . . .”
 
“You and I aren’t your father and Rosamund.”
 
“God, no,” she agreed. Her father had married a much younger woman and they’d just had a baby girl the past
 
January, naming her, well, January. Her father’s penchant for naming his children after the month they were born was well-documented. Her twin brother, August, had been born just before midnight of September first, and she’d been born directly afterward. Hence, they were August and September, though people who knew them called them Auggie and Nine—her nickname, since September was the ninth month.
 
“My father makes me crazy,” September said. Braden Rafferty still tried to direct his grown children’s lives, even if they didn’t listen to him anymore. She and Auggie had thwarted their father by going into law enforcement against his wishes, but that didn’t stop Braden from trying to get her to quit. He’d pretty much given up on Auggie, who kept himself far, far away from Braden’s influence, but no matter how hard September tried to stay as aloof and distant as her twin, she seemed to keep getting dragged back into family drama time and time again.
 
“So, you want to put off the engagement?” Jake’s tone had been neutral, but September had felt his tension.
 
“No,” she’d answered quickly. “I want to be engaged.”
 
“But—?”
 
“Just don’t get offended while I work this out, okay?” she cut him off. “It’s going to take me a while. You have parents who love each other and their kids. I don’t.”
 
“Your father loves you,” he argued, but she’d seen the beginnings of a smile lurking around his mouth.
 
“You’re trying not to laugh,” she declared, hitting him with a throw pillow.
 
“Only because you Raffertys make it so goddamn hard. What’s wrong with just saying ‘I love you’?”
 
“Blasphemy,” she retorted, which elicited a full-scale bark of laughter.
 
And then he’d thrown her down on the cushions, wrestling and tickling her, all the while crying, “I love you, I love you, I love you!” over and over again. She’d first tried to escape, then collapsed into gales of laughter and finally succumbed to molten desire as they made love into the wee hours of the morning.
 
Now, as September wheeled into the hospital parking lot, she purposely pushed thoughts of Jake and her family aside and concentrated on the matter at hand, interviewing Jay Danziger.
 
 


 
 


 
 
Jordanna stood on first one foot and then the other as Danziger looked through mounds of paperwork. “Are you ready yet?” She stepped to the door and risked another glance into the hallway.
 
“I’m just lucky I got ’em,” he muttered. “I’ve got prescriptions that need to be filled, too.” He placed several small papers to one side as he glanced over the spread-out pages on the narrow table that reached across his bed.
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