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CHAPTER ONE
  Rogue County Detective Seth Harding scanned the dark block through a sheet of relentless rain. Minivans, basketball nets, and groomed lawns lined the street.


  This was not the normal area for a “shots fired” call.


  He slid his unmarked sedan to the curb behind the black-and-white. Two deputies were climbing out of their unit. Red and blue strobe lights swirled on the wet street. Seth glanced up at the two-story house. An old man wearing a coat over his pajamas waited under the protection of the porch roof. At three in the morning, the rest of the neighborhood lay quiet and empty.


  Flashlight in hand, Seth opened his car door. The damp November chill slapped him across the face. A cold drop of rainwater invaded the collar of his trench coat and slid down his back.


  After a long day and night conducting fruitless interviews of prostitutes in the murder of a local drug dealer no one was going to miss, Seth had been heading home from his office in the county seat of Hannon when the call for backup had come in.


  He’d been just forty-five minutes from climbing into a warm bed with his wife, Carly, for the remaining few hours of darkness.


  But it was not to be.


  A massive storm system hovered over southwestern Oregon, and flooding and heavy downpours were creating havoc. An accident on the interstate had tied up most of the deputies on duty. The next closest available patrol unit had been fifteen minutes away. Also, the responding unit included Seth’s brother-in-law Bruce, a brand-new rookie in the sheriff’s department.


  There was no guarantee Carly was still in their bed either. As a county social worker, she was on call. But he hoped she slept undisturbed. The previous month, during a routine home inspection, she’d encountered a domestic violence situation, and a child had died. She hadn’t been sleeping well since, and the incident had left her physically and emotionally drained. Seth wanted her to take some time off. But, as usual, Child Protective Services was short-staffed, and there was no one to cover for her.


  Closing the door, Seth turned up his collar against the wet wind and strode toward the trio on the porch. Though the downpour, he recognized Bruce and the intimidating square block of cop that was his Field Training Officer, Senior Deputy Gabe Rogers.


  “Where did you hear the gunshots, Mr. Jenkins?” Gabe asked the third man.


  “They came from the house across the street.” Mr. Jenkins pointed. “I came out here to watch the storm. My prostate’s the size of a baseball. Haven’t slept through the night in years.”


  “Are you positive they were gunshots, not firecrackers or an engine backfiring?” Gabe asked.


  The sheriff frowned on his deputies breaking down doors without adequate justification.


  Mr. Jenkins leveled Gabe with a disgusted look. “I’ve been hunting longer than you’ve been alive. I know gunshots when I hear them.”


  “No disrespect intended, sir.” Gabe held up a hand. “How many shots did you hear?”


  “Four,” Mr. Jenkins said. “Nothing since.”


  Gabe gestured toward the house across the street. “Did you see anyone run out afterward?”


  “No.” Mr. Jenkins shoved his hands into his pockets.


  “How many people live in the house?” Gabe asked.


  “Two. A man and a woman,” Mr. Jenkins said. “Young. Seen them come and go. Never introduced themselves. No skin off my nose, but a lot of folks don’t like it. Most of the neighbors round here are friendly. We look out for each other.”


  “Any other comings and goings?” Seth asked. He’d worked on a drug task force. Possible violence always sent his mind to drug dealers.


  “No.” Mr. Jenkins shook his head. “Never seen anyone else go in or out other than the man and woman.”


  Odd.


  “Thank you, sir.” Gabe nodded to the old man. “We’ll take care of it from here.”


  Gabe, Bruce, and Seth stepped off the porch.


  “Let me get my gear.” Seth stopped at his vehicle and opened his trunk to pull out his Kevlar vest. He shrugged out of his coat and suit jacket, tossed them into the trunk, and closed the lid.


  Donning the vest over his dress shirt, Seth checked his weapon and joined Gabe and Bruce on the sidewalk. The rain soaked his clothes, but Seth did not like his movements limited by a coat.


  “Ready?” Gabe asked.


  Seth secured the vest’s Velcro straps around his torso. “Ready.”


  Rain soaked Seth’s hair and dripped into his eyes. He studied Bruce for a few seconds as they approached the door. His brother-in-law was so fresh, his campaign hat still perched on an academy buzz cut. But Bruce’s eyes were determined. Twenty-four years old, he’d once been a musician, a dreamer, a perpetual teenager. The year before, his serious girlfriend had been murdered, and Bruce had been left for dead. He’d aged a decade since then.


  Seth had no doubt that Bruce would be a good cop, but he wasn’t taking any chances with his wife’s baby brother. There was no substitute for experience, and Bruce didn’t have any yet.


  Gabe checked his watch. “It’s only been six minutes since the original call. We were two blocks away responding to a prowler report when it came in.”


  Was the prowler the shooter? Or was the shooter still inside the house?


  Seth brushed water off his forehead. “Let’s do this.”


  The three men jogged up the driveway, passed a Ford Explorer with Oregon plates, and approached the front door. Weapons drawn, Gabe and Seth flanked the entry. Gabe motioned Bruce to take up a position as his wingman.


  Seth’s skin tingled and his pulse kicked up a notch as he rested his finger just outside his trigger guard and waited.


  Gabe pushed the doorbell, but no chime sounded. He knocked on the door. When no one responded, he pounded harder with a fist and yelled, “Police!”


  Inside the house, something thudded.


  The hair on the back of Seth’s neck lifted. He switched on his flashlight. Gabe looked over his shoulder at Bruce, who nodded.


  Gabe reached for the knob. Locked. “Let’s check the back.”


  They jogged around the house and took the same positions at the back door. Nine individual panes of glass comprised the top half of the door. Gabe pointed to a missing pane above the knob. Seth shone his flashlight around the doorway. The pane of glass, leaning on the house next to the door, gleamed in the light.


  The point of entry.


  Gabe turned the doorknob and pushed the door inward.


  The silence that greeted them seemed to have its own heartbeat. Seth’s pulse echoed in his ears as they crossed the threshold.


  The door opened directly into a kitchen. A card table and two metal folding chairs had been set up in the eating area. Gabe opened a door. Pantry. Empty. They moved through an arched doorway. The living and dining rooms combined in the shape of an L. A stairwell on the far wall led to the second floor.


  With his back to the wall, Seth swept the beam of his flashlight around the living room, piercing all the shadowy corners with light. No people. No furniture. Just a big expanse of scuffed hardwood floor.


  The absence of furniture made clearing the first floor a quick job. Two jackets hung in the closet near the front door. The men moved from the living room into the dining area, then approached the stairway. In front, Seth took the lead, creeping up the steps with Gabe and Bruce at his back.


  On the landing, he moved left, toward an open doorway. Staying behind the doorframe, Seth scanned all but the near corner of the empty bedroom before crossing the entry and pointing his weapon into the blind spot. He checked the closet before exiting into the hall. Gabe and Bruce were emerging from the room across the corridor. Gabe pointed down the hall. One doorway remained.


  The sweet scent of fresh blood mingled with human waste reached Seth’s nose. Bowels and bladder often emptied when the body was dead or dying. A soft choking sound emanated from the last bedroom as they worked their way down the hallway. Bruce surged forward, but Gabe snagged him by the shoulder and brought him back.


  Seth’s stomach turned with dread, experience telling him to anticipate a gruesome sight. He reached the doorway, angled off for cover, and peered inside. The beam of his flashlight illuminated the room.


  The sole piece of furniture was a mattress on the floor. On it lay two bodies.


  And blood.


  Seemingly liters of it.


  Gabe moved left, into the bathroom, and Seth checked the closet before advancing on the victims: one male, one female. The blankets were bunched around the man’s waist, as if he’d sat up suddenly. The woman was on her side. Her arm and torso were draped over the edge of the mattress, onto the floor. She wore a gray T-shirt and sweatpants.


  Seth moved toward the right side of the mattress, approaching the female. Bruce headed left. One bullet had struck the male victim high on his bare chest. A vast quantity of blood soaked the sheets under another wound in his neck. His eyes stared up at the ceiling, as if shocked at his own death. Bruce checked the man for a pulse, then shook his head. The rookie’s eyes were grim, his mouth locked in a tight frown.


  Seth reached for the woman’s neck. Her head was turned toward him, her eyes closed. As he touched her, they fluttered open, shining with terror and pain.


  “She’s alive.” Seth shoved his weapon into its holster and swept the flashlight’s beam down her body. Where was she hit? Blood welled from a wound on her shoulder, but most of the bleeding seemed to be coming from somewhere else. Seth heard Gabe behind him calling for an ambulance.


  “Bruce, see if there are any towels in the bathroom,” Seth ordered. Pulling a pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket, he snapped them onto his hands, then rolled her onto her back and lifted the hem of her T-shirt. A bullet had struck her in the abdomen and seemed to have gone right through her. Blood saturated the bedding beneath the wound. “Gabe, try the lights.”


  A bulb attached to the ceiling fan turned on, but it was dim and didn’t provide enough light for Seth to see what he was doing.


  Bruce returned in seconds with a folded towel, which he handed to Seth.


  Seth pressed it over the wound. “What’s your name?”


  A gurgling sound came out of her lips, then a hiss of wet, pink-tinged froth. Her body deflated, and her eyes glassed over.


  “Damn it.” Seth knelt over her body to begin chest compressions.


  Come on. Breathe.


  Seth glanced over his shoulder. “Where are those medics?”


  “ETA is five minutes,” Gabe said.


  She wasn’t going to make it. They all knew it. Her body was slick under Seth’s joined hands, and he could feel the wet warmth of blood soaking into the knees of his trousers. But he continued chest compressions until the paramedics arrived and moved him aside.


  He climbed off the mattress and stripped off the bloody gloves. Gabe held out a paper evidence bag, and Seth dropped the gloves into it. The paramedics paused their CPR and broke out the defibrillator.


  “We have a pulse,” one medic shouted.


  The paramedics hustled to start an IV and load the victim onto a gurney.


  Seth eyed the sheer volume of blood left in the space her body had vacated. She’d need a miracle. Seth resisted the press of emotions.


  She’d lost too much blood. Her heart had stopped beating for too long.


  Turning, he headed for the hall, his stomach queasy, his pulse thudding in a thick and sickening echo between his ears. The stench of the room clogged his nostrils. He needed to get out of there for a few minutes.


  “Let’s check the yard,” he said, even though he knew that the shooter was long gone.


  “Backup unit arrived,” Gabe said. “They’re driving the neighboring blocks.”


  Seth noticed his brother-in-law’s absence. “Where’s Bruce?”


  “I sent him out front to start the scene log.” Gabe frowned as he watched the paramedics rushing the female victim out of the room.


  And if Seth was gagging at the sights and smells, with his decade of experience in law enforcement, the fact that Bruce hadn’t lost his dinner was a testament to his fortitude.


  Seth and Gabe descended the stairs behind the paramedics.


  “The medical examiner is on his way,” Gabe said as they went through the front door. The red lights from the ambulance reflected off the wet pavement in a blood-colored swirl.


  On the stoop, just under the roof overhang, Bruce recorded the exit of the paramedics and victim on the scene log.


  Seth turned his face to the sky and let the rain wash over him. But the scent of fresh rain was no match for the smell of a dead body.


  “Here.” Bruce tucked his clipboard under his arm and offered Seth a small bottle of hand sanitizer.


  “Thanks.” Seth had been wearing gloves, but blood smeared his wrists, the sleeves of his dress shirt, and his pants. And beyond cleaning his skin, the sharp sting of alcohol cut through the foul odor lodged in his nostrils. He cleaned his hands and rolled up the sleeves of his ruined shirt to hide the worst of the bloodstains.


  Leaving Bruce to secure the scene, Gabe and Seth stepped off the porch into the rain. They rounded the house. Seth shone his light on the soggy ground but saw no footprints.


  A six-foot-tall wooden fence encircled the yard. Seth lifted the latch and opened the gate. The fence cast a deeper shadow along the perimeter. Seth swept his flashlight along the darkness of the fence line. The yard was clear.


  “Look.” Gabe shone his light on the ground. In the wet grass, a few vague footprints led up to the base of the fence.


  Seth put a foot on the fence and hoisted himself up enough to look over it. A set of footprints ran through the neighbor’s yard. “Guess we found his escape route.”


  A slight scratching sound cut under the soft fall of rain. Shaking the water from his face, Seth turned his right ear toward the noise. “Do you hear that?”


  Gabe’s head tilted as he strained to hear. “Yes. It’s coming from the other side of the house.”


  They crept through the darkness and turned the corner. Their dual flashlight beams crisscrossed the shadows. There was no gate on this side of the yard. Seth’s light landed on a set of bulkhead doors.


  “Basement.” Seth moved forward.


  The double doors were metal, rusted, and secured from the outside with a heavy chain and padlock.


  Gabe walked to the fence and called over it. “Bruce, get the bolt cutters out of the trunk.”


  Two minutes later, Bruce jogged into the backyard, heavy tool in hand.


  Bruce cut the padlock and stepped back. Gabe and Seth flanked the entrance, standing clear of the opening, each reaching for a door handle.


  The basement yawned black. Something scraped.


  “Police!” Gabe called. “Raise your hands and come out of the basement.”


  Metal dragged on cement.


  Stepping in front of Bruce and Gabe, Seth shone his light into the darkness, illuminating dirt on concrete. He moved forward, leading with his weapon. A narrow flight of wooden stairs led downward. Seth descended quickly and carefully, pivoting and shining his light around the room.


  Something moved in the corner behind the furnace.


  The shape was small and rounded. A dog?


  Seth moved closer.


  “What is it?” Gabe called from the steps.


  “I don’t know.” Seth kept his distance, moving in an arc to give himself a clear line of sight. What he saw stopped him in his tracks. Dark hair. Huddled shape. A pair of eyes shining in the beam of his flashlight.


  No!


  But his horrified brain couldn’t reject what was right in front of him.


  “It’s a child,” he called back.


  A boy? Seth made sure the rest of the cellar was clear, then walked closer. The child withdrew farther behind the furnace, and something rattled. Seth aimed his flashlight on the floor. Chains. The boy was chained to a support column next to the furnace. Crumpled fast-food take-out bags and empty water bottles littered the cement floor.


  How long has this poor child been kept here?


  Seth turned toward the steps. “Bruce, bring those bolt cutters down here.” 


  Boots sounded on the steps as Bruce joined Seth in the basement. 


  “Hey, I’m not going to hurt you.” Seth holstered his weapon and inched closer, trying to get a better look at the boy’s condition. “I’m a policeman. I want to help you.”


  The boy looked to be a little younger than Seth’s eight-year-old daughter. Maybe six or seven years of age, he wore a filthy coat, tattered jeans, and sneakers. His hair was dirty, his eyes wild. And every inch Seth slid forward, the terrified child cringed back.


  Seth stopped, not wanting to frighten the child any more.


  “You don’t want me to touch you. I get it. How about you move over and let my friend Bruce cut that chain off your leg?” he asked in a soothing voice. “No one gets close until you say it’s all right.”


  The tiny nod was almost imperceptible. The boy scuttled to the foundation and pressed his back against the cinder blocks. The chain stretched taut between his ankle and the furnace.


  Bruce holstered his weapon and removed his hat. Then, talking to the boy in a quiet voice, he eased forward and used the bolt cutters to sever the chain. The links clattered to the concrete. The boy pulled his foot under his body. Looking up at Bruce, he extended his leg again and pointed toward the links wrapped snugly around his ankle.


  Bruce duck-walked a few steps forward. He cut the chain from around the boy’s leg. As the links fell away, the child launched himself at Bruce, wrapping his arms and legs around the rookie’s body and nearly knocking him over.


  Seth reached for his phone, regretting the need to pull his wife out of bed in the middle of the night and interrupt her sleep yet again. This case would upset her, and she hadn’t yet recovered from last month’s incident. But as much as he wasn’t always thrilled with her job with CPS, which had proved dangerous and distressing in the past, no one would take better care of this traumatized child than Carly. Protecting kids was her superpower.


  In the past, Seth had balked every time she’d been called out. Considering his own job, his prior refusal to accept the risks of hers had been hypocritical and unreasonable, and had almost cost him his marriage. He’d come a long way since then, and his marriage was once again on solid footing, but deep inside, his inner Neanderthal still protested any risk to his wife. He’d just learned to keep the caveman on a short leash.


  Though, at times, it felt as if he needed a shock collar.


  Helping kids was Carly’s calling, and he’d learned to respect both her need and her ability to help those who had no one else.


  Bruce dropped the bolt cutters and wrapped his arms around the child. “It’s going to be all right.”


  But as Seth watched the boy tremble in Bruce’s arms, he knew that it wouldn’t be all right. Nothing about this situation was remotely all right. Two people who had been keeping a child prisoner in their basement had been shot in their bed execution-style, and the killer was missing.


  Seth’s stomach, which had settled since leaving the bedroom, rolled over.


  Pressing the cell phone to his ear, he turned away from the child. Over the connection, the phone rang, and Seth knew he was dragging his wife into another heart-wrenching—and potentially deadly—situation.


  
CHAPTER TWO
  Carly jerked awake, the pounding of her heart rattling her ribs like the bars of a cage.


  No!


  Her gaze probed the darkness, landing on a dresser, a chair, her husband’s empty pillow, the familiarity of her surroundings slowly penetrating her half-asleep state. A few seconds passed before she recognized the bedroom she shared with her husband.


  She wasn’t in the living room of an apartment in Hannon.


  There was no domestic disturbance. No angry, young meth head screaming profanity. No weeping woman.


  No dead child.


  Carly’s stomach revolted at the memory. She could never unsee that horror.


  The cell phone on her nightstand rang. She reached for it, for once grateful that her sleep had been interrupted. The screen displayed her husband’s name, and her nerves scrambled. Why would Seth be calling her? He’d been working late on a homicide investigation. Had something happened to him?


  She stabbed the “Answer” button. “Seth, what’s wrong?”


  “I’m fine,” he said. “But I caught a case involving a child tonight. I know you’re on call, and this boy is going to need—” Seth blew out long breath. “Well, he needs you.”


  Two years ago, Seth would have done his best to keep her off the case. Now he’d called her directly. She should be pleased.


  But the terrible details he outlined in the next few minutes chilled her bones.


  “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She ended the call, both in a rush to respond and because her stomach was still rebelling from the nightmare.


  Carly darted from her bed to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face.


  Get yourself together.


  She brushed her teeth and dressed in jeans and a sweater. On her way downstairs, she tiptoed down the hall to her mother’s room to let Patsy know she was on babysitting duty.


  Normally, Seth, Carly, and their eight-year-old daughter, Brianna, lived in the guest cabin behind the farmhouse in which Carly had grown up. But the tiny cabin hadn’t been built with an active child in mind. They’d started renovations in the summer. With the project not quite finished, they were living in the main house with Carly’s mom. While the situation wasn’t ideal from the perspective of Carly and Seth’s privacy, having Grandma down the hall was convenient when their professional responsibilities overlapped.


  Like tonight.


  In the kitchen, she brewed a single cup of coffee in the pod-style machine and grabbed a chocolate bar on her way out, consuming both during the forty-five-minute drive from her home in Solitude to the Rogue County seat of Hannon, but the sugar and caffeine barely penetrated the fog in her brain and body. Too many sleepless nights—too many nightmares—had compounded on one another. Her exhaustion was marrow deep, a systemic and depressed state that left her soul as weary as her body.


  Deep inside her, a seed of doubt kept whispering, Why do you do this to yourself?


  An hour after Seth’s call, she parked her Jeep at the address he’d given her, head aching from squinting at the dark road through the storm. She pulled her hood over her head and shoved her hands in the pockets of her coat. The rain echoed on the nylon as she trudged up the driveway of a two-story house. Emergency vehicles clogged the street.


  Seth came off the porch and met her halfway down the driveway. The rain had plastered his blond hair to his head and molded his wet dress shirt to his muscular body.


  His green eyes narrowed on her, intense as always. “Are you all right?”


  “I think that’s what I should be asking you.” Her practiced eye scanned him for injuries and lingered on the dark splotches on his dress shirt and the knees of his trousers. “Blood?”


  She pushed back at an encroaching, potentially crippling flashback.


  Not now.


  A child needed help, needed her.


  “None of it is mine.” Seth’s mouth flattened into a grim line. “The boy is across the street. I thought it would be best to get him out of this place, and the neighbor offered. Bruce is with him.”


  “How is Bruce handling this?” she asked.


  “He’s keeping it together,” Seth said. “He couldn’t have a better FTO. Gabe is solid. Twenty years’ experience. Plenty of street smarts.”


  “Good.” Carly stared over Seth’s shoulder at the dark house. A deputy stood by the door, guarding the scene. She started toward the front door, bracing herself. “I’d like to see where they kept the child.”


  Seth caught her by the arm. “The entrance to the basement is outside. You don’t need to see the crime scene.”


  Carly didn’t protest. Her nightmare was as fresh and vivid as a bright pool of blood on a dirty wood floor.


  “I’m not being overprotective. I promise. But there’s no reason you need to be exposed to that scene, and frankly, I don’t want the scene to be any more compromised. I already have to deal with evidence contamination from the paramedics. That couldn’t be helped. The female victim was alive when we arrived.” Seth blinked, his gaze shifting away. “She didn’t make it to the hospital.”


  “I’m sorry.” Carly put a hand on her husband’s forearm. After what she’d seen the previous month, she couldn’t imagine how he faced crime scene after crime scene.


  Death after death.


  He was a hero in every sense of the word. He would have done everything in his power to save the victim, and his inability to do so would haunt him, even if the outcome had been completely out of his control.


  “I just want to know what the child endured, so I can understand his needs,” she said.


  “I’ll show you where he was kept.” Turning, Seth put a hand on the small of her back and guided her around the side of the house. Even through the fabric of her coat, his touch grounded her and made her wonder how their relationship had taken that wrong turn two years ago. Thank God they’d put their marriage back together. She didn’t know how she would have gotten through the last month without him.


  They walked three-quarters of the way around the property and stopped in front of an open set of bulkhead doors. Seth went first, holding out his hand to take hers. “Watch your step.”


  He switched on a flashlight as they descended to the concrete floor. Seth illuminated the far corner of the space. “He was chained to the furnace.”


  Oh my God.


  Carly’s heart wept for the boy. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the worst case she’d ever seen. It wasn’t even close. There was no blood, no broken body, and no wailing, young mother.


  The month before, she’d gone on a routine home visit to an apartment in Hannon. Hearing yelling and crying through the door, Carly had called the sheriff’s department for backup. The deputies had rammed the door, but it had been too late. The mother’s meth-head boyfriend had thrown the child against the wall. His head . . .


  So much blood from one small child.


  Carly shook off the memory.


  This boy was still alive, and that fact was a shot of espresso to Carly’s attitude. It was time to focus on this child, whom she could help.


  This was why she did what she did.


  “May I have the light?” she asked.


  “Sure.” Seth handed her his flashlight.


  She played the light over the basement, stopping on a broken length of chain that snaked across the dusty cement and continuing to dozens of strewn empty water bottles and crumbled takeout bags. She sniffed. The sharp scent of urine in the musty air caught in her nose and soured her stomach.


  “Do you have any idea how long he was kept down here?” She covered her mouth with the neck of her sweater and inhaled the faint scent of fabric softener.


  “No.”


  The dampness permeated Carly’s heavy coat, and her teeth rattled with a shiver. “It’ll be a miracle if he doesn’t have pneumonia.”


  “He wasn’t coughing, and he seems to be breathing all right,” Seth said. “Not that he let me get that close. The only person he seems to trust is Bruce.”


  “The child whisperer.” Carly’s brother had a tight bond with Brianna. “Do you think he was abused beyond this?” She inclined her head toward the basement prison.


  As if this isn’t enough.


  Seth lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know.”


  Carly pivoted, the basement suddenly overwhelming her. She’d seen enough to understand at least the basics of what the boy had withstood. “Thanks. Let’s go see him.”


  Seth led her back outside, and Carly inhaled the fresh, wet air. Despite her bone-deep chill, she left her hood down and welcomed the rain as they rounded the yard and headed for the house across the street.


  Carly followed Seth into a tile-floored foyer. Seth introduced her to the homeowner, Reilly Jenkins.


  “Let me take that for you, ma’am,” Mr. Jenkins said.


  Carly handed over her dripping coat. “Thank you for your assistance tonight, Mr. Jenkins.”


  “Glad to help, ma’am.” Mr. Jenkins hung her coat on a peg by the door. Then he nodded toward the back of the house. “The boy is in the kitchen.”


  Carly paused in the doorway.


  The child was six or seven years old. Thin and dirty, he had brown hair that hung in a tangled mop past his ears. He sat at a round oak table next to her brother. Tiny hands curled around a ceramic mug. A plate in front of him was scattered with crumbs.


  “He saw the pie on the counter and asked for some.” Mr. Jenkins nodded toward half a pumpkin pie in an open, white bakery box. “So I gave him a piece and some hot chocolate. I hope that was okay.”


  “Yes. Thank you,” Carly said.


  An adult-size quilted flannel shirt dwarfed the child. Mr. Jenkins had given him more than pie.


  “If I’d a known he was down there—” Mr. Jenkins’s voice broke.


  The boy’s head snapped up, and the brown eyes that focused on Carly shone with terror for the brief second they connected with hers. She imagined any change—and any stranger—would frighten him after what he’d been through. The child’s gaze dropped to his mug.


  “I’ll leave you to your business.” Mr. Jenkins backed away.


  Bruce leaned close to the boy’s head and whispered in his ear. “That’s my sister. She’s okay.”


  Keeping her distance, Carly leaned on the door frame. “Hi. I’m Carly. What’s your name?”


  The child’s only response was to lean an inch closer to Bruce.


  “I have a little girl about your age.” Carly slid her hands into the front pockets of her jeans and kept her tone casual. “Her name is Brianna. She has a pet goat.”


  Still staring at his mug, the boy gave Bruce’s uniform sleeve an anxious tug.


  “It’s true,” Bruce said. “His name is Prince Eric, and he gets into a lot of mischief.”


  “Would you like to see his picture?” Carly asked.


  The boy didn’t answer, but he shifted forward.


  Carly drew her phone from her back pocket and eased toward the boy, as if she were approaching a wounded rabbit. She scrolled through her photos to a recent picture of Prince Eric standing on the roof of the small shelter in his pen. She set the phone on the table and slid it closer to the child. He leaned over and studied the picture for a full minute. When his posture relaxed, Carly lowered her body into the chair opposite him.


  She reached across the table and scrolled to the next photo. “This is Brianna’s pony. Do you like animals?”


  The boy reached a fingertip toward the phone, then hesitated.


  “Go ahead,” Carly said. “There are more pictures.”


  He scrolled through photos of her family, stopping on a shot of the whole family on the back deck of her mother’s house. He touched her face, then Bruce’s and Seth’s.


  “That’s right,” Bruce said. “Carly and Seth and I all live on the same farm. We’re family.”


  The boy stared at the picture.


  “My sister is going to take you to the hospital tonight so a doctor can make sure you’re all right.” Bruce scrolled to the next picture. In it, he and Brianna were giving her pony a bath. “Then she’s going to find a place for you to stay. Okay?”


  The boy didn’t answer, but he didn’t panic as Bruce got to his feet. Carly stood too, and the boy followed her lead. When she held her hand out to him, he took it. She led him to the door. Seth was no longer there.


  “He can keep the shirt.” Mr. Jenkins wrinkled his nose. “His coat is hanging up. Not sure he would want to put it back on. It doesn’t smell so great.”


  Neither did the boy. But the child grabbed his coat as they walked past it. He tugged his hand from hers and put it on. Smelly or not, it was better than nothing, and he’d no doubt learned what it was like to be cold.


  She called the hospital and let them know she was bringing the boy in and why.


  A few minutes later, the child cooperated as she herded him out the front door into the rain. Carly helped him into the booster seat in the back of her Jeep. He fastened his own seat belt. His gaze went to the window. A shudder ripped through his slim body as he stared at the house that had been his prison.


  Carly slid behind the wheel and locked the doors. She tried to engage him on the short ride, but he didn’t respond to her. Ten minutes later, she parked near the emergency entrance. At five a.m., the lot was still dark. The boy complied with her requests, but his general air of detachment worried her.


  The emergency room was quiet, and they were ushered into a private exam room.


  “Hi, I’m Julie.” A pretty, dark-haired nurse smiled at him. “What’s your name?”


  The child cringed without answering, but he didn’t resist as the nurse helped him out of his filthy clothes and into pediatric hospital pajamas. He cooperated as the young resident examined him. Carly put on gloves and went through his clothing in hopes that someone had marked the labels with his name, but she found no clue to his identity. His pockets were empty, his clothing tags blank. She put his clothes in a brown paper bag. Seth would want them as evidence.


  “Can we talk in the hall while the nurses clean him up and bandage his scrapes?” the resident asked as she inclined her head toward the door.


  “I’ll be right back,” Carly said to the boy.


  She followed the resident out of the room and down a short length of hallway to the nurses’ station.


  The resident talked while she scribbled on a clipboard. “He’s about six or seven years old. Physically, he’s slightly dehydrated and malnourished, but I don’t see anything a good bath and some meals won’t cure. His pupils are very sensitive to light. I suspect he’s been kept in the dark for some time. He has some minor scrapes and bruises but no serious injuries. His refusal to speak concerns me. I recommend a consultation with our new psychiatrist.”


  “I agree,” Cary said. “When can we have that done? I don’t want him to spend any more time here than necessary.”


  She was already sorting through possible foster homes. Her options were limited. Rogue County’s foster care system was inadequate.


  The resident finished her notes. “I’ll give you his number. He’s very good.”


  “Hey! Stop! Help!” a woman shouted.


  A loud crash sounded from the direction of the examination room. Carly spun and sprinted down the hall. Before she’d run three steps, a man dressed in a white lab coat over green hospital scrubs, complete with a surgical cap and mask, emerged from the room with the boy tucked under one arm.


  The boy looked back at Carly, fear opening his eyes until they were entirely rimmed with white.


  “Stop!” Desperation fueled Carly’s legs.


  This can’t be happening.


  But the man turned and walked briskly in the opposite direction.


  “Security! Stop that man!” Carly ran faster, horror congealing in her belly, the scene from a month ago replaying in a raw loop in her head.


  He was heading for the exit.


  With the child.


  She couldn’t let the boy be taken.


  
CHAPTER THREE
  After Seth had watched his wife drive away with the boy, he turned back to the crime scene.


  “Where is the forensic photographer?” Seth asked the deputy at the door.


  “He finished with the first floor and moved upstairs,” the deputy said. “Forensic techs are here too. They’re working downstairs.”


  Seth went inside and pulled another pair of gloves from his pocket.


  “Detective Harding,” the lead forensic tech, clad in white personal protective equipment coveralls, called from across the room. “We’re done fingerprinting this room. Working on the kitchen.”


  Since the medical examiner was en route, they’d wait for him to arrive before they moved into the master bedroom.


  A thin film of black dust coated the light switches and door knobs. Seth opened the closet door and checked the pockets of the two jackets hanging inside. Empty. Seth moved on to the kitchen, where a tech was dusting the back doorknob, just below the missing pane of glass.


  When the tech was finished, Seth searched the kitchen cabinets and refrigerator. Food supplies were scarce: cereal, milk, lunch meat, bread, condiments. Takeout containers filled a garbage can.


  Gabe waited in the upstairs hall. “The photographer is almost done.”


  Seth climbed the stairs and peered into the master bedroom. The photographer stood in the far corner, snapping a wide-angle shot.


  Seth stood just inside the doorway, getting an overview. Wrappers from medical paraphernalia littered the bed and the floor on the female victim’s side. A numbered yellow evidence marker stood beside each object.


  “Seth, what do we have?” The Rogue County medical examiner appeared in the doorway.


  “Hank,” Seth greeted the ME.


  In his sixties, Hank was stooped and soft around the middle. With bushy eyebrows and white PPE coveralls, he was a strange combination of the Pillsbury Doughboy and Groucho Marx.


  Seth sketched out the case details for him, and then he followed Hank closer to the bed. The photographer shifted his focus to smaller pieces of evidence, taking pictures from various angles.


  Hank studied the body and bed for a few minutes before approaching the male victim.


  “The female was on this side.” Seth gestured to the large bloodstain on the bedding. “It appears as if they were surprised while they were sleeping.”


  Hank frowned at the mattress. “I assume she didn’t survive.”


  “Died on the way to the hospital,” Seth said.


  The ME set his kit on the floor, opened it, and took out a scalpel and thermometer. He made a small incision in the male’s abdomen and slid the thermometer into the liver to measure the body’s core temperature. A minute later, he read the thermometer. “He’s been dead about two and a half hours.”


  Seth checked his watch. It was now 5:30 a.m. He’d responded to the call for backup just after three o’clock. The timeline matched.


  Hank measured the neck wound. “Lacerated his carotid. He would have bled out within thirty seconds.”


  “When will you get to the autopsy?” Seth asked.


  “You’re in luck.” Hank examined the corpse’s fingertips. “It’s been a quiet couple of days. I can do him this morning and start on the female as soon as she’s transported from the hospital. Have you determined if these are the parents of the child in the basement?”


  “No.” Seth shook his head. “I’m hoping we don’t have to wait for DNA testing.”


  Which could take weeks, even if the test was expedited.


  “Anything else notable?” Seth asked.


  “The probable cause of death is exsanguination from gunshot wounds, to be confirmed on autopsy. The victim appears to be a healthy male in his late twenties.” Hank turned over the victim’s arms and checked his feet and legs. “No track marks or other obvious signs of drug use. Not much else I can tell you until I get him on the table.”


  “Thanks.” Seth stepped away to leave the body removal to Hank and the morgue assistants, who were bringing in a gurney preloaded with a black body bag.


  “Seems like most of the blood is on the mattress,” Gabe said over Seth’s shoulder.


  Seth scanned the walls. Four distinct blood-spray patterns stained the white paint behind the bed. The droplets started thick, then became smaller as they arced away from the mattress. Seth didn’t need a spatter analysis to read them. Based on the height of the spray, the male had been sitting up when he’d been shot.


  “The shooter walked in on the sleeping victims,” Seth said. “He surprised them in bed. They heard or sensed him come into the room and sat up. He shot the male first, seeing him as the greater threat.”


  Seth studied the position of the saturation stains on the mattress. The male’s was dead center of his side of the bed. The woman’s was concentrated on the edge of the bed.


  “The female was hanging over the edge of the mattress when we found her,” Gabe said.


  Seth nodded. “She had a second or two to react. She was trying to get out of bed when he shot her.”


  She’d had enough time to be terrified. She’d watched her boyfriend die. Had she been in shock or had she known the next bullets were for her?


  She tried to run. She knew.


  “And then he didn’t waste any time getting out of the house,” Gabe said.


  “No. But did he know about the boy?”


  “Hard to say.” Gabe scratched his chin with his shoulder. “Even if he did, we were on scene in minutes. He might not have had time to search the place.”


  Would he have killed or taken the child if he’d found him?


  Seth turned away from the bed and went into the bathroom. He found a pump bottle of hand soap, two toothbrushes and a tube of toothpaste by the sink. Two towels were folded on the vanity, two more hung over a chrome rack mounted on the wall.


  He glanced in the shower stall. Dry. Bottles of soap, shampoo, and conditioner sat in a niche in the tile wall. Crouching, Seth opened the vanity cabinet under the sink by the bottom edge of the door. Inside was a four-pack of toilet paper and pack of disposable razors. Nothing else.


  Being careful not to touch the handles, he opened drawers and looked inside the medicine cabinet. Both were empty.


  “What do you think?” Gabe asked from the doorway.


  Seth straightened. “This isn’t where they lived, but they’d been here long enough to buy full-size soaps and shampoos.”


  Seth exited the bathroom as the morgue attendants zipped the body bag.


  He went into the master closet, which was tricked out with white closet organizers. A few of the drawers held jeans and T-shirts. On top of the drawers, a shelf held a small purse, a wallet, and a set of keys. Seth opened the wallet and read the driver’s license through the clear plastic pocket. Peter Green. The photo matched the male victim. Peter was twenty-nine years old. The address listed was an apartment in Portland. Setting the man’s wallet down, Seth opened the purse and removed a wallet. Kandi Hollis, age twenty-eight, lived at the same Portland address.


  Gabe leaned over his shoulder. “Kandi and or Peter could be the parents. All three of them are basic brown and brown.”


  “I don’t know. Brown hair and eyes are pretty common.” It didn’t feel right to Seth. Not that he hadn’t seen people do worse things to their own kids than chain them in a basement. But the whole situation felt off. But if the kid didn’t belong to Kandi or Peter, who was he?


  Seth and Gabe went back out into the bedroom.


  The ME staff and body were gone. A forensic tech waved to Seth. “Detective Harding. Over here.”


  On the male victim’s side of the bed, the tech lifted the mattress edge to expose a 9mm handgun.


  “Peter was definitely surprised,” Gabe said. “He didn’t have time to get his gun.”


  “The shooter knew what he was doing. Let’s see what kind of information we can find on Kandi and Peter.” Seth went outside and breathed in a few lungfuls of rainy air before getting into his vehicle. Gabe exited the house. When he approached the car, Seth lowered the window. Gabe leaned in to watch as Seth used his dashboard computer to verify the victims’ records.


  Peter Green had priors for burglary. He’d served six months in the county jail, but he’d stayed off the legal radar for the last two years. Kandi Hollis had a single arrest on a prostitution charge three years prior but nothing since then.


  “They lived together,” Gabe said.


  “Seems that way.” Seth copied the information into an e-mail and forwarded it to Hank’s office.


  “But why were they staying in an empty house with a kid chained up in the basement?” Gabe asked.


  “Maybe someone was paying them.” In Seth’s experience, low-level criminals like Peter and Kandi weren’t very imaginative.


  “Maybe the kid was being held for ransom?” Gabe asked.


  “He was being held for some reason.” Seth closed his computer. “Let’s knock on some doors. I’ll take the houses on either side and the guy across the street who called it in. Can you take a couple of deputies and work the surrounding blocks?”


  “Will do.” Gabe nodded. “I’ll take Bruce with me. Interviewing witnesses will be good experience for him.”


  “I want to know if anyone saw vehicles or people at this address. Did they see any activity tonight? Hell, I want to know if anyone saw any activity any night—even the normal stuff. This is a tight neighborhood. Folks are nosy. Someone must have seen something.”


  “Got it.” Gabe thumped once on the roof of Seth’s vehicle then stepped back.


  Dawn broke over the neighborhood as Seth got out of his car and walked to the next-door neighbor’s house. He raised his hand to knock, but the door opened before his knuckles made contact.


  “Are you with the police?” a man of about sixty asked. He was dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, but his short hair stood up in tufts, as if he hadn’t combed it after getting out of bed. Next to him, a petite woman clutched the lapels of a flannel bathrobe together.


  “Yes, sir. I’m Detective Harding. I’d like to ask you a few questions.” Seth showed them his badge.


  The man stepped aside and swept his arm toward the woman. “I’m George Hill. This is my wife, Betty.”


  The house smelled of bacon and coffee. Despite the scene Seth had just left, his stomach rumbled.


  “You need coffee,” Betty said. “Come into the kitchen.” She led the way to the back of the house and gestured toward a round oak table. George sat behind a plate of food.


  “Thank you, ma’am.” Seth hung his wet coat on the back of a chair and dropped into the seat.


  Mrs. Hill set a cup of steaming coffee in front of him. “How about some bacon and a couple of eggs?”


  “I couldn’t trouble you, ma’am, but I’m grateful for the coffee.” Seth lifted the mug to his mouth. The coffee was strong and hot and just what he needed.


  “It’s no trouble. I just made George’s breakfast. Pan’s still hot.” Mrs. Hill waved away his refusal and turned toward the stove. She deftly ignited a burner under a frying pan and cracked two eggs into it one-handed. Hot fat sizzled as she bustled around the kitchen.


  “How well do you know the couple next door?” Seth asked.


  “Not well at all.” George lifted a thermal pot in the center of the table and topped off Seth’s coffee. “We’ve lived in this house for thirty years. We raised three kids here. Never had neighbors who didn’t bother to introduce themselves before.”


  “I knew it was bad business to have renters next door.” Betty flipped the eggs. “But Sally, that’s the woman who owns the house, went to live with her daughter after her husband died. She couldn’t sell the house, even at a loss. So I don’t blame her for taking whatever money she could get. She’s on a fixed income.”


  Betty set a plate in front of Seth. He dug into two perfectly fried eggs, toast, and bacon. She took the seat opposite him.


  “Thank you, ma’am.” Seth ate with gratitude. After being cold and wet and up all night, the hot food was appreciated. “Is there anything else you can remember about the people next door? Any odd activity?”


  Betty curled her hands around a mug. “The odd thing was that they didn’t mingle. They stayed in the house most of the time and kept the blinds down. I never saw them both leave at the same time. It seems like one of them stayed home all the time.”


  “Did you see anyone at the house last night?” Seth finished his eggs and toast and moved on to the bacon.


  George nodded. “I saw a black SUV driving down the street. It didn’t stop, but it slowed down as it passed.”


  “Do you remember what time?” After Seth cleaned his plate, he set down his fork.


  George leaned back, crossed his arms, and studied the ceiling for a few seconds. “Maybe between two and three. I didn’t look at the clock, but I tend to wake up every night about that time to use the bathroom. The headlights caught my attention, and the fact that it was going real slow. I thought it was odd at the time, but it didn’t stop, just kept going. The left taillight was out.”


  Seth took out the small notebook he carried in his chest pocket and made a note. “How about the make or model of the vehicle?”


  “No. Sorry.” George shook his head. “All those big, black SUVs look alike to me, especially in the dark.”


  “Was it an Oregon license plate?” Seth asked.


  George frowned. “I don’t know. Sorry.”


  Betty splayed a palm on the table. “Is it true there was a little boy chained up in the basement?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Seth said.


  “We had no idea he was there.” George pushed his empty plate away.


  Betty wiped a tear from her cheek. “That poor dear. I feel just awful.”


  “There’s no way we could’ve known.” George took her hand and squeezed it. “He’s out of there now.”


  Seth asked them more questions about the dead couple, but they didn’t know any more about them than Mr. Jenkins had. Seth wrote down their home number and that of Sally, the homeowner. Then he stood. “Thank you for breakfast, ma’am.”


  “It’s the least I can do.” Betty carried his empty plate to the sink.


  “If you remember any more details about last night or your neighbors, please call me.” Seth handed them each a business card.


  Back in his car, he checked in with dispatch, then used his dashboard computer to make case notes before he forgot the details.


  Gabe approached and knocked on his window. “We got a report of a disturbance at the hospital.”


  “Disturbance?” Seth’s heart stuttered. Carly!


  He swallowed the fear clogging his throat.


  “I don’t have any more details,” Gabe said. “But I thought you’d want to know.”


  “Thanks.” Seth pointed toward the house he’d just left as he shifted the car into gear. “The neighbor saw a black SUV. The left taillight was out.”


  “I’ll put a BOLO out.” Gabe stepped back. “Go.”


  Seth drove his cruiser around the emergency response vehicles and stepped on the gas. Desperate for information, he grabbed the mic on his radio and contacted dispatch. But his gut already knew the incident involved the boy—and Carly.


  
CHAPTER FOUR
  Carly ran down the corridor, her eyes fixed on the scrubs-clad man at the other end of the hallway—and the child who dangled, pale hands flailing and bare feet kicking, in his arms.


  The scrubs and lab coat made her pause, just for a second, her mind questioning what she was seeing. Then her gaze dropped to the heavy black boots on his feet.


  “Security!” she yelled again. “Stop that man!”


  The man broke into a run and skidded around a corner. Carly raced, lungs burning, legs churning, mind panicking.


  No!


  This couldn’t be happening. After everything this poor child had already endured, she couldn’t let him down.


  Last time he’d been chained in a basement, but he’d survived.


  God only knew what would happen to him this time.


  Bright blood shining on dirty wood.


  She shook off the image that threatened to take over. Her boots slid on the linoleum as she made the turn. Thirty feet away, the man stopped in front of the secure door that separated the corridor from the ER waiting room. The boy thrashed.


  Behind Carly, rubber soles squeaked on the tile. Nurses shouted for security.


  The man turned the child, putting the boy’s back to his chest, but the boy continued to struggle as the man punched the button on the wall to open the door to the waiting room. He stepped back, waiting for the door to open, blocking a tiny fist headed for his groin.


  Carly hit a slippery patch of floor and careened for a few feet, her arms pinwheeling. She slammed into the wall, then regained her balance. The noise echoed down the hall. An alarm sounded, the bells echoing in the corridor.


  She’d lost ground, but he was stuck.


  Carly prayed the door was locked. Does this hospital have lockdown capabilities?


  He glanced back at Carly. Overhead light reflected off a pair of dark-framed glasses, obscuring his eyes. He slapped the metal square again, harder, angrier.


  More desperate as Carly neared.


  Twenty feet.


  His feet turned, as if he was contemplating running.


  The door swung inward, and he bolted through the opening, but Carly had gained ground. Carrying the wriggling child was slowing him down.


  He sprinted for the sliding glass doors.


  “Stop him!” Carly shouted, breathless.


  In the early hours of the morning, few people occupied the ER waiting room. A nurse came out from behind the counter. With one hard shove, he sent her sprawling.


  A guard in a tan-and-brown uniform stepped out from the corner and blocked the exit. “Hey! Stop right there!”


  Thank God!


  Carly put on the brakes.


  Slowing to a fast walk, the fake surgeon reached under his white lab coat and pulled a weapon. Without breaking stride, he aimed and fired it at the guard.


  Carly flinched, disbelief and shock chilling her.


  The guard’s body jerked, and then he froze. His chin slowly tipped down as he watched the red stain spread across his tan shirt. His gun fell from his hand and hit the floor with a clunk.


  He lifted his head, one hand clutching his shoulder, and held his ground.


  The fake doctor slowed his strides and pushed the wounded guard out of his way. But Carly was nearly on top of him. She reached for the collar of his lab coat. Her hand missed by an inch. She stumbled, falling to her knees.


  The double doors that led into the vestibule swooshed open as he strode onto the black doormat. Beyond the glass exit door, rain pounded the concrete and blurred the view.


  A second guard came running across the tile. A gun waved in his hand. But the weapon wouldn’t do him much good. There was no way he could shoot the fake doctor without risking hitting the child.


  As the fake doctor passed through the first set of doors, the child exploded. His flailing turned wild, his entire body bucking and thrashing as if he realized how close he was to being taken again. The child’s kicking heel struck the man between the legs, and the man’s grip faltered. The boy lunged and grabbed for the door frame. The sudden, unwieldy motion pulled the fake doctor off balance, and he dropped the child.


  Yes!


  The boy hit the black entry mat facedown and instantly curled into a fetal ball, like a threatened armadillo. Carly crawled toward him.


  The man bent to scoop up the boy. But Carly got one leg under her body and dove on top of the child, throwing her torso over the small, balled-up body and shielding him. The man would have to go through her to get the boy. Carly wrapped her arms around him, braced herself for a blow or shot, and willed more help to arrive before he hurt them both.


  Would he shoot her? He wanted the child alive, it seemed.


  She hoped.


  Alarms clanged. People shouted. Feet pounded in a cacophony of sound that seemed to swirl around them.


  Guard number two slid to a stop ten feet away, his gun aimed at the fake doctor. At least sixty years old, he wheezed. His weapon shook as he coughed.


  Ignoring the second guard, the fake doctor pivoted, ran through the second set of double doors, and disappeared into the downpour.


  Carly sat up, almost dizzy with relief. “Did you call the police?”


  “They’re on the way.” Guard number two panted. “Is the kid all right?”


  “I think so,” she said to the guard, then turned and touched the boy’s shoulder. “It’s all right now. He’s gone.”


  The child flinched and pulled away. Then he slowly lifted his gaze and looked around, his brown eyes big and searching. He blinked back to Carly, not meeting her gaze but staring at the floor in front of her.


  She shifted to her knees. “Can you get up?”


  He rolled to his hands and knees, then climbed to his feet.


  Carly inspected him. He looked the same. One underweight, grimy, little boy in pale blue hospital pajamas. He kept his face tipped toward the floor. The same blank expression masked his features.


  A shiver shook him. Cold, damp air filled the vestibule. She stood, her knees wobbling for a few seconds. She herded the boy back into the warmer waiting room.


  A nurse brought a blanket. More security arrived. Nurses scrambled to treat the guard who’d been shot. Carly walked the boy back to the exam room, away from the chaos in the ER.


  He stopped outside the room he’d been in when he’d been grabbed and shook his head hard.


  “It’s okay.” But Carly’s promise felt empty. She hadn’t kept him safe before. “I’m staying with you. I promise I won’t leave.”


  A doctor passed them in the hallway. The boy flew backward, flattening his body against the wall and trembling.


  The man who’d tried to kidnap him had been wearing a white lab coat.


  She crouched down to the boy’s level. His gaze touched hers for a few seconds. The fear that blazed through his eyes fractured Carly’s heart.


  “I know what just happened was frightening, and I’m sorry,” she said. “I won’t let it happen again. Do you think you can give me another chance?”


  He didn’t answer, and his body didn’t yield. She’d blown it. Now she’d have to prove that he could rely on her. But how?


  Carly reached for her phone and called Seth. She told him what had happened.


  “I’m already on my way there. Are you both all right?” Seth asked, his words clipped and tense. She heard the chatter of his vehicle radio in the background.


  “Physically, yes. But I need Bruce. Is there any way you can send him over to the hospital?”


  At the mention of her brother’s name, the boy looked up at her.


  “Hold on,” Seth said.


  Carly listened to the muted sounds of his voice and the squawk of his radio.


  “Bruce is going off duty,” Seth said. “He says he’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I’ll be there ASAP too. This attack must be tied to the homicides.”


  “Yes. Can you ask Bruce to stay in uniform?” Carly wanted her brother to look exactly the same as he had when he’d been with the child last.


  “I’ll tell him.” Seth hesitated, then said, “Take care, okay?”


  “I will,” Carly promised. “And thank you.”


  She appreciated not just the fact that Bruce was on his way, but that Seth hadn’t flipped out at her call. In the past, he would have lost it. But she knew it wasn’t easy for him. His natural instinct was to guard her at all times.


  “Just keep me in the loop.” His voice was hoarse.


  “I will.”


  Ironically, after last month’s case, Seth had more confidence in her than she did.


  “Love you,” he said.


  “Love you too.” She ended the call and turned back to the child. “Bruce is on his way.”


  The boy’s face brightened just a tiny bit, but enough to let her know she’d made the right call. It didn’t matter who the child trusted, as long as he trusted someone.


  She led him back inside the exam room.


  The nurse’s face was tear-streaked, and her cheek was red, as if she’d been hit. “I’m so glad to see you.”


  The boy scanned the room, then slipped into the corner and pressed himself into it as if he wanted to disappear into the wallboard.


  The young resident hurried into the room. The boy startled. The resident stopped and smiled, her face tight. Kneeling on the floor, she checked the child over for injuries, then turned to Carly, her eyes relieved. “Physically, he seems to be fine.”


  “How quickly can you discharge him?” Carly asked. “I’d like to get him out of here.”


  Too many people came in and out of a hospital. They had no idea who was after the boy or why. Therefore, they wouldn’t recognize danger if it walked right into the room.


  Which it had.


  The boy cringed, retreating farther into the corner.


  “I’ll get the nurse to start the discharge paperwork.” The resident disappeared.


  Carly waited, watching the door and the boy. The child slid down the wall and sat on his butt, his knees drawn up to his chin. What was she going to do with him? She called the psychiatrist and was surprised—and pleased—to hear he had an office in Solitude and kept hours there two days per week. His schedule was full, but after Carly explained the circumstances, his receptionist gave her an appointment at four o’clock that day, after his regular hours were over.


  The boy barely moved, but the second Bruce walked through the door, the boy’s demeanor changed. He flung himself at Carly’s brother, wrapping his arms around Bruce’s waist. Bruce squatted and returned the hug, then lifted the boy onto his hip.


  “Did Seth tell you what happened?” Carly asked.


  Bruce nodded. “He did.”


  “Thanks for coming. I know you’re off duty, and you have to be exhausted.”


  Bruce looked insulted. “Of course I came.”


  “I didn’t expect any less,” Carly said. “But I still appreciate it.”


  “Are we taking him to the farm?” Bruce asked.


  “Maybe.” Carly’s mother, Patsy, had been approved as an emergency foster parent in the past. Carly’s late father had been the police chief of their hometown of Solitude for forever. Together, Patsy and Bill Taylor had been pillars of the community. There wasn’t a judge in the county who wouldn’t approve of Patsy Taylor looking after any child in need.


  What else could Carly do? He couldn’t go to a foster home. She would not put other children or foster parents in danger. What were her options? Put a six-year-old in juvenile detention?


  The rural community of Rogue County didn’t have any sort of protective custody.


  “Give me a few minutes.” Carly stepped out into the hall and called her mom, who took less than a second to agree. Then she called Seth.


  Seth picked up on the first ring. “I’m pulling into the hospital right now. Where are you?”


  “In the ER hallway,” Carly said.


  “The boy is all right?”


  “Yes.” Carly glanced through the doorway into the exam room. Bruce was talking to the pretty nurse, and the nurse was smiling at her brother in a very different way than she’d smiled at the child. “I hate to tell you this, but I want to take him to the farm. Bruce is the only person he’ll respond to, and I don’t have anywhere else to send him where he’ll be safe.”


  “I had a feeling this was coming.” Seth sighed.


  “Do you have any other ideas?” Carly asked.


  “No,” Seth said. “But I don’t want Brianna in danger.”


  “Me neither,” Carly said. “I’ll call James and see if Brianna can stay at his house tonight.”


  Carly’s older brother was the mayor of Solitude. He and his wife had two little boys who Brianna loved to boss around.


  “Good idea,” Seth said.


  As much as Carly wanted to protect this boy, she wouldn’t put her own daughter at risk.


  Someone was clearly out to get the boy. Just having him at the farm would bring the danger home.


  
CHAPTER FIVE
  Seth rushed into the ER, nerves on edge, his gaze searching for his wife. Relief hit him like a blow to the back of his knees when he spotted her.


  Carly stood in the hallway, her phone pressed to her ear. He waited for her to finish her call. She slid the phone into her pocket and looked up. As soon as their eyes met, hers went misty. Seth choked up, strode to her, and hugged her tightly against him.


  Every time she was in danger, he needed to touch her to believe that she was whole and unharmed, as if his body demanded proof of her survival on a cellular level.


  “I’m fine, Seth.” But she hugged him back, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her face into his damp coat for a few seconds before lifting her chin.


  The dark circles under her eyes told him she wasn’t fine. Two highly stressful cases right on top of each other were wearing on her. She’d been devastated when the child had died, and she’d had no downtime to recover. Seth knew how that felt all too well, and his wife’s heart was even more tender than his.


  But in their lines of work, sometimes stress overload couldn’t be helped.


  He released her and held her at arm’s length. “Tell me what happened.”


  She gave him a succinct summary.


  Hearing the story from his wife’s lips was different from taking a stranger’s statement.


  The violence hit closer to home.


  It became intimate.


  Personal.


  “Can you describe him?” Seth took his notebook and pen from his chest pocket.


  “I couldn’t see his hair because of the surgical cap.” Carly closed her eyes and pursed her lips. “The light reflecting on his glasses kept me from seeing his eyes. He was at least six feet tall, and he moved like he was fit. The skin on his hands was light. His body seemed thicker, more filled out and mature than a very young man.” She opened her eyes. “And he wore black boots. I’m sorry I can’t give you a better description.”


  Seth looked up from his notes. “It’s actually impressive considering his hair and face were covered. You are such a cop’s daughter.”


  Her face was so tight, her attempt to smile should have cracked it. “We both know how inaccurate eyewitness descriptions can be.”


  Seth nodded. “I’m headed to interview the other witnesses and view the surveillance tapes. Bruce will stay with you and the boy.”


  “I wish we had a name. I hate calling him the boy over and over.”


  “Give him some time. He’ll tell us.”


  “I know.” Carly massaged her forehead. “I’ll take him home. Mom can work her magic with food and love and furry creatures. I cleared it with my boss. And we have an appointment with a child psychiatrist at his office in Solitude this afternoon. I’m dropping Brianna off at James’s house on the way.”


  “Sounds like a sensible plan. Please be careful. Trying to kidnap a child from a hospital ER is a ballsy or desperate move,” Seth said. Neither one boded well for the child—or since the boy was headed to the farm, for Seth’s family.


  But since he’d married into the Taylor family, he’d learned that the Taylors didn’t turn their backs on those in need. Animals, children—anyone who needed help was welcome in their home. This child would be no different. He’d be folded in their embrace and healed with their love.


  “The sheriff has cleared Bruce to stay with the boy for the next twenty-four hours,” Seth said. Though it had taken some convincing on Seth’s part.


  “All right.”


  “I’m going to head downstairs to the security office now.” He pressed his forehead to his wife’s. “I wish I could stay with you.”


  “I know, but the sooner you solve this case, the sooner we’ll all be safe.” Carly moved back a few inches.


  “No pressure.” A wry smile tugged at Seth’s mouth. He didn’t want to leave her.


  “We’ll be all right.” Carly wrapped her arms around her waist, hugging herself. The vulnerability in the gesture killed him. “You take care.”


  “Back atcha.” He leaned over and kissed her, then stepped away.


  One of the hardest things Seth had to do was walk away from his wife and trust her to keep herself safe, especially when she was so fragile.


  But he had to trust her to do her job. Carly would protect the child, even if it hurt her in the long run.


  Seth left the examination room and spent the next hour interviewing witnesses and hospital staff. All accounts agreed with Carly’s statement. When he was finished, he found the office of hospital security. An older man in a guard uniform stood behind a bank of monitors like Captain Kirk on the bridge of the Enterprise. Seth knocked on the door frame.


  The older man waved him in. “I’m Todd White.”


  Seth introduced himself. “What do you have?”


  “Plenty.” Todd turned back to his monitors. “We have him on at least five different feeds. Here he is, getting off the elevator in the ER hallway.”


  Todd pressed a button, and the image froze on the screen.


  Seth leaned closer. The image was black and white and slightly grainy. Carly’s description had been spot-on.


  “Too bad he’s wearing a mask.” Todd moved his mouse, and Seth watched the attacker enter the ER exam room, emerge with the boy, and racewalk back down the hall. The nurse staggered from the doorway. Seth’s gut clenched as he watched Carly give chase. Todd changed camera viewpoints as the pursuit continued to the final showdown at the entrance to the ER. The would-be kidnapper managed to keep his face turned away from the camera at all times.


  “Do you know how he got into the hospital?”


  “I do.” Todd clicked through a few computer windows. “He walked in through the emergency entrance.”


  On the screen, the man walked through the sliding doors of the ER. He wore a parka over scrubs. His hood shadowed his face as he walked to the doors that led into the ER, scanned a badge, and went through.


  George worked his mouse and pulled up the video from the other side of the door. They followed the fake doctor all the way to the doctor’s locker room. When he reemerged into the hallway, the parka had disappeared, and he wore a surgical mask, cap, and glasses with thick, black frames.


  “Whose badge did he use?” Seth asked.


  “A resident who had just gone off duty.” George wrote a name and phone number on a sticky note. “I talked to him a few minutes ago. He stopped for a hamburger on his way home, and his car was stolen. The badge was in the front seat.” George switched the camera view to the parking lot. “This clip shows the car parking in the employee lot.”


  The suspect had likely followed the resident.


  “Can you make me copies of all the hospital security feeds from three o’clock this morning until after the incident?”


  “Already did.” Todd handed Seth a USB flash drive.


  “Thanks.” Seth pocketed it. “Let me know if you find anything else of concern.”


  “Will do.” Todd turned back to his monitors.


  Seth left the hospital and drove to his office at the sheriff’s department, where he assigned a deputy to view the flash drive and dig up background information on Peter Green and Kandi Hollis. Then he took a two-minute shower and put on clothes that weren’t covered in blood. Considering the weather, he opted for tactical cargo pants, a black polo shirt bearing the sheriff’s department logo, and boots.


  He called a police detective he knew in Portland and relayed the information about Peter’s and Kandi’s murders. Whenever possible, death notifications should be performed in person. Since the weather and distance prohibited Seth from getting to Portland, the Portland detective agreed to locate and notify any next of kin. He also promised to question family members and check out Peter and Kandi’s apartment as well.


  Seth spent the next hour filling out reports and requesting information from the National Crime Information Center, also known as the NCIC, and the Center for Missing and Exploited Children. He had several hits on missing kids in Oregon, but none of the photos were a match. But then, he had no idea when the child went missing or where he was abducted.


  If he was abducted.


  The child had come from somewhere. Had no one reported him missing? Why not?


  Seth called the owner of the house, who lived in California and had rented the property to Kandi through a Realtor in Hannon. Seth tracked the transaction through the real estate agent. The terms were month to month, with the homeowner accepting six months’ rent in cash in lieu of a longer-term contract.


  No surprises there.


  Seth’s phone rang. “Yes.”


  “It’s Gabe. We have a report that a big black SUV with a broken taillight turned into the O’Rourke resort out in Solitude. Isn’t that where you live?”


  “It is.” With the phone pressed to his ear, Seth grabbed his coat on his way to the door. While thrilled to have a lead to follow, Seth wasn’t excited that the information was taking the investigation closer to home.


  “Watch the bridge,” Gabe said. “We’re getting reports of major flooding.”


  “How long is this rain supposed to last?”


  “A few more days at least,” Gabe said. “The storm front is huge, and it’s stalled right on top of us. I’ll meet you at the resort.”


  “Isn’t your shift over?”


  “With this weather, most of us are going to be pulling doubles. Plus, you need backup.”


  “Thanks.”


  The drive to Solitude took almost two hours. As much as Seth would have liked to have driven faster, torrential rain limited visibility to what seemed like two feet in front of his car. A thick layer of water sluiced from the blacktop, and when he drove across the bridge into Solitude, the engorged river churned frothy and white, an occasional wave splashing over the sides onto the road.


  If the rain kept coming, the river was definitely going to rise over the bridge. Seth called a warning in to the sheriff’s department as he made his way to the entrance of the resort. The driveway and parking areas were a sea of mud. He prayed his car didn’t get bogged down.


  He cruised the main lot without seeing the vehicle, then stopped at the log cabin–style office. The O’Rourke resort was a corporate retreat. Set along the Rogue River, the resort offered private cabins, conference space, and team-building exercises, all built around the usual Oregon outdoor activities: white-water rafting, fly-fishing, and hiking. The resort’s owner, Andrew Reynolds, was behind the thick wooden reception counter. Flames crackled in a huge stone fireplace.


  His face turned grim as Seth walked in. “What’s wrong?”


  Andrew had crappy luck. The resort had already experienced several crimes and a couple of fires.


  “I’m looking for a black SUV.” Seth wiped his feet on the mat.


  Andrew turned to his computer.


  “Left taillight is out,” Seth added.


  Andrew typed. “Can you tell me what’s going on? When I see you, it usually means my property has burned down.”


  “No fires this time.” Seth unzipped his jacket and approached the counter.


  “Good to hear. Though with this weather, I suppose flooding is more likely.” Andrew worked his keyboard. “I only have a few guests.”


  “I’ll bet. It’s nasty out there.” Seth crossed the wide-planked floor to spread his hands to the fire’s warmth.


  Andrew pointed at his screen. “A black SUV is registered to cabin 12. Guests’ names are Lyle and Ethan Dodge. They’re brothers here to hunt elk. They live in Portland.”


  Kandi and Peter also lived in Portland.


  “How many other guests do you have on-site?” Seth asked.


  “I have one other group here.” Andrew consulted his computer. “A corporation by the name of Knight Products booked a two-bedroom cabin for the CEO, Terry Reece, and a guest, Shawn Collins.”


  “That’s all?”


  “Everyone else canceled their reservations.”


  Why would anyone come to the resort in this weather?


  Seth turned away from the fire and went back out into the storm. Rain sliced through the muddy gravel parking lot. Water sloshed under his boots as he jogged back to his vehicle. He drove around to cabin 12. The black Chevy Suburban sat in front.


  As much as it killed Seth to wait, he called Gabe and relayed the information.


  “I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Gabe said. “Don’t go rushing in alone.”


  Two years ago, Seth probably would have done just that. But he’d wrestled his impulsiveness to the ground since then. He moved his vehicle two cabins down, in front of what appeared to be an empty unit. While he waited, he researched online records for Ethan and Lyle Dodge. Except for a few speeding tickets, Lyle’s record was clean. But Ethan had been arrested twice for burglary in Portland. He’d done six months in a county jail for the second offense. Nothing current, though.


  Could the murders have been a burglary gone wrong? Maybe theft was how they funded a vacation at a fancy resort.


  Impatient, Seth scanned the resort. The rain fell in a torrent, pounding the parking area into mud soup. His gaze drifted to a curl of smoke from a chimney at the end of the row of cabins. He moved his car to park in front of cabin 2 and got out.


  He jogged up the porch steps and knocked. A man of about forty-five opened the door.


  “I’m Detective Harding from the Rogue County Sheriff’s Office.” Seth showed his badge. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”


  “Of course. Please come in.” The man stepped back and gestured for Seth to enter.


  Seth shook the rain off his jacket and stepped over the threshold. “Thank you. Can I have your name?”


  “I’m Terry Reece.” He walked to the round table that separated the kitchen from the living room areas and closed the lid on a laptop computer. A local news station played on a flat screen television mounted on the wall. Terry picked up the remote and muted the TV. “What’s this about, Detective?”


  “I’m investigating a homicide.” Seth took off his jacket and hung it by the door. A fire blazed in the hearth. The heat slowly soaked into his damp clothes. Over the smell of wood smoke, Seth caught a whiff of tobacco. “Did you see the men from cabin 12 last night?”


  Terry shook his head. “I stayed in and worked.”


  “What about dinner? Did you go out?”


  “No.” Terry gestured toward the kitchen. “Had a burger here and turned in early.”


  “Any noise outside during the night?”


  If the Dodge brothers had left the resort during the night, they would have had to drive right past Terry’s cabin.


  “I slept well. Didn’t hear a thing.” Terry chuckled. “I did indulge in scotch and cigars after dinner. I’m sure that helped.”


  “What about early this morning?” Seth asked. “Did you see them at all?”


  “The rain was loud. I heard nothing over it, and I haven’t left the cabin today. We probably should have canceled the trip, but clearing my calendar isn’t an easy task.” Terry lifted his palms. “Besides, the weathermen so often exaggerate. Remember the blizzard they forecast last year? They closed the schools, and we didn’t see a single flake of snow.”


  He had a point.


  “But this time they were right on the money.”


  “Unfortunately, yes.” Terry sighed. “But we’re hardly roughing it. The resort is well appointed. The Wi-Fi is still up and running. So we played chess instead of going hunting? It’s not the end of the world.”


  The door opened and a man walked in, accompanied by a blast of wet wind.


  “Detective Harding.” Terry pointed to the newcomer. “This is Shawn Collins.”


  Tall and fit, Shawn had buzzed blond hair and flat eyes. Seth would bet a week’s pay Shawn was former military.


  The smell that drifted into the room from the paper bag in Shawn’s grip could be nothing other than fried chicken from the local deli, Nell’s.


  Seth’s stomach rumbled.


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t be more helpful.” Terry showed Seth to the door.


  “Thank you for your time.” Seth shrugged into his rain gear and went out onto the porch.


  As Seth scanned the area, his Spidey senses tingled. A movement in the window of cabin 5 caught his attention. Seth blinked hard and looked again. Nothing. Had he imagined it?


  Seth walked off the porch, climbed into his vehicle, and drove closer to unit 12. He parked in front of the adjacent cabin. A sheriff’s cruiser turned in to the lot, water spraying from tires as the car bounced through a deep puddle. Gabe slid his black-and-white into the space next to him.


  Seth got out of his car, put up the hood on his rain jacket, and walked around to Gabe’s lowered window. “The SUV is owned by Lyle and Ethan Dodge. Elk hunters.”


  “Perfect,” Gabe said dryly. “They’ll be well armed.”


  “Yep.” Seth retrieved his still-damp body armor from his trunk and put it on. “Let’s go.”


  They approached the cabin just as they had the house the night before and flanked the entrance. This time Seth took the lead, banging on the door.


  Footsteps sounded inside. But instead of the front door opening, Seth heard another door open, followed by the splash of footsteps. “They’re running out the back.”


  
CHAPTER SIX
  It was two o’clock in the afternoon before Carly parked in front of the house. She turned off her wipers, and rain obscured the view and thundered on the roof of her Jeep. It was too windy for an umbrella, so she pulled her hood over her head and opened the back door for the boy and Bruce. They dashed up the walk to the porch together. As she opened the front door, she could hear her mother’s Irish setter, Trina, barking from somewhere behind the house.


  Inside, she shook off her coat and hung it on a peg. Bruce shed his own jacket and turned to the child. His clothes had been taken as evidence, and he wore the hospital pajamas and slippers. Bruce had wrapped a blanket around his shoulders. Carly locked the front door, a rare precaution in Solitude.


  Carly led the way into the empty farmhouse kitchen.


  Bruce walked in behind her. “Where’s mom?”


  She went to the window. “The barn light is on.”


  The boy grabbed Bruce’s hand, tugged him to the window, and pointed.


  “You want to go see the animals?” Bruce asked.


  The boy nodded, and his eyes showed the first gleam of interest.


  “Okay.” Bruce picked through the jackets hanging on a row of hooks by the back door. He chose a coat, squatted, and held it out. “My nephew’s coat and boots should fit you.”


  The boy slid his arms into the coat. Putting a hand on Bruce’s shoulder, he stepped into the rubber boots Bruce set in front of him.


  Bruce flipped up the hood on the coat. “Let’s go see some animals.”


  Carly and Bruce put their jackets back on and led the way out the back door. Rain fell at a steady and depressing rate. The boy stuck close to Bruce as they crossed the backyard. Brianna’s rescue pygmy goat, Prince Eric, shot out of the barn and kicked up his heels in the rain.


  “Prince Eric! You come back here,” Brianna called from the wide barn aisle, her hands on her hips. Her hood was pushed back, her hair soaked, and her cheeks pink from the cold. The hems of her dirty jeans were tucked into mud-encrusted rubber boots.


  Carly walked into the barn. The warm smell of animals and hay soothed her. Brianna hugged Carly’s waist. “Hi, Mama.”


  “Hey, pumpkin.” Carly wrapped her arms around her daughter.


  Brianna slipped out of Carly’s embrace. “I helped Grandma feed and water all the animals. We brought Prince Eric into the barn because of the rain.” The goat had his own pen and house. “But he doesn’t like to be cooped up.”


  “I’ll catch him,” Bruce volunteered, turning to the boy. The sight of the child clinging tightly to his hand clenched Carly’s heart. “This is my niece, Brianna. I showed you her picture, remember? I’m going to catch the goat. You can watch, and I’ll be right back.”


  The boy let go of his hand.


  “Hey,” Brianna said. “What’s your name?”


  The boy slunk backward.


  “Brianna,” Carly called. “Help Uncle Bruce catch your goat.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Brianna ran into the rain, pausing to hop on both feet into a deep puddle. Water splashed up her legs. Bruce stopped to laugh at her. While his back was turned, the goat sprinted across the yard and rammed into the back of his legs, sending him sprawling into the mud.


  “Oh my. Never a dull moment around here.” Carly’s mom, Patsy, came out of the tack room and leaned on a pitchfork. Trina, her Irish setter, sat at her side. A smile spread across her mom’s face as she watched Bruce scramble to his feet in the slippery muck and race after the goat. The goat effortlessly evaded his attempts to snatch him, scampering away with a happy bleat.


  “Think we should help?” Carly asked.


  Patsy shook her head. “Let the goat have some fun. Maybe the chase will tire him out.”


  “At Bruce’s expense.” Carly laughed.


  “A little mud never hurt anyone.” Patsy set the pitchfork aside with a chuckle. Her mother wore jeans, rubber boots, and a waxed canvas barn jacket that was older than Carly. Patsy’s curly, brown-and-gray hair was damp and pulled back in a loose ponytail. In the first year after their father’s death, her mom had lost weight grieving. But over the past few months, she’d gained some of that back, and Carly was happy to see that her mom no longer looked frail.


  “This is my mother, Mrs. Taylor,” Carly said to the boy, but his focus was on Bruce and the goat.


  “Is there anything else that needs to be done?” Carly asked her mother.


  Patsy Taylor’s farm served as the overflow for the county animal shelter. At the moment, in addition to Prince Eric, Brianna’s pony, and Seth’s horse, Mom was housing three chickens, a few rabbits, and a potbellied pig.


  “I appreciate that you and Seth try to do all the heavy lifting around here, but I’m perfectly capable of tending to the animals. I’ve been doing it since before you were born.” Her mother took a deep and contented breath through her nose. “It felt good to do some physical work. Animals are good for the soul. Sometimes I wonder if I’m rescuing them or if it’s the other way around.”


  Carly watched the boy, who had wandered to the barn doorway to watch Bruce and Brianna chase the goat in ridiculous circles. What the pygmy goat lacked in size, he made up for in agility and sheer spunk.


  Bruce finally took hold of Prince Eric’s horns. “I’ve got him.”


  He led the goat into the barn, and Patsy directed him to an empty stall.


  Brianna’s pony, Maximus, craned his head over the half door of his stall and nickered softly. Carly crossed the aisle to scratch his head. A scuff in the dirt behind her caught her attention. The boy had shuffled toward the pony.


  “Come pet him. He’s very friendly.” Carly stepped aside.


  The boy walked to her side and stretched a tentative hand toward Maximus. The pony lowered his head so the child could reach. Brianna’s fat pony was bombproof. Nothing startled him, not even Carly’s rambunctious nephews.


  “He’ll do anything for a good scratch under his forelock.” Carly demonstrated.


  The boy copied her technique. Maximus bobbed his head in approval, and one corner of the boy’s mouth turned upward.


  Carly stepped back and let Maximus work his magic.


  Brianna skipped over. “I’m hungry. My grandma is going to make grilled cheese sandwiches. Do you want one?”


  The boy nodded.


  “Come on.” Brianna skipped out of the barn, oblivious to the rain, mud splashing under her boots.


  The boy shot a questioning glance at Bruce.


  “I’m coming.” Bruce followed the children.


  “You all need to get cleaned up before lunch,” Patsy called after the trio. “Especially you, Bruce.”


  Bruce tossed a wry grin back at them.


  “We’d better go help him.” Carly added an extra snap to the latch on Prince Eric’s stall. “We’ll see how long this holds him.”


  “We should have named him Houdini,” Patsy said.


  “It’s getting late.” Carly checked the time on her phone. “I want to get the boy cleaned up and fed. Did you know we have a new psychiatrist in Solitude?”


  “Nell mentioned him when I was in town the other day. She said he was fii-iine.” Patsy drew the word out into two syllables.


  Carly laughed. “Nell said that?”


  “She did.” Patsy shook her head. “I think it’s nice to have a doctor in town.”


  “He’s a psychiatrist.”


  “Still a medical doctor. When Doc Simpson isn’t around, folks have to drive all the way into Hannon to see a doctor.”


  “Or they can use that new urgent care center on the highway.”


  Patsy frowned. “Not the most personal service.”


  “No, but the days of one doctor treating town residents from birth to death are coming to an end.” Carly stepped out into the rain.


  “That’s sad.” Patsy and Trina followed her out of the barn, and they rolled the heavy double doors closed. “At least that goat will be contained in the barn if he makes a break for it.”


  “Here’s hoping he doesn’t let all the other animals out of their stalls.”


  “Wouldn’t be the first time.” Patsy trudged up the back lawn toward the house.


  Carly followed her mother. “Thank you for letting the boy stay here.”


  “Of course he’s welcome,” her mother said. “There are some clothes in the laundry room that should fit him. James’s boys had quite a time in the mud here yesterday.”


  “I’ll bet they did.”


  Children who carried the Taylor DNA attracted dirt like wild flowers drew bees.


  They walked into the kitchen and hung their dripping coats on the pegs by the door. Patsy dried Trina with a towel. Carly stepped over a row of muddy boots on her way to the laundry room. She grabbed a stack of clean child’s clothes and followed the sound of Bruce’s voice to the bathroom.


  Bruce started the shower. “Do you need help?”


  The boy shook his head.


  “Okay,” Bruce said. “There’s shampoo and soap in the shower. Holler if you need anything. I’ll be right outside the door.”


  Carly walked in and set the stack of clothes on the vanity. “Here are some clothes. Pick whatever you like.”


  Retreating to the hall, they left the door open a few inches.


  Carly waved at her shivering, mud-soaked brother. “I’ll stand out here in case he needs anything. Go get cleaned up.”


  “Thanks.” Bruce disappeared down the hallway.


  Sinking down to the floor, Carly nearly fell asleep to the sounds of the shower spray and her mother banging around in the kitchen. The boy emerged in less than fifteen minutes. The jeans and hoodie were a decent fit. He sat on the floor and tugged on a pair of gray socks.


  Carly climbed to her feet. “I smell food. Hungry?”


  He nodded and followed her back to the kitchen.


  Brianna was setting the table for five. “Grandma made grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup.” She moved her crayons and drawings aside to make room.


  Bruce walked into the kitchen. He’d dressed in clean jeans and a sweatshirt, but Carly could see the outline of his sidearm under the bulky shirt. The boy latched onto him immediately.


  “That smells incredible.” Bruce bent down to kiss their mother on the cheek. All four of the Taylor siblings were tall like their father had been and towered over their petite mother.


  Patsy propped a hand on her hip and peered around Bruce at the boy. “You look hungry.”


  “She’s the best cook in the county.” Bruce sniffed the air.


  “Sit down. It’s ready.” Their mom turned back to the stove.


  The child slid into a worn wooden chair, then pointed to a cooling rack in the center of the table. “Pie,” he said in a small voice barely more than a whisper, then repeated, “Pie.”


  “My mom likes to bake when the weather gets gloomy.” Bruce set a glass of milk in front of him.


  As unsettled as Carly was after the morning’s events, she sat down and ate. The soup and sandwich soothed her empty stomach.


  When lunch was finished, Carly cut three slices of pie. Brianna and Bruce wolfed theirs down in seconds. But the boy ignored his, leaning over a piece of paper with a crayon instead.


  “You must be full.” Carly covered the plate with aluminum foil. “You can eat it whenever you like.”


  Brianna picked up a crayon and began to draw.


  Carly cleared the table. When she turned back to the table, the boy had uncovered his dish and was working on his dessert with one hand and drawing with the other.


  Small Town Rule #1: There’s always room for pie.


  Bruce leaned over the boy’s shoulder. “Nice drawing.”


  The boy lifted and dropped a skinny shoulder, then slid off his seat and wandered into the den. Clearly intrigued, Brianna was right on his heels. Trina trotted after the children.


  Carly approached the table and examined the picture. A plump black animal ate carrots inside what appeared to be a cloud. “Prince Eric?”


  Her mother peered over her shoulder. “Looks more like a sheep to me.”


  Carly flipped to a second drawing. “I don’t know what this is. A flying saucer maybe.”


  “That’s odd.” Patsy frowned at the picture “Where would a child today see a flying saucer? That’s so 1950.”


  “Right?” Carly set the paper down.


  Her mother got up and followed the children into the den.


  While her mother watched the children, Carly and Bruce checked all the windows and doors. Again.


  Then Carly called Seth to give him an update. He didn’t answer his line, and she left a message. “We’re home. Everything is quiet. I have to take the boy to the psychiatrist’s office in Solitude in a little while. I’ll call you afterward.”


  She went upstairs and entered the room she shared with Seth. Her own handgun was in a lockbox on the top shelf in the closet. She added the holster to her belt and tugged a loose sweater over the weapon.


  It was best to be prepared.


  
CHAPTER SEVEN
  Seth sprinted around the side of the unit, boots sloshing and slipping in the mud puddles. Ahead, a man in jeans and a red flannel shirt ran toward the woods.


  Oh no you don’t.


  Seth went after him. Gabe kept pace next to him for fifty yards then fell back. His stocky frame wasn’t built for speed.


  The man ahead staggered up a steep path into the trees. Seth ran up the slope after him. Pushing off a rock, he launched himself through the air and tackled the man around the waist. They landed in the mud, and Seth scrambled onto the man’s back.


  “Hey,” the man shouted into the mud. “Get off me.”


  Seth turned out his pockets and found a folding knife.


  “I ain’t done nothing.”


  Seth cuffed his hands behind his back and hauled him to his feet. “Then why did you run?”


  The man looked away, his mouth set in an obstinate line.


  “What’s your name?” Seth asked.


  “Ethan Dodge.”


  “Why did you run, Ethan?”


  “I don’t have to tell you anything.”


  Seth herded Ethan back toward the cabin. Halfway there, they picked up Gabe. By the time the three of them reached the porch, Seth was soaked straight through to his skin. Again.


  Ethan fared worse. He’d landed on the bottom. Mud coated his jeans and shirt and streaked the side of his face.


  Ethan’s brother, Lyle, was waiting on the porch. “I told you to play it cool, dumb ass.”


  Ethan glared. “Shut up.”


  Gabe patted down Lyle. “He’s clean.”


  “Handcuff him anyway,” Seth instructed. “I’m not chasing anyone else in this rain.”


  “You can’t do this,” Lyle complained as Gabe cuffed his hands behind his back. “I didn’t do anything. It was my dumb-ass brother who ran away.”


  Ethan’s teeth chattered. “I’m soaked and freezing my nuts off. Can we go inside?”


  The invitation was music to a cop without a search warrant’s ears.


  “Yes.” Seth really wanted a look inside the cabin. He led the small party through the front door into a living room and kitchen combination. The fireplace glowed with a small fire. Pizza boxes, an empty bottle of whiskey, and paper plates littered the kitchen countertops. Two rifles lay across newspapers on the kitchen table, surrounded by cleaning supplies and boxes of ammunition. The sharp scent of gun oil carried over the smell of stale alcohol. After looking under the cushions and couch for additional weapons, he sat both handcuffed men on the sofa.


  Gabe checked both rifles. “Not loaded.”


  “Are those your only guns?” Seth pointed to the kitchen table.


  Lyle nodded.


  “Where were you two early this morning?”


  “We’ve been right here,” Ethan said. “Where else are we gonna be in this rain?”


  “You were here all night?” Seth asked.


  Ethan nodded. “We went out hunting early. Couldn’t find any damned elk. Got back around three started in on a bottle of Wild Turkey.”


  “Given the weather, why didn’t you cancel your reservation?” Seth asked.


  Lyle snorted. “Do we look like city folks?”


  Small Town Rule #2: Real men hunt in the rain.


  Seth continued. “What time did you fall asleep?”


  “I don’t know. I was drunk.” Lyle shook his head, as if Seth was the stupid one.


  Seth turned to Ethan. “How about you? Do you remember what time you fell asleep?”


  Ethan shook his head. “No.”


  “Then why was your vehicle spotted at a crime scene?” Seth asked.


  Gabe circled the kitchen.


  “Not possible.” Kyle shook his head. “We were both passed out all night.”


  “Seth?” Gabe pointed to a set of keys on the counter. Dark red smears marred the silver. “Check out the car keys. Could be blood.”


  “It can’t be!” Ethan protested.


  “Gotta be pizza sauce or something,” Kyle added.


  The crusty red substance did not look like pizza sauce to Seth, but he would make sure.


  “Hey, Gabe. I’m running out to my car. I have a rapid stain identification kit in my trunk. Let’s make sure this is human blood.” Seth didn’t process many of his own scenes, but he liked to be prepared. Who wanted to haul a man into jail for having a smear of pizza sauce on his keys?


  Seth ran out to his car for the test kit. When he returned, he donned gloves, swabbed the blood, and prepared the sample. While he waited for the results, he filled out the chain of evidence paperwork. When the timer on his phone beeped, he checked the results.


  “Bad news. It’s human blood.” Not surprised, Seth waved to the two parallel lines in the test window.


  “That’s impossible!” Lyle shouted.


  “So how did it get on your keys?” Seth asked.


  Lyle shrugged. “I have no fucking idea. I told you, we were drunk last night.”


  Seth checked their hands and arms for cuts and found none. “Did you lock the door of the cabin?”


  “I don’t remember,” Lyle said.


  “Why would we do that?” Ethan answered. “There’s no one around.”


  Because someone could take your keys and vehicle while you are passed out?


  But who? Seth pictured the moving curtains in the supposedly empty cabin.


  “I know a frame job when I see one. We’re not saying anything else without our lawyer.” And with one sentence, Ethan shut down the interrogation.


  “You already have an attorney?” Seth asked.


  “Yep,” Ethan said with a smug frown.


  Seth turned to the window, where water poured down the glass. How long would it take a Portland lawyer to get to Solitude in this weather? It was a long drive on a good day. Would the Solitude bridge still be above water by then? Of course, the Portland attorney might refer the Dodge brothers to a local firm. But there would still be a waiting period.


  The nasty fact was that, if the rain continued, Solitude would likely be isolated within twenty-four hours.


  Getting a forensics team to process the cabin was going to take a while too. Until then, he would hold on to the Dodge brothers as long as he could without charging them. But he wasn’t hauling them all the way into Hannon if there was an alternative.


  While the storm raged, Seth was going to stick close to home. He didn’t want to risk being separated from his family.


  He called Zane Duncan, the Solitude police chief. Zane was married to Carly’s sister, Stevie, who was a Solitude patrol officer.


  There was no town smaller than Solitude.


  Zane answered on the first ring.


  “Hey, Zane. I need to borrow your holding cell.” Seth explained the situation. “Is it occupied?”


  “It’s empty, and you’re welcome to it,” Zane said. “Want me to send Kenny over to pick them up?”


  “Yes. Thanks.” Seth ended the call. “You can call your lawyer from the local police station.”


  The Solitude cop showed up in fifteen minutes and took the protesting Dodge brothers away. But Seth didn’t have any options. He wasn’t letting them go, not when their car had been seen at the scene of a murder and their keys were smeared with human blood.


  Gabe sealed the SUV and cabin with crime scene tape.


  Seth called Andrew Reynolds and let him know not to let anyone inside. “Only two of your cabins are occupied, right?”


  “Right,” Andrew said.


  “I think I saw movement in cabin 5. Can I get a look inside?”


  “Of course.” Keys rattled on Andrew’s end of the connection. “I’ll meet you there in a couple of minutes.”


  Seth and Gabe ran through the rain to cabin 5. Andrew drove over from the office, parking his SUV in front of the unit. He hurried up the steps and shook off his rain slickers on the porch. Andrew unlocked the door and stepped back. Seth and Gabe drew their weapons and went through the doorway.


  “Empty.” Gabe slid his weapon into his holster.


  Seth walked through the rooms. He stopped at the rear door and squatted down. The tile at the entryway was smeared with a thin layer of dried mud, as if someone had tried to clean up but had been interrupted—maybe by the presence of the police in the parking lot.


  “Do you have all the cabins cleaned when guests check out?” Seth asked Andrew.


  “These cabins should be spotless.” Andrew walked over to stare at the tile. “Someone was in here.”


  “When forensics processes the Dodge brother’s cabin, have them process this one too.” Seth stood. “Sorry, Andrew. It might take a while to get a team out here.”


  “It’s not like I’ll have any new guests checking in, not with this storm,” Andrew said on his way out the door.


  Seth and Gabe sealed off cabin 5. Then they jogged through the slop back to Seth’s car. He pulled the door closed, brushed rainwater off his forehead, and started the engine.


  Gabe slid into the passenger seat. “Now what?”


  Seth filled out the search warrant application on his dashboard computer. “Can’t search the cabin until the warrant comes through.”


  “Can’t question the suspects without their lawyer.” Gabe took off his hat and set it on his lap.


  Frustrated, Seth searched motor vehicle and law enforcement databases for Ethan and Lyle Dodge but found nothing to link either one of them to Peter or Kandi, except that they were all from the Portland area.


  He mapped out their addresses. Peter and Kandi’s address was on the outskirts of Portland. The Dodge brothers lived on the other side of the city. A loose link at best.


  Seth’s phone buzzed. He checked the display. “It’s the ME.” He answered. “Hank, do you have anything interesting for me?”


  “I recovered two bullets, both 9mm,” Hank said. “I’ll send them to ballistics. The trajectory of the wounds indicates the shooter was standing when he fired the gun.”


  “Can you tell how close to the mattress he was?” Seth asked.


  “I’d say he was at the foot of it.”


  Exactly how Seth had pictured the shooting in his mind.


  Hank coughed. “Most of my preliminary report on Peter Green repeats what I said at the scene. I won’t rehash it for you. Kandi Hollis also died of exsanguination. The bullet nicked her renal artery. That’s the one that carries blood from the heart to the kidney. But the most interesting thing about her autopsy is that she never gave birth.”


  “So she’s not the child’s mother.” Seth let that information sink in.


  “No,” Hank said. “I didn’t see the normal cervical changes that accompany a vaginal birth. Nor did she have any type of surgical scar on her abdomen that could suggest a cesarean delivery. I thought you’d want to know that right away.”


  “Yes, that’s definitely helpful.”


  “Have you had any luck identifying the boy?”


  “Not yet. He won’t speak. Carly is taking him to a psychiatrist today. She’s hoping the doctor can get him talking.”


  “Good luck,” Hank said. “I’ll e-mail you my preliminary report.”


  “Thanks.” Seth ended the call, lowered the phone, and relayed the information to Gabe.


  “If we can find the weapon, we can get a ballistics match.”


  “Big if.” Seth called the forensics department. A three-minute conversation verified that only Peter’s and Kandi’s fingerprints had been recovered at the scene and that the two bullets Hank did not find in the bodies were recovered in the mattress. Both of those were also 9mm in caliber.


  Frustrated, Seth said, “Let’s get back to the boy. I feel like he is the key to the murders.”


  “If Peter and Kandi weren’t the boy’s parents, what were they doing with him in their basement?” Gabe asked.


  “Kidnapping seems to be the most logical answer,” Seth said. “Or human trafficking.”


  “Maybe his family was warned not to report the incident to the authorities.”


  A gust of wind blew heavy rain and wet leaves against the windshield. Seth stared through the glass. The white SUV that had been parked outside Terry Reece’s cabin was gone. “At least one of them went somewhere.”


  Seth summed up his interview with Terry Reece and Shawn Collins for Gabe.


  “Maybe back to Nell’s for another fried chicken run,” Gabe joked.


  “There’s something weird about those two. Let’s see what we can find out about Knight Products.” Seth flexed his cold fingers over the keyboard. “They’re here for a reason. Maybe hunting isn’t it.”


  “If the Dodge brothers were really passed out last night, then borrowing their SUV wouldn’t have been too hard.” Gabe took out his phone. “I’ll call in background checks on the company officers.”


  The car warmed as he dug up public information on Knight Products. The company’s name popped up in a simple Google search. Terry, who had also served in the military, was the CEO. The company, based in Seattle, sold protective supplies like tactical vests, ballistic helmets, and shields to law enforcement agencies and the military.


  Three months earlier, the CFO, Wade Pierce, had been named as the prime suspect in the murder of his estranged wife in a custody dispute. Seth scrolled through the article and stopped on a photo of six-year-old Liam Pierce. The newspaper had chosen his first-grade school photo. Liam wore a white polo shirt with his school logo on the chest. In the photo, Liam’s hair was neatly cut and clean, but Seth recognized him immediately.


  The boy in the basement.


  Gabe leaned across the vehicle to read the article. “If Wade Pierce abducted his son, why was Liam being held in a basement in Hannon by Peter and Kandi?”


  “I don’t know. We need to talk to the Seattle PD and FBI field office.” With new enthusiasm, Seth shifted the car into drive and steered the vehicle toward Terry Reece’s cabin. “Let’s get some background information on Wade Pierce.”


  Gabe started by phoning the Seattle PD. A few minutes later, he ended his call. “The Seattle PD says the FBI took point on the case. Special Agent Vance.”


  From a parking spot in front of Terry’s cabin, Seth called the FBI field office in Seattle and caught Agent Vance in his office.


  Seth introduced himself. “We found a child who looks very much like Liam Pierce.”


  “Holy shit,” the agent said. “Is he alive?” Agent Vance seemed to be holding his breath.


  “Yes,” Seth answered. “Other than some minor bruises, physically he’s in pretty good shape.”


  Agent Vance exhaled hard. “Thank God. I didn’t have much hope after the first week passed, but after three months . . .”


  Most missing kids weren’t found alive after that length of time.


  “Where is he?” Agent Vance asked.


  “Solitude, Oregon.” Seth filled the agent in on the case so far: the double homicide, finding the boy in the basement, the holding of the Dodge brothers, and his conversation with Terry Reece and Shawn Collins. “We had no idea who this child was. We found out about the case through a routine background check on Knight Products.”


  “Well, damn. It doesn’t surprise me that Knight Products is involved,” Agent Vance said. “Wade Pierce was the CFO until he lost his shit three months ago. He stole ten million dollars from the company before he took off with his kid.”


  “But if he took his kid, then why was Liam being held by two other people?” Seth asked.


  “Maybe they were holding on to him for Wade,” Agent Vance said.


  “Did Wade like his son?” Seth asked.


  “By all accounts, he’s crazy about his kid. We think he killed his wife in order to keep custody of the boy.”


  “Then why would he allow two people to chain Liam in a basement?” Seth couldn’t believe any man who loved his child would allow him to be traumatized in that way.


  “I don’t know,” Agent Vance said. “There are a lot of things about this case that don’t add up. Wade isn’t just former military; he was an Army Ranger. He came back from combat with post-traumatic stress and anger management issues. His marriage suffered. He and his wife fought. According to the wife’s brother, Wade became abusive, and that’s why his wife was divorcing him and suing for full custody of Liam. The wife’s brother went to his sister’s house one day to check on her. He found her shot dead, and Liam missing.”


  “Do you have evidence to prove Wade was the one who killed her?” Seth asked.


  “We have no witnesses and no murder weapon. Wade had lived in the house until the week before the murder, so his DNA and fingerprints were naturally all over it. She was killed with a 9mm. Wade owns a 9mm Glock. We assume he has it with him. We searched the motel room he’d been renting in Seattle and didn’t find it.”


  “The two people who were killed here were shot with a 9mm,” Seth said. “But 9mm isn’t exactly a unique caliber.”


  “No, it isn’t. Look, my partner and I are going to head down there tonight,” Agent Vance said. “We’ll bring the boy’s uncle Marcus with us. Flights are grounded, so we’ll be driving. I don’t know how long it’ll take us to get there in this weather, but we’ll get there as fast as we can. Please, be careful. I don’t know how Wade and Liam were separated, but Wade is highly trained and unstable. He’s a dangerous man. If he’s in your neck of the woods, he’ll be looking for his son.”


  Seth ended the call and relayed the details to Gabe. “We just have to sit tight and protect Liam Pierce until the FBI gets here.”


  “That’s a seven-hour drive in good weather with no traffic,” Gabe said. “In the dark, with this storm . . . I wouldn’t expect them until late morning at the earliest. Where is Liam now?”


  “On his way to the psychiatrist’s office in Solitude.” Seth drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, worry for his family eating at him. “I need to call Carly and give her the information on the boy’s identity. I want Bruce and Carly on alert.”


  “I’m sure they already are.”


  “Would you go to the psychiatrist’s office and escort them back to the farm? I don’t want to take any chances. We have to keep that boy safe for one night.”


  “Why do I think that sounds easier said than done?” Gabe asked in a wry voice.


  “Because we have multiple former soldiers running around Solitude, two murders, a kidnapping, and ten million missing dollars.” Seth wanted his family and Liam protected, but he had work to do.


  “I’m on it.” Gabe reached for the passenger door handle. “Someone wanted that boy enough to kill two people to get him.”


  Seth couldn’t let that number multiply.


  
CHAPTER EIGHT
  “The road’s flooded.” Carly rolled past the turn off for James’s house, her stomach knotting. Frothy, brown water flowed in a swift current over the road.


  “James’s neighborhood is cut off,” Bruce said from the passenger seat. “I’ll call him.”


  “How am I going to get to Uncle James’s house?” Brianna asked.


  “You’re not,” Patsy answered from her seat between the children.


  Bruce lowered his phone. “James and Debra are fine. They have plenty of supplies.”


  “Their house is on high ground.” Carly glanced in the rearview mirror. The two children were squished in the rear seat with her mother. “They’ll be safe.”


  Carly wasn’t worried about James. People who lived in the country were accustomed to washed-out roads and power outages. They were always prepared to survive a few days of isolation. It was her daughter’s safety that concerned her. When she’d volunteered to take the boy home with her, she hadn’t planned on Brianna being in the house.


  All she could hope was that whoever had tried to kidnap the boy was also pinned down by flooded roads and foul weather. Her grip tightened on the steering wheel. Tension constricted her lungs.


  Her father’s voice rumbled in her ear. Worry about the things you can change.


  A year and a half after his death, there were times when she could still hear his advice in the back of her mind, his voice as clear as if he were sitting in the car with her. For a few moments, she missed him as much as the day he’d died.


  She took a deep breath and let the air out of her lungs slowly, then drove the rest of the way into town. Nothing could be done about the situation now. Carly and Bruce would keep Brianna and the boy safe.


  The psychiatrist’s address was on a street just off Main. Carly pulled to the curb in front of a neat bungalow. A small sign marked OFFICE pointed toward a side entrance.


  Bruce squinted through the windshield, then craned his neck to look out the rear window. “You sit tight. I’ll check the office and make sure it’s secure before we go in.”


  “All right.” Carly glanced at the children in the backseat. The boy was staring out the window, his face blank. Brianna looked bored.


  Bruce exited the car. He circled the building before entering through the door marked OFFICE.


  Bruce returned to the car and gestured that the coast was clear. Carly unlocked the vehicle and everyone climbed out. They hurried up the walkway. Inside the small lobby, her mother closed her umbrella and stood it in the corner. Then she collected dripping coats and hung them on pegs by the entrance. The boy had all four limbs wrapped around Bruce, his face pressed into her brother’s shoulder.


  The waiting room was cheerful and clean. And empty because the receptionist had added them to the end of the doctor’s regular schedule. They were the last appointment.


  On the bright white walls, a mural of a parade of animals holding brightly colored balloons circled the entire room. Carly checked in at the sliding glass window.


  The receptionist took her name and information, then pointed to an open door. “The boy might be more comfortable waiting in the playroom.”


  The room was equipped with a variety of toys: trains, a miniature plastic kitchen, books, and a child-size table loaded with paper and crayons.


  “Do you want to go in there?” Bruce asked him.


  The boy clung tighter around his neck.


  Carly thought about the attack at the hospital. She should have called the doctor and asked him not to wear a lab coat.


  “Come on. It’ll be fun. I’ll go with you.” Brianna walked into the playroom and sat on a child-size stool.


  Bruce carried the boy in and sat down next to his niece. He picked up a red crayon and began to draw a barn. Brianna busied herself with a paper and crayons. Still wrapped around Bruce, the boy watched over his shoulder.


  “He’s so attached to Bruce.” Patsy smoothed her loose sweater over her jeans.


  Carly’s phone vibrated. Seth. “Excuse me. I have to take this call.”


  She moved down the hall to a spot of relative privacy. “Seth?”


  “Where are you?” he asked.


  “The psychiatrist’s office. We just arrived.”


  “The boy’s name is Liam Pierce.” Seth told her the story.


  A sense of unease settled deep in Carly’s bones as she processed the horrific information. “Did he see his mother killed?”


  “I don’t know,” Seth said. “All we know for certain is that his mother was murdered; Liam, Wade, and ten million dollars went missing; and Liam somehow ended up in that basement in Hannon.”


  With two murdered people upstairs.


  People around Liam died.


  “But Wade doesn’t have Liam,” Carly said. Sweat broke out under her sweater.


  We do.


  She imagined ten different ways her Jeep could have been attacked on the drive, and how difficult it would have been for her and Bruce to protect her mother and two young children. Her heart began to pound harder, picking up speed like an eighteen-wheeler on the down side of a steep hill.


  “I sent a deputy to escort you home. I’ll see you soon. Love you, babe.”


  “Love you too.” Hands trembling, Carly lowered the phone. Her pulse skittered, and the hallway seemed to tilt. She couldn’t slow her heartbeat. Her breathing quickened. She put a hand on the wall to steady her balance.


  What is happening?


  A man stepped into her path. “I’m Dr. Mercer. Can I help you?”


  Carly drew up. He was in his mid- to late fifties. He wore faded jeans and a red Mickey Mouse T-shirt on a tall, lean frame. Her worries about a lab coat had been unfounded. His only concession to being a doctor was an ID that hung from a Buzz Lightyear lanyard around his neck.


  He offered her his hand to shake, then narrowed his eyes. “Are you all right?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Of course you’re not. Come in here.”


  He took her by the elbow and steered her into an office, firmly guiding her into a chair. Little stars blinked in Carly’s vision.


  Dr. Mercer opened a brown paper bag. “Breathe into this.”


  Carly put it over her nose and mouth.


  “It works better if you actually breathe,” he said, taking her wrist and putting two fingertips over her pulse point.


  Light-headed, she let out the breath she’d been unconsciously holding.


  “Take a nice deep breath through your nose.” He counted to five. “Now let it out just as slowly. Relax.”


  Carly breathed in and out of the paper bag until her head cleared.


  She lowered the bag. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”


  “You had a panic attack.” He took her pulse again, and then he released her wrist, seemingly satisfied.


  “I don’t have panic attacks.” Three seconds of silence ticked by before Carly clarified, “At least I’ve never had a panic attack before.” Now that it was over, the attack felt surreal.


  “Are you under unusual stress?”


  Understatement of the year.


  But Carly didn’t have time to talk about her problems. She held up a hand.


  “Really, I’m fine now. Thank you. Let’s try this again.” She set the paper bag down and pulled her ID from her purse. “I’m Carly Taylor, from CPS. We talked on the phone.”


  “Call me Dean.” He offered his hand. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  Carly nodded. The dizziness had passed, and her hands had stopped shaking. “It’s just been a long day.”


  Or month.


  She didn’t need a psychiatrist to tell her that lack of sleep, nightmares, and the stress of her new case were taking their toll.


  Dean didn’t look convinced. “You’re busy, and you probably think you don’t have time to take care of yourself.”


  “Are you a psychiatrist or a mind reader?” Carly asked.


  “A little of both.” He smiled. “But I’m serious. You need to take care of you, so you can take care of others. Panic attacks tend to get worse, not better, if you ignore them. This is really the first one you’ve ever had?”


  “It’s been an unusually stressful month.” Carly shook off her nerves. She hadn’t come here to discuss her problems. “Let me tell you about the child. I’ve just learned his name is Liam Pierce, and he’s from Seattle.” Carly summarized the case, beginning with the double homicide, the boy being found chained in the basement, and the kidnapping attempt in the ER, and then progressing to Seth’s call.


  Dean propped a hip on his desk. “No one knows how much of this violence Liam witnessed?”


  “No.” She pushed to her feet.


  Dean’s kind brown eyes and thick head of brown-and-gray hair brought George Clooney to Carly’s mind as he reached for her arm. “Take it slowly.”


  But now that her heart was no longer trying to run right out of her chest, her legs felt steady. She turned toward the door. “I really want you to see him, though I’m not sure how he’s going to react when he learns that we know who he is.”


  “Let me see him first.” Dean followed her back to the doorway of the playroom.


  Carly peered in at the children before introducing her mother to Dean. “This is my mother, Patsy Taylor. She’s the child’s emergency foster parent.”


  They shook hands.


  “Follow me.” He led them into the next room, where they could see Bruce and the children in the playroom on a computer monitor. “We can talk in here.”


  Closing the door, he turned his attention to the TV monitor. Dean rocked back on the heels of his bright-blue running shoes.


  Carly told her mother what Seth had revealed in his phone call.


  “Oh no,” Patsy said. “That poor child.”


  On the monitor, the boy had slid off Bruce’s lap. He stood between Bruce’s knees, drawing with a blue crayon.


  Dean frowned. “Has he spoken?”


  “No,” Carly said. “He’s only said one word since he was found.”


  “Which was?” Dean asked.


  “He asked for pie,” Carly said.


  The doctor smiled. “It’s a start.”


  “Yes.” Carly followed Dean’s gaze to the playroom, where Bruce handed the child a purple crayon.


  The child took it and went back to his picture.


  Brianna opened a small box and spread eight magic markers on the table. “Look, they have markers. You can use them if you want.” She slid the markers across the table so the boy could reach them. But the boy didn’t pick up a marker until Bruce nudged one closer to him.


  “He responds to Bruce better than anyone else,” Carly said.


  “Was Bruce there when he was found?” Dean asked.


  “Yes. Bruce was the police officer who cut the chain from his ankle.”


  “It’s not surprising he’s formed a bond with the man who freed him.”


  “No, it isn’t, and my brother is exceptionally good with children.” Carly had always thought that Bruce and kids had much in common, namely immaturity. He was her daughter’s fun uncle. In the past, his antics had been juvenile, amusing, and occasionally irritating. But obviously Bruce’s recent maturation hadn’t affected his ability to empathize with children.


  “You’re the social worker, your brother is a county deputy, and your husband is the detective investigating the case?” Dean’s thick, dark brows rose.


  “Yes,” Carly said.


  Dean’s gaze went to her mother for a second. “I had no idea how small a town could be until I moved here.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Patsy said. “And then you’ll wonder why you lived anywhere else.”


  “I hope so.” Dean smiled.


  “How should we tell him we’ve discovered his identity?” Carly asked.


  “Usually, I recommend a simple and straightforward approach with kids.” Dean stared at the monitor for a few seconds; then he headed for the doorway. “But let’s see how he reacts to me first.”


  Carly watched on the screen as Dean walked into the playroom.


  The child turned away from the doctor to hide his face in Bruce’s shirt. Dean asked a few quick questions, then tried to interest the child in a green marker. After several more attempts to engage Liam, Dean gave up and rejoined Carly and her mother.


  As soon as the doctor left the room, the boy slid off Bruce’s lap and grabbed the green marker. But he kept one hand on Bruce’s knee at all times.


  Home base.


  Dean scrubbed a hand down his face. “Liam has experienced a great trauma. Normally, children of this age will lean heavily on parents to help them deal with the emotional aftereffects of trauma, but this boy is surrounded by strangers. The fact that he seems to trust Bruce is a positive sign.”


  “Is there anything we can do to help him?” Carly asked.


  Dean nodded. “Reassure him that he’s safe. Let him know that when he’s ready to talk, you’re ready to listen. But don’t pressure him. If he does begin to ask questions, don’t offer more information that he needs to hear. Does he know the two people in the house were murdered?”


  “I don’t know,” Carly said. “He must have heard the shots, but he was in the basement. He didn’t see it.”


  “He knows something bad happened.” Dean rubbed his chin.


  “And how do we tell him we know his name?” Carly asked.


  Dean gestured to the room. “I think that would be received best from someone he knows, not me. You could do it here.”


  Carly nodded. She felt more comfortable telling Liam under Dean’s supervision. She briefly considered having Bruce tell Liam but decided it would be best if Bruce remained Liam’s comfort zone. She would deliver the potentially disconcerting news.


  She went into the room and eased onto a stool next to Bruce. She gave her brother a warning look.


  The boy continued to draw.


  “That’s a nice picture.” Carly turned her head to view the drawing right-side up. “What is it?”


  The boy ignored her.


  “I need you to listen to me for a minute, okay?” She caught the boy’s gaze.


  Alarm tightened his face, and he automatically reached for Bruce’s knee. Bruce put a supporting hand on his shoulder.


  Carly took a deep breath. “Is your name Liam?”


  Liam’s eyes widened. He scrambled onto Bruce’s lap.


  Bruce murmured to the boy. “You hear that? My sister knows who you are. That’s awesome.”


  “Everything is going to be all right, Liam.” Carly reached over to stroke the back of his head. “You can talk to us. We’ll keep you safe.”


  But Liam looped his arms around Bruce’s neck and held on as if his life depended on it.


  Carly left the playroom and returned to the observation room. “I’m not sure what to think of his response.”


  “Give him some time,” Dean said. “He experienced things far more frightening than most people encounter in their nightmares. Children are remarkably resilient, but deep trauma can have long-lasting effects. He’s going to need help going forward.”


  “The FBI is bringing his uncle to get him, so he should have someone he knows and trusts soon,” Carly said. “Is there anything we can do for him until they get here?”


  “I’m sure you know all of this, but drawing is great therapy. Or music. Anything that lets him express himself in a way that feels safe. I would expect him to continue to cling to Bruce. Liam might have difficulty sleeping or have nightmares. His appetite might be affected. Be aware that he might seem emotionally numb. That’s a sign that he might be feeling overwhelmed. Shutting down is a natural defense mechanism.”


  His advice held nothing new to Carly. Music and drawing were her favorite outlets for traumatized children.


  Patsy crossed her arms, her brow furrowing as she watched the boy on the monitor. “We’ll certainly do everything we can to help him.”


  “I’m sure you will.” Dean dug two business cards from his pocket. “Here’s my card. That’s my cell phone number. Please feel free to call me anytime.”


  He offered Carly and Patsy each a card. He held Carly’s gaze for a second, his concern palpable. He wasn’t going to let her panic attack go. “For any reason.”


  “Thank you.” Carly tucked hers in her purse. If her anxiety didn’t improve when this was all over, she’d call Dean.


  Her mother went to the lobby to gather their coats. The waiting room was empty, even the receptionist had left. Outside, rain beat on the black windows. Darkness had fallen.


  “He’s frightened that we know his name,” Patsy said.


  “Liam is somehow involved in three murders,” Carly pointed out. “I’d say he has good reason to be afraid.”


  
CHAPTER NINE
  The CEO of Knight Products had some explaining to do.


  Seth stood on the porch of Terry’s cabin. Terry held the door open, but did not invite Seth inside. The outside temperature had dropped when darkness had fallen. Heat spilled from the interior. But the CEO wasn’t acting as warm as he had earlier.


  “Where’s Shawn?” Seth asked, peering over Terry’s shoulder.


  “He wanted more fried chicken.” Instead of moving to invite Seth in, Terry shifted his body to block more of the entrance. “It was excellent.”


  “Nell’s is the best,” Seth agreed. “What can you tell me about Wade Pierce?”


  The flinch in Terry’s gaze was almost imperceptible, but Seth was watching for it.


  “I haven’t seen Wade in three months,” Terry said. “But what does this have to do with the activities of the other resort guests?”


  Seth ignored the question. He wasn’t going to reveal Liam’s presence to anyone other than the FBI.


  “When was the last time you saw Liam?” Seth asked.


  “Four, maybe five months ago.” Terry crossed his arms. “When Wade’s wife kicked him out of the house, she got a court order to keep him away from her and Liam. Wade had a terrible temper. He was supposed to go in for a psychological assessment and counseling. He never went. Instead, he broke into the house, fought with his wife, lost control, and killed her. Then he took Liam and ran.”


  “He also took a hefty sum of money from your company,” Seth said.


  In Seth’s mind, stealing the money proved premeditation. Wade Pierce hadn’t lost his temper and killed his wife in a fit of rage. He’d planned to kill her. He’d planned his escape. “I’ll bet you’d like to locate your money. That’s not pocket change. I’m sure it’s been a drain on your cash flow.”


  Seth wondered if Liam had been taken to force Wade to give up the money. Maybe Terry had the boy kidnapped. Could Terry have hired Peter and Kandi? Or was Terry on the other side? Maybe he’d hired the Dodge brothers to get the boy back.


  “I’ll have the money back soon. I know where it is,” Terry said. “Wade transferred the funds to an offshore account. He washed it through several banks, but money is easier to track than a man. We found it. Now it’s just a matter of cracking his account login and passcode. I have someone working on it.” But his eyes weren’t as confident as his words.


  “Is Wade a smart man?”


  “Yes.” Terry frowned.


  “If you know where the money is, why don’t you hire some lawyers to get it back?” Seth asked.


  Terry shook his head. “Even if the foreign bank would cooperate, and there’s no guarantee of that, it would take years to recover the money through international legal channels.”


  “And you don’t have years to wait.”


  Terry exhaled through his nose, like an irritated bull. “Is there anything else that I can do for you?”


  Seth debated. Asking more pointed questions would demand that Seth reveal that Liam had been found, something Seth wasn’t ready to do at this time. The fewer people who knew the child’s whereabouts, the better. For all Seth knew, Terry and Wade had been working together and a third party had interfered. Maybe the company was in trouble and the $10 million was their joint escape plan. Seth needed financial records and full background checks before he could assess the motives of the corporation’s key players.


  “I’ll be in touch.” Seth left the cabin. He stood on the porch for a few seconds, watching the rain fall. He had physical evidence to hold the Dodge brothers for questioning but no motive. He had nothing on Terry but a possible motive.


  Ten million dollars was a lot of motive.


  Seth ran to his car and slid behind the wheel. He’d see if he could catch up with Terry’s right-hand man. He wanted to see if Shawn’s answers matched Terry’s. Seth texted his wife and let her know he was stopping at Nell’s and picking up dinner. She answered with a happy-face emoji.


  The message—verification that she was all right—eased his worry for about two seconds.


  The parking spaces in front of Nell’s small grocery were empty. No white Yukon. Seth parked and went inside. His stomach rumbled at the smell of fried chicken. He spotted Nell counting the money in her vintage cash register.


  “Hey, Nell.” Seth inhaled fried chicken goodness. “No one in the world makes chicken like you do, Nell.”


  “I know,” she said without missing a beat.


  “Can I get two family-size orders to go?” Seth asked. Then he thought about Terry and Shawn. “Did you sell chicken to a tall stranger driving a white Yukon?”


  “Sure did.” Nell filled a large paper bag with chicken pieces. “How many biscuits?”


  “A dozen,” Seth said. His stomach rumbled. “Better make that two dozen. Did he come back for a second bag a little while ago?”


  Nell shook her head. “No. He was only in the one time.”


  Shit.


  Terry had lied. So where was Shawn Collins?


  Seth picked up the two large bags of chicken and biscuits and headed for the door. He shielded the bag from the rain with his body. In the car, he set the bag on his passenger seat.


  His radio was squawking with calls for backup from the Solitude PD. His phone went off simultaneously. Seth reached for it.


  Zane.


  Seth’s gut clenched as he answered.


  “Seth, I hate to tell you this,” Zane said. “But the drain backed up in the holding cell. Kenny had to take the Dodge brothers out. They got away from him.”


  “Shit.” Seth needed to get to his family. Now.


  “I’m sorry,” Zane said. “Look, I’d love to say we’re out in full force looking for them, but the fact is, there aren’t any bodies to spare looking for two guys who haven’t even been officially charged with a crime.”


  The Solitude PD was limited to a chief and a handful of officers.


  “I called the sheriff,” Zane continued. “He can’t spare anyone either. There are accidents all over the place. Two bridges are under water. Three cars were swept off Briggs Road into the river. Rescue crews are fishing the occupants out now. And we have a small herd of horses trapped in a flooded pasture. I put out a BOLO alert for the Dodge brothers, but frankly, we’ll have to find them when the disaster is over.”


  “I understand,” Seth said in a calm voice, but inside he was freaking out.


  “How dangerous are these guys?”


  “I don’t know. Thanks for the heads-up.” Seth ended the call.


  He pressed the gas pedal and called Gabe. “Is everything all right?”


  “Yes,” Gabe said. “We’re on the way back to the farm.”


  He told Gabe what had happened at the Solitude PD.


  “I don’t see any sign of them,” Gabe said. “But I’ll keep an eye out.”


  “Thanks.” Seth disconnected.


  He didn’t want to distract Carly by calling while she was driving.


  Seth’s car fishtailed as he took a turn too quickly. His fingers clenched the steering wheel until the knuckles went white. He barely slowed for a stop sign.


  The Dodge brothers had no transportation. They couldn’t possibly get to the farm before he did.


  Unless they stole a vehicle.


  How would they even know where Liam was? Finding him at the hospital could have been an educated guess. Where else would the authorities take a child who’d been held captive?


  Seth slowed for an elbow in the road. His tires hydroplaned, and the car slid. He eased off the accelerator. He wouldn’t be able to protect his family if he crashed his car.


  Even if Ethan and Lyle Dodge did find the farm, Bruce and Gabe were there. Gabe was an experienced deputy. And Seth didn’t discount his wife either. She could handle herself.


  But Seth’s gut rolled into a tight ball for the rest of the drive. Between the darkness and the rain, visibility was limited to twenty feet. He rounded a bend in the road, his headlights shining on the water that filled the ditches on either side of the road.


  What if they were watching his wife? They’d had all day to find her and the boy. It wouldn’t be that hard. Solitude was a small town. He wouldn’t feel relieved until he saw Carly and Liam with his own eyes.


  He turned into the long driveway. In front of the house, the taillights of Gabe’s cruiser and Carly’s Jeep glowed. They must have just arrived.


  Relief flooded Seth. He parked next to his wife’s Jeep and stepped out into the rain, leaving the fried chicken in the car.


  Carly opened her car door.


  Seth bent to see inside the vehicle. “Let me check the house before you all go inside.”


  Her eyes questioned, but she just nodded.


  “Just as a precaution,” he said.


  The house shone in the darkness. Patsy always left several lights on inside and out when she expected to come home after dark. Leaving Gabe and Bruce outside, Seth unlocked the front door. He went through the house, gun in hand, quickly sweeping each room. When he’d ensured the house was secure, he grabbed a powerful flashlight from the hall closet and went back outside. He swept the light around the yard, but saw nothing out of place. The wind pushed the rain sideways.


  Carly lowered her window as he walked to her side of the Jeep.


  “It’s all clear,” he said, then retrieved the chicken from the passenger seat of his car.


  The family climbed out of the Jeep. Hoods and umbrellas up, they trudged toward the front door. Patsy led the group. Bruce draped Liam over his shoulder. The boy was limp, as if asleep. Flashlight in hand, Gabe brought up the rear.


  “I brought chicken from Nell’s.” Seth herded his family toward the front door.


  Carly hunched her shoulders against a gust. “Oh good. I’m starving.”


  “Daddy!” Brianna skipped to Seth’s other side.


  “Hey, sweetheart.” Seth kissed his daughter.


  “Is that Nell’s chicken?” she asked.


  “You know it,” Seth said.


  “Yay!” She took the bag from his hand and raced for the front door.


  Seth wrapped an arm around his wife’s shoulders.


  “What’s going on?” she asked quietly.


  Seth leaned closer to whisper in her ear, but the crack of a gunshot resounded through the night.


  
CHAPTER TEN
  Carly jumped at the crack.


  Thunder?


  When the second crack split the wet air, she knew exactly what it was.


  Gunfire.


  “Get down.” She pushed Brianna to the ground.


  Seth leaped forward, firearm in hand, to cover Brianna with his body. He stretched his arm out to shield Carly with his thick shoulder. Bruce dropped to the ground, putting Liam underneath him.


  A third shot rang out.


  Someone cursed. Carly looked over her shoulder. Gabe belly-crawled toward her, dragging one leg. He was hit!


  Where was her mother?


  Carly scanned the front yard and spotted her mother crouching on the stoop. Patsy pushed open the front door and dove inside. A minute later, holding the door open, she peered around the door frame.


  Halfway between the vehicles and the house, they were open targets. There was no cover.


  Carly slapped Seth on the leg. “We have to get inside.”


  He nodded. “Take Brianna and run. I’ll cover you.”


  She slid up to take his position over their daughter.


  Seth rolled to his back. “Gabe, did you see where the shots were coming from?”


  “No,” Gabe called. “But the only available cover is that stand of trees by the—”


  Another shot cut off his sentence.


  A flare of orange light in the small group of trees near the road proved Gabe right. The shooter must have climbed the tree and waited to ambush them. They’d driven right past him on their way to the house. The pouring rain and the foliage concealed him.


  “Gabe?” Seth called.


  “I’m hit, but I’ll live.” Gabe’s voice was weak.


  Seth fired three shots at the trees. But the distance was too great for a handgun to have much effect. What they needed was a—


  Rifle fire burst from the doorway of the house. Carly looked up in time to see her mother aiming a rifle from just inside the front door. Patsy fired again.


  Carly wasted no time. She jumped to her feet, grabbed Brianna by the hand, and dragged her to her feet. Keeping her body between her daughter and the shooter, Carly ran in a crouch toward the house. Bruce leaped to his feet, scooped Liam up into his arms, and sprinted alongside her. Carly shoved Brianna through the doorway and stumbled into the foyer. Seth and Bruce were right on her heels.


  Bruce handed Liam to Carly, who pushed Brianna down the hallway and into the kitchen. Bullets could penetrate exterior walls. The children needed extra barriers between them and the shooter. Additional walls would help. Metal appliances were even better. Carly herded them into the kitchen.


  She positioned them in the space between the refrigerator and the oven and pushed them to the floor. “Brianna, you and Liam stay right here.”


  She didn’t know Liam well enough to know if he’d run or obey, but Brianna would do as she was told.


  Both children’s eyes were wide with fear, but Brianna nodded and wrapped an arm around Liam. “It’ll be okay.”


  Carly returned to the front hall as Seth and Bruce hovered beside the door.


  “We have to get Gabe inside,” Seth said. “Can you cover us?”


  Nodding, Patsy reloaded the old hunting rifle with a deftness that seemed at odds with her petite frame and grandmotherly appearance. She raised the gun to her shoulder. “Go.”


  Patsy fired at the trees. Bruce and Seth raced out the door, grabbed Gabe under the arms, and dragged him inside the house while Patsy covered them with steady, well-aimed shots at the trees. Once everyone was inside the house, Patsy closed the door.


  Seth and Bruce pulled Gabe down the hall to the kitchen. Blood covered his face like a gory mask. The children huddled on the floor. Liam began to cry when he saw Gabe. Brianna gasped.


  Carly fell to her knees beside Gabe.


  “It looks worse than it is,” she said.


  Please, please let that be true.


  “She’s right,” Gabe said, probing the side of his head with his fingers. “I think the bullet just grazed me.”


  Despite his brave words and cool front, Gabe’s face was tight with pain and shock, and his eyes wouldn’t focus.


  Carly grabbed a few clean dish towels and wet one at the sink. Then she mopped Gabe’s face and head. Fresh blood welled in the long furrow along the side of his head.


  “Let me get the first aid kit. Hold this.” She covered the wound with a folded towel and placed his hand on top of it. Staying low, she went to the pantry.


  “Do you still need the light in here?” Seth peered into the room.


  “Yes. A few more minutes.” Kit in hand, Carly retuned to Gabe’s side. She stacked gauze pads on the injury and wound an Ace bandage around his head, stretching the fabric to create enough pressure to hopefully stop the bleeding.


  “How is he?” Seth asked.


  “It looks like a graze, but it’s bleeding heavily.” Carly taped the bandage in place. She propped a throw pillow from the sofa behind Gabe’s shoulders.


  Gabe winced. “Head wounds bleed a lot.”


  Her gaze landed on a small puddle of blood, and she remembered seeing him drag his leg. “Wait! You were hit in the leg too.”


  “I don’t know.” Gabe sounded confused.


  His body armor covered much of his torso. Carly felt along his legs. Her hand came away from his thigh wet with blood. She used the scissors in the first aid kit to cut his uniform pants. A bullet had passed through his leg midthigh. Blood flowed in a steady stream onto the floor. How could he not have known? Shock?


  She folded a towel and applied pressure to the wound.


  A grim-faced Seth brought a blanket, and Carly spread it over Gabe.


  “I’ll be fine,” Gabe said. But his face was pale as milk.


  Carly squeezed his hand. His fingers were cold, his grip weak.


  She wrapped a bandage around his leg. As soon as she finished, Seth turned out the light. He’d turned on the exterior floodlights as well, making it as difficult as possible for anyone in the yard to see into the house.


  “Hold still.” Carly turned to the children. They huddled together on the floor. Brianna still had her arms wrapped around Liam. She was shaking, but Liam had gone still.


  “Everything is going to be okay.” Carly hugged them both. “You stay right here.”


  Bruce peered around the window frame. He held his gun in one hand and pressed his cell phone to his ear with the other.


  “We need an ambulance and backup. At least one shooter on the premises.” He gave the police dispatcher the details, then made another call. Lowering the phone, he said, “I couldn’t get through to Zane or Stevie. Sheila will continue to call them, but they were called out to a rescue. The sheriff’s department and an ambulance are on the way, but the ETA is at least forty-five minutes, maybe longer.”


  “So we have to hold out for forty-five minutes.” Carly scanned the expanse of glass at the back of the house. There were no blinds on the windows. Patsy had never wanted to obscure the view. Out in the country, they had no neighbors, no worries about anyone seeing inside, no need for privacy.


  Until now.


  The bright, sunny kitchen now felt like a fishbowl. And someone was shooting fish in the bowl instead of a barrel.


  Carly checked on Gabe again. Blood was seeping through the bandage already, and his face had grown paler. The pressure bandage wasn’t working. With no other options, she used her belt to fashion a makeshift tourniquet just above the wound. His body jerked as she tightened it. “I’m sorry.” She touched his shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”


  She slipped into the hallway. “Seth?”


  “He’s in the study,” her mother said in a soft voice from her position at the front door. She spoke without taking her gaze off the narrow window next to the door. The rifle rested across the insides of her forearms.


  Adrenaline rushed through Carly’s veins. In the near silent house, her pulse echoed in her ears, her heart beat hummingbird-fast. She inhaled a deep breath and held it for the count of ten. She had no time for dizziness or other weakness. She could fall apart later, after her family was safe.


  Stopping behind her mother, she gazed over Patsy’s shoulder. The driveway, road, and the group of trees at the front edge of the property looked quiet, but the shooter was out there.


  Somewhere.


  Had he moved? Was he watching the house, planning his next move?


  Seth emerged from the study, carrying a shotgun. He broke the action and inserted two shells, then he handed Patsy a box of bullets. She put it in her jacket pocket.


  “Where are you going?” Carly grabbed his arm, fear gripping her heart.


  Seth’s eyes narrowed—the anger that shone from them was pure, cold rage. “I’m going hunting.”


  
CHAPTER ELEVEN
  Seth was not a patient man. He handed his wife the shotgun. The 12-gauge had more stopping power than her handgun.


  He wanted—needed—to take action. To hunt down anyone who threatened his family. He would not sit and wait for whoever was outside in the dark to come after them. Forty-five minutes was too long. Long enough for the shooter to reposition himself with a clear view of the back of the house. Or to pick off the ambulance crew as it arrived . . .


  The options were endless.


  “You don’t know how many of them are out there,” Carly said in a grim voice.


  “I know.” The Dodge brothers, Wade Pierce, Terry Reece, Shawn Collins. Any of them could be outside.


  There was always the possibility that they were all working together . . .


  “Seth?” Gabe called from the kitchen.


  Seth went to the doorway. Gabe was struggling to remove his uniform shirt. Blood soaked the bandage on his head, and his movements had spurred more bleeding from his leg wound.


  “Gabe, you have to hold still,” Carly said. “The ambulance is still at least a half hour away.”


  But Gabe continued to squirm. “Take my vest.”


  Seth’s body armor was in the trunk of his car.


  “Good thinking.” Carly switched gears and helped Gabe strip down to his T-shirt. Then she added another layer to each of his bandages. “No more moving.”


  Gabe nodded, slumping to the floor.


  Carly wrapped another layer of rolled gauze around his leg.


  Then Seth donned Gabe’s vest and tightened the Velcro straps. His finger stopped on a dimple in the Kevlar over his ribs.


  A bullet.


  Gabe had actually been shot three times. His vest had saved his life.


  Seth took a dark jacket from the closet and tugged a black knit cap over his blond hair. He checked the load on his Glock, then added a knife in a sheath to his belt.


  Just in case things got personal.


  “Your mom has the front door,” Seth said to Carly.


  Seth’s mother-in-law was the kindest woman alive, unless you threatened her family. Then she’d put a bullet in your ass faster than you could blink. “Bruce is covering the back. You cover Gabe and the kids in case someone breaches the perimeter?”


  Carly nodded. “I love you.”


  “Love you more.” Seth pressed a quick kiss to her lips.


  He meant each word. He would kill—or die—for her in a heartbeat.


  Seth pointed at Bruce. “Stay here and protect them. We don’t know how many men are out there, so hold your position no matter what.”


  Bruce nodded grimly.


  Seth had turned on all the outside lights except the one over the side door. He slipped out into the darkness. The shooter had used the branches of the trees by the road like a deer blind, but he’d had plenty of time to move to a new location.


  Sticking to the shadows, Seth ran across the grass. The downpour soaked his clothes and hat in a few seconds, but the limited visibility would also provide him with some cover.


  Seth circled the yard, approaching the trees from the back side. Water splashed under his feet, but the storm covered any sound of his footsteps. He crept through the trees. There were only a half dozen of them, all mature oaks, and their branches were all empty. The shooter had moved.


  He spied scrapes in the bark of a tree. At the base of it, two footprints in the mud pointed toward the barn. Was he going to create a diversion? A barn fire would draw at least some of them out of the house. Seth jogged toward the big building. When he reached its shadow, he stayed close to the barn and crept toward the entrance.


  The door had been rolled open about twelve inches.


  Someone was inside.


  Seth peered through the opening. A figure was spreading a bale of straw in the aisle. Animals moved restlessly in their stalls, sensing the stranger. Seth’s horse kicked at his door and let out a shrill whinny. Another door shook from an impact.


  The figure stepped back and struck a match. The small flame glowed in the dark barn.


  “Stop!” Seth raised his handgun.


  The figure turned to face him. Shawn Collins met his gaze, dropped the match, and broke for the exit.


  Cursing, Seth dove forward. Even as he knew he was wasting time, he stomped out the flames already sparking in the dry straw. He couldn’t let the animals burn. He took heart that Bruce and Patsy and Carly were all armed at the house. If Shawn thought any of them would be easy prey, he was mistaken.


  Seth kicked dirt on top of smoldering flames, then ran for the exit.


  If Shawn was headed for the house, he had a decent head start.


  He ran outside. Shawn was a dark shadow sprinting across the lawn. Seth raced after him. A three-shot burst of gunfire pinged. Bullets hit the wet grass near Seth’s feet. He switched to a zigzag pattern, his boots slipping in the water.


  Someone else was out here.


  Terry?


  Up ahead, through the driving rain, he could see Shawn approaching the house. Seth turned on the speed. More shots rang out, but the visibility, wind, and rain were his friends. Bullets kicked up water and dirt around him. He kept his line erratic and gained on Shawn anyway. By the time they’d reached the halfway point across the small meadow, Seth was nearly on top of him.


  He dove forward, catching Shawn in a flying tackle. Shawn twisted his body to fall on his hip. They crashed to the ground, sliding in the mud. As their forward momentum stopped, they rolled. Shawn landed on top of Seth. Straddling Seth’s chest, Shawn reached for his calf, and light gleamed on the blade of a knife.


  Seth hooked Shawn’s ankle with his foot and used both hands to grab the wrist holding the knife. Seth bucked, throwing Shawn’s weight forward. Then Seth bridged, reversing their positions. But Shawn was no amateur. Before Seth settled his weight, he scrambled out from under him.


  Brandishing the knife, Shawn circled.


  Seth staggered to his feet and wiped the rain from his eyes.


  “Trust me,” Shawn yelled over the roaring wind and lashing rain. “You don’t want to take me on in a knife fight.”


  “No. I don’t.” Seth pulled his Glock and shot Shawn twice in the chest.


  Seth was not fucking around with his family in danger. Shawn had had his chance to surrender in the barn, and he’d blown it.


  Shawn fell to his knees, his face a blend of resignation and surprise. The knife dropped to the grass. Seth stepped forward, keeping his gun aimed on Shawn, and kicked the weapon away.


  But he needn’t have worried. Shawn face-planted, and when Seth used his foot to roll him onto his back, he was dead.


  One down.


  Seth turned, his gaze seeking the shooter through the rain. A figure stood in front of the barn. The figure lifted the rifle to his shoulder. Seth hit the ground and waited for the shot.


  An irritated bleat carried through the rain. Prince Eric burst from the barn door and rammed the shooter behind the knees. The man’s feet flew into the air, he dropped his rifle, and landed on his ass in the mud.


  Seth sprinted toward him.


  The man scrambled for his weapon, but the goat charged again, ducking his head and slamming his horns into the man’s chest. The man flipped onto his hands and knees and crawled toward the rifle. Grabbing it, he spun on his knees and swung the barrel toward the goat. Before he could bring the weapon around, Prince Eric dashed away into the rain.


  “Police! Drop the rifle!” Seth pointed his Glock at him.


  The man froze and turned to face him. Terry Reece.


  “I thought you corporate types preferred to keep your hands clean,” Seth said.


  Terry’s eyes flickered. His fingers on the rifle moved.


  “Don’t do it.” Seth warned. “Shawn’s dead. If you move that weapon, you’re next.”


  Terry lowered the rifle to the mud. On his knees, he raised his hands into the air.


  “Lace your fingers behind you head and scoot backward,” Seth commanded, moving closer.


  Terry obeyed.


  “You can stop!” Seth moved the rifle farther away with his foot. “Now don’t move.”


  Is it over?


  Seth reached for his handcuffs. Before he could take them from his belt, Prince Eric charged out of the rain, rammed Terry in the back, and knocked him onto his face in the mud.


  Terry lifted his head and spit. “Fucking goat.”


  “He gets pissed when someone tries to set his barn on fire.” Seth holstered his weapon and cuffed Terry’s hands behind his back. He hauled the mud-covered man to his feet.


  Prince Eric kicked his heels up and ran in a circle around the barnyard.


  Seth searched Terry’s pockets and relieved him of a handgun and a thick military-style knife. Then he marched Terry to the back of the house.


  Bruce opened the back door and yelled over the rain. “Everything all right, Seth?”


  “Yes,” Seth answered, then he tugged Terry onto the deck. “Sit.”


  “You’re not going to leave me out here in the storm?” Terry complained.


  Seth opened the cuffs, brought Terry’s hands behind the deck post, and recuffed him at an awkward angle. Terry wasn’t going anywhere. “I’m sure as hell not bringing you into my house.”


  His family was safe, but worry kicked aside Seth’s relief.


  He went to the back door. “How’s Gabe?”


  He didn’t need an answer. Carly was kneeling at the fallen officer’s side, her face streaked with tears, her clothes soaked with blood.


  
CHAPTER TWELVE
  “I can’t get the bleeding to stop.” Carly tightened the bandage on Gabe’s leg. Blood covered her hands and smeared her clothes, the smell and slickness of it bringing another scene, and a dead child, into her mind.


  She couldn’t let Gabe die.


  Seth hurried through the back door. “Where is the ambulance?”


  “Another road is underwater,” Bruce said. “The ambulance is making a detour. It’s going to take them a while to get here.”


  “Life flight?” Seth asked, moving across the kitchen.


  Bruce shook his head. “The helicopter can’t fly in this storm.”


  Carly glanced in the open first aid kit next to her. “I’m running out of gauze.”


  “Bruce, lock the prisoner in the back of Gabe’s patrol car and get the first aid kit from the trunk.” Seth peered over her shoulder.


  She folded yet another towel, placed it on the wound, and applied more pressure. But the blood wouldn’t stop. “He needs a doctor.”


  Her mother peered into the kitchen from the den, where she had taken the children. “Doc Simpson isn’t in town, but Dean is on his way.”


  Seth put two fingers on Gabe’s neck. “Can you hear me?”


  Gabe’s eyes opened for a few seconds, then drifted shut again. He mumbled something.


  “Hang on, buddy,” Seth said. “I have to check the rest of the property. I don’t think there’s anyone else out there, but I want to double-check.”


  He went out the back door.


  Bruce brought the fully stocked first aid kit in and opened it next to Carly’s knee. Her arms and back ached from leaning on Gabe’s leg.


  The next five minutes passed too slowly. Finally, the front door opened. Dean walked into the kitchen carrying a black medical bag. He dropped to his knees beside Carly, and rummaged in his bag for a pair of surgical gloves.


  Carly moved aside, relieved.


  “Do we have an ETA on the ambulance?” Dean asked as he started an IV.


  “I just called them. They’re still thirty minutes away,” Bruce said. “I thought you were a psychiatrist?”


  “I am.” Dean hung the bag of fluids from the back of a kitchen chair. “I once had a patient show up to my office after trying to commit suicide. I keep emergency supplies on hand. Besides, I’ve learned that I’m the only medical doctor within twenty miles.”


  “More like thirty or forty,” Bruce said.


  “This should help.” Dean straightened the IV line, then nudged Carly. “Why don’t you let me take over? I did a rotation in a trauma center in med school.”


  Carly stumbled to her feet and backed away. She leaned on the kitchen counter as Dean assessed the wound, adjusted the tourniquet, and applied additional bandages. He might be a psychiatrist, but he knew what he was doing.


  Now that the acute danger had passed, Carly’s adrenaline plummeted and exhaustion slid over her like an ice pack. Shivering, she watched Gabe breathe until the ambulance arrived.


  Once he was loaded onto the gurney and wheeled out, Dean stood and stripped off his gloves. He turned to Carly, a concerned frown bringing his brows together. Tossing the gloves into the garbage can, he crossed the tile to stand in front of Carly. “Let’s get your hands washed.”


  Dean lifted her by the arms, guided her to the sink, and helped her clean the blood from her hands.


  Carly dried her hands on a paper towel. There was still blood under her nails. She glanced down. Her clothes were bloody. “I need to shower and change. Would you please check on the children? They’re in the den with my mother. I don’t want them to see me like this.” She gestured to her red-soaked clothes.


  “Are you sure you’re all right?” Dean asked.


  No.


  “Yes.” She turned toward the doorway. Her fingers trembled and tears pressured her eyes. She was going to lose it, and she’d rather do that alone.


  The front door stood open. Red lights swirled outside. Through the open door, she could see Seth, Bruce, and deputies crawling over the front yard.


  After starting the shower, she dropped her clothes on an old towel on the bathroom floor and stepped into the spray. She couldn’t get the water hot enough to stop shaking, but she didn’t cry. She felt almost numb.


  On autopilot, she stepped out of the shower, dressed in clean clothes, and went downstairs into the den.


  “Mama!” Brianna raced to Carly and wrapped her arms around her waist.


  Carly hugged her back. “Are you okay, pumpkin?”


  Brianna nodded into Carly’s stomach. “I am now.”


  “Is Liam okay?” Carly looked over her daughter’s head. The boy was cradled on Dean’s lap, sound asleep, his head resting on the doctor’s chest.


  “Dr. Dean is taking care of him,” Brianna said.


  “I see that.” Carly pressed her face into her daughter’s hair. She sat on the sofa. Brianna curled up next to her and promptly fell asleep.


  “She can sleep with me tonight,” Patsy said. She picked her up and carried her from the room.


  Carly pushed her guilt aside and let her mom take her daughter. She was liable to have the nightmare and wake Brianna.


  Bruce walked into the room and scooped up Liam. “I’ll put him in Carly and Stevie’s old room. I’ll sleep in the other twin bed so if he wakes up, he won’t be alone.”


  Seth appeared in the doorway. “I called the hospital. Gabe is headed into surgery. Barring complications, they expect him to make it.”


  “Thank God.” Carly pressed a hand to her chest, where her heart still beat too rapidly.


  Everyone is okay.


  Seth turned and went back outside, leaving Carly alone with Dean.


  “Thank you so much for coming out here tonight,” she said.


  “You’re welcome. I was glad to help.” He leaned forward, the Mickey Mouse on his shirt wrinkling. “How are you?”


  “I’m fine,” she lied.


  His gaze dropped to her trembling hands. “No normal person would be fine after what happened here tonight, but after that panic attack you had in my office this afternoon, I’m worried about you.”


  The story flowed out of her, her mouth flapping. “I went on a home visit last month, just a routine check on a single mom and her little boy.”


  A tear spilled from Carly’s eye as she told him the story. Her throat closed and breathing felt like she was trying to suck air in through a cocktail straw. “He died in my arms.”


  A fresh rush of shaky sickness flooded her.


  Dean’s hand was warm on hers. “I want to see you tomorrow. Either you come to my office or I’ll come out here.”


  She nodded. “The nightmares have been pretty bad. I don’t even want to go to sleep.”


  “That’s understandable.”


  “I don’t know why I just told you all that.” Except that she was too tired to hold it all in.


  “Jedi mind trick.” Dean patted her hand. The gesture was comforting rather than condescending. “You’ll get through this.”


  “I hope so. I don’t feel much like myself,” she admitted.


  Dean nodded. “All right. We’ll run a few tests just to make sure there’s no thyroid issue or other medical problem.”


  But for the first time in Carly’s life, she doubted her ability to do her job. Her determination, her need to care for those who had no one else felt far away.


  She was out of steam.


  Maybe this was it. Maybe it was time she gave up her job.


  But the thought of quitting made her feel worse.


  
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
  Seth rubbed his eyes as the doorbell rang. Three hours of sleep wasn’t nearly enough, but that was all he was going to get for now. Agent Vance had called an hour before, letting Seth know he was near Solitude.


  Seth opened the front door. Three men stood on the stoop. Seth examined Special Agent Vance’s ID then opened the door wide.


  In the early morning hours, a lull in the storm’s center had reached Solitude, and the rain had slowed to a drizzle.


  Agent Vance, a tall man with a runner’s build, returned his ID to his pocket. He gestured to a heavyset man in a gray suit. “This is my partner, Special Agent Morrison.” He pointed to the third man. “And Marcus Wilkins, Liam’s uncle.” All three men were travel worn, but the third man looked haggard in a way that suggested long-term exhaustion. His clothes hung on his frame as if he’d lost weight recently.


  “Uncle Marcus!” Liam raced down the hallway and launched himself at the man.


  Stunned, Seth watched Marcus catch Liam and hold him close.


  The boy could talk.


  Marcus’s eyes welled with tears. “Liam. My God, I am so happy to see you.”


  Liam wrapped his skinny limbs around his uncle.


  Marcus leaned back and smoothed the hair away from the boy’s face. “Are you all right?”


  Liam nodded. “I wanted you to find me.”


  “I know, buddy. I’ve been trying,” Marcus sniffed. The family resemblance showed in the shape and set of their eyes.


  Seth’s vision misted. There must be something in his eye.


  He led the way back to the kitchen.


  “Uncle Marcus, I want to show you Prince Eric. He’s a little goat.” Liam tugged his uncle toward the back door. Rain still drizzled from a slate-gray sky. “We’re gonna get wet though.”


  “That’s fine.” Marcus looked out the back door and then at Seth again. “Is it all right if we go down to the barn?”


  “It’s fine,” Seth said. Crouching down, he spoke to Liam. “Bruce and Brianna are feeding the animals.”


  Marcus helped the boy into a rain jacket and followed the child out into the rain. Liam held his uncle’s hand.


  The agents accepted coffee. Seth eased into a chair with his own cup. Paper, crayons, and childish drawings covered the kitchen table.


  “Drawing therapy for the children.” Seth moved the pictures aside. Then he summarized what had happened since his first phone call with Agent Vance.


  Vance nodded. “We’ve been reevaluating the case. Originally, we thought Wade killed his wife and kidnapped his son, but now it appears that Shawn Collins shot her and took the boy, most likely as leverage to get Wade to return the money. Shawn had the skills to get the job done.”


  “Why did Wade steal ten million dollars?” Seth asked. Terry Reece had refused to say anything other than asking for his lawyer.


  “We’re not sure, but we know that Knight Products was going to replace him as the CFO,” Agent Vance said. “And Wade had been increasingly unstable.”


  Seth drank coffee. “So Wade decided to take a piece of the company with him.”


  Agent Vance nodded. “We know that Terry traced the money to an offshore account. We’ve been watching him.”


  “He knows where the money is, but not how to get it.” Seth drained his cup. He was going to bleed caffeine at some point, but he’d sleep tomorrow.


  Agent Vance added sugar to his cup. “We’ve been trying to crack the account login information too. But we haven’t had any luck.”


  “Can you get the bank to put a hold on the money?” Seth asked. Surely, the FBI could achieve a legal solution faster than Terry.


  Vance shook his head. “Not with this particular country. We’d like to take control of the cash. Without money, Wade’s options diminish, and he’ll be easier to catch.”


  “Makes sense.” Seth stacked pictures. Brianna had drawn twenty stormy pictures of her valiant Prince Eric saving Seth. Fair enough. The goat had earned extra carrots for life. But Liam’s drawings were still strange. Seth understood the pictures of the goat. The fact that he’d drawn Prince Eric eating his carrots in the clouds made no sense, but hey, the kid was only six. The flying saucers decorated with strings of numbers perplexed Seth.


  Wait. Liam was from Seattle.


  Seth picked up one of Liam’s pictures. The saucer had legs, and Seth suddenly knew exactly what it was. “We thought he was drawing flying saucers. But it’s the Space Needle.” Seth rotated the picture, reading the numbers. “Three point one four one five.” He stopped, counting the digits. “It’s the first twelve digits of pi, repeated over and over.”


  Agent Vance took the drawing. “You’re right.”


  And the truth hit Seth. “Liam is the key. That’s why Terry and Shawn wanted him so badly.”


  Agent Vance stood, whipped out his phone, and took pics of Liam’s drawings. Then he walked into the den. He returned fifteen minutes later. “You were right. It took our team a few tries, but they broke the passcode with Liam’s clues. The account login was “Space Needle” and the password was the first twelve digits of pi.”


  “So maybe you’ll catch Wade,” Seth said. “Any idea where he is?”


  “Not yet.” Vance stood. “If you need anything from us to tie up your murder case, just call.”


  “Thanks.” Seth pushed to his feet. “We’ve tied Shawn Collins to the murders of Kandi and Peter.”


  Earlier that morning, he’d sent a deputy to the homeowner in Hannon who had called in the prowler that Gabe and Bruce were investigating before they went to Mr. Jenkins’s home the night of the shootings. The homeowner had picked Shawn out of a photo lineup. With a suspect identified, forensics could work on linking Shawn to the crime with physical evidence. But Seth had no doubt that the i’s would be dotted and the t’s crossed.


  Seth’s phone rang. He picked it up. Zane.


  “What is it, Zane?” he asked.


  “A dead man washed up on the banks of the Rogue River last night,” Zane said. “We don’t know if it’s one of the missing Dodge brothers. The body is too banged up from the rocks and white water to identify him visually. I’ll let you know when the ME identifies him. The Dodge brothers’ fingerprints are on record, so hopefully, the ME can make a match if the body is one of them.”


  Where are the Dodge brothers, and why did they break out of the jail if they aren’t guilty?


  “Thanks, Zane.” Seth ended the call and relayed the information to Agent Vance. “It’s also possible the body is Wade’s. He’s still missing too.”


  And someone had been inside cabin 5 of the O’Rourke resort. Had it been Wade?


  Agent Vance rubbed a hand across his scalp. “We have Wade’s fingerprints.”


  “I’ll let the ME know,” Seth said.


  Where is Wade now? Does he know his son is safe?


  The entire case had left Seth with too many loose ends—and a giant headache. But today, the immediate crisis was over. His family was safe, but more bad weather was on the way. When the storm cleared, he’d deal with all the unanswered questions. For now, his family was his priority.


  Vance went to the window. “I hate to drag the boy out of here so abruptly, but we need to get on the road. The back side of this storm looks like it’s going to be just as bad as the first part, and we had to detour around two flooded bridges to get here.”


  Half of Solitude was already under water.


  “I’m headed into town for supplies this morning.” Seth opened the door and led the way out into the mist. “We’ll probably lose power at some point, and there’s always a chance we could get isolated out here.”


  “You’ll be all right, though?” Vance asked.


  “We’ll be fine.” The wet grass squished under Seth’s boots. “This farm has weathered worse.”


  And so had the family who lived on it.


  Except for restocking the medical supplies and picking up a bag of ice for the freezer, the supplies were more for comfort than necessity. But after the month his wife had had, she deserved every comfort Seth could give her.


  Seth debated waking Carly to say goodbye to Liam. But her nightmares had been rough, and she hadn’t fallen into a deep sleep until early this morning. He didn’t have the heart to wake her.


  The agents allowed the children a few minutes to say goodbye. Then Liam walked around and said goodbye to each of the animals. Maximus nickered. Seth opened the stall door and held Prince Eric so Liam could give the goat a hug. To Seth’s surprise, the goat cooperated. When Seth closed and latched the door, the ornery pygmy kicked his stall door.


  Seth fastened the second snap to keep the goat confined. But with Prince Eric one could never be sure of anything. The goat was the most resourceful animal Seth had ever encountered.


  Which made him a perfect fit for the Taylor family.


  Bruce got down on one knee and hugged Liam goodbye. “We’ll keep in touch, all right? I gave your uncle my cell phone number. You can call me anytime.”


  Liam hugged him back but seemed content to go with his uncle.


  Seth walked the FBI agents, Marcus, and Liam to their big, black SUV and watched them drive away. A jumble of relief and sadness welled in his chest. He’d grown attached to the little boy, but Liam clearly belonged with his Uncle Marcus.


  Another vehicle passed the black SUV and made its way toward the house. Dean got out of the driver’s seat, reached back inside the vehicle, and lifted out a paper bag.


  Seth stepped back and welcomed the doctor into the house. They walked back to the kitchen. Patsy was up and at the stove. Seth did a double take. Was that lipstick? Had he ever seen his mother-in-law wearing makeup? No, he hadn’t.


  He looked back at the doctor, who was blushing.


  Interesting.


  Dean opened the bag and lifted out a white bakery box. “I thought you all could use some cheering up this morning.” Apparently forgetting Seth was in the room, Dean handed the box to Patsy.


  A floorboard squeaked overhead. Carly must be awake. Seth took the opportunity to excuse himself.


  He went upstairs and into the bedroom they shared just as Carly exited the attached bathroom. She’d dressed in yoga pants and a sweatshirt. Her long, dark hair was combed back in a smooth ponytail. Her face was as pale as the white comforter on their bed.


  “I saw Liam leave from the window.” Carly’s eyes brightened with emotion as she crossed the room to stand in front of him.


  Was she upset that she’d missed saying goodbye to Liam?


  “I’m sorry. I should have woken you, but you were so exhausted last night.” Seth hated the dark circles under his wife’s eyes. She’d tossed and turned all night, just as she had for the past month.


  “It’s fine, as long as he was comfortable leaving with his uncle.”


  “He was.”


  “I’m so glad.” Carly swallowed.


  He brushed a stray hair off his wife’s cheek. Her smile was simultaneously sad and happy and something else he couldn’t identify.


  Worry stirred in his gut. “Is something wrong?”


  
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
  “Nothing is wrong.” Carly touched his face. “At least I hope not.”


  Would Seth be as happy as she was?


  “Dean said something to me last night that got me thinking.” She wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before.


  “I like him,” Seth said. “He’s downstairs, by the way.”


  “I like him too. In fact, I’m going to see him today. As a patient.” Though she’d resisted putting herself first, it was now a necessity.


  “I’m glad. This last month has been rough. I hate to see you so upset.”


  “Rough doesn’t quite cover it.” Carly’s smile stretched wide and pulled at her face. “Anyway . . .”


  Seth reached for her hand.


  She squeezed his fingers. “I’m pregnant.”


  Surprise widened his eyes. “What?”


  “I know. I was surprised too.”


  They hadn’t been trying.


  “I had a pregnancy test in the bathroom from last summer,” she said. “When we came back from Hawaii, for a few days I thought . . .”


  But her hopes had been dashed.


  Carly had wanted another child for years, but they’d agreed to get their marriage back on solid footing before adding a baby to their family. “Last night, Dean said he wanted to send me for blood work to make sure I didn’t have some medical issue exacerbating my anxiety symptoms. His comment made me think about my constant queasiness. The way I’ve been light-headed and tired. So this morning I took the pregnancy test. I don’t know why I didn’t recognize the symptoms.”


  She’d barely processed the discovery but already felt the buzz of excitement.


  A new baby . . .


  “Because you’ve been through hell, that’s why.” Seth folded her into his arms.


  The warmth of his embrace soaked into body and soul, and the joy in her heart filled the dark spaces inside her.


  As long as she had him, she would be all right. They were so much stronger together than apart. She closed her eyes and leaned on his solid chest for a minute. How could she have ever doubted their love?


  But was Seth as happy about another baby as she was?


  “Are you happy?” she asked, nerves dancing in her belly.


  Seth kissed her hard on the mouth. “God yes.” Leaning back, he splayed his hands on her belly. “I can’t wait.”


  Carly had only one regret. “I wish I could go see my father. I’d like to tell him first.”


  She knew the idea was ridiculous even as she said it. Her father had been gone for a year and a half. But she was pregnant, and for once she would indulge her emotional whim.


  Seth reached out and brushed a tear from her face. “We’ll go as soon as the storm clears.”


  “You don’t think the floodwater could reach the grave?”


  Her father’s grave overlooked the Rogue River.


  “Your dad is on top of the hill,” Seth said. “He’ll be fine.”


  Big Bill Taylor was in the perfect position to watch over his town—and his family—forever.


  “We’ll tell my father as soon as we can get there. And since I can’t decide whether to tell Mom or Stevie first, we can tell the rest of the family when everyone is together for Thanksgiving.”


  “Seems appropriate.” Seth kissed her again.


  And the nerves in her belly shifted to desire. Carly returned the kiss, her softness yielding to the hardness of his muscles, the planes of their bodies lining up as if they’d been made for each other.


  Which they had.


  “There’s never been a day when I’ve felt more thankful. For you. For your family. For this.” Seth cupped her jaw with both hands. “I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you, standing on campus. I will carry that picture in my head for the rest of my life. You were wearing cutoff denim shorts and a yellow tank top. You stunned me then almost as much as you stun me now. I love you with all my heart.”


  Joy filled Carly. There had never been another man for her.


  “I love you more than I can possibly say.” She wound her arms around his neck. “But maybe I can show you.”


  Seth’s gaze heated. He reached back and locked the bedroom door. Backing her up to the bed, he gave her yet another reason to be thankful.
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