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				HER STOLEN SISTER

				Seven-year-old Lucy Randall had been kidnapped in broad daylight fourteen years ago, and now Detective Katie Randall is determined to solve her sister’s case. Her only option is to team up with the man whose family hates her. Former FBI agent Jordan Grey knows the beautiful cop isn’t to blame for his brother’s death, but he can’t risk causing his parents more pain by falling for Katie. He’ll have to focus on finding Lucy. But when Katie and Jordan uncover the truth, will this kidnapper turn killer?

				Family Reunions: Bringing loved ones back together

			

		

	
		
			
				“Someone’s either been in my house or is still there.”

				Katie gestured to the open door. “Jordan, will you cover me?”

				He didn’t waste time chastising her for not waiting on him. “What’s the layout?”

				“Foyer leads straight into the great room. Two bedrooms and a bath to the right, kitchen and dining to the left. My bedroom is also to the left, behind the garage.”

				“I’ll go right, you go left.”

				Katie stepped into her house and caught her breath. Chaos greeted her. Cushions pulled off her couch and slashed. Bookcase overturned and coffee table shoved on its side. The Christmas tree lay on its side, ornaments crushed from one end of the room to the other.

				A thud from the back of the house caused her to stiffen and shoot a glance at Jordan. “You hear that?” she whispered.

				Suddenly a crash. Running footsteps.

				The French doors swung open, and the intruder halted when he realized Katie had him cut off. She pointed her weapon. “Freeze! Police!”
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				For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.

				—Ephesians 2:8

			

		

	
		
			
				To my Lord and Savior, who loves me unconditionally and died so I could live.
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				ONE

				Keys clutched in her left hand, Detective Katie Randall stared at her vandalized front door. She hadn’t noticed it when she’d pulled into the drive; she’d been too busy thinking about her sister’s cold case and the man who’d been assigned to help her work on it. Lucy had disappeared fourteen years ago from her front yard and it was time Katie and her family found closure.

				Now she’d come home to this.

				She’d parked in the drive and grabbed her stuff from the car, still thinking about canceling the meeting she had coming up in about five minutes.

				It was only when she’d gotten closer to the house that she’d seen the splintered wood around the doorknob. And the Christmas wreath lying on the porch.

				The hair on the nape of her neck spiked, and she stepped back. She set her briefcase and keys on the porch. The chilly December wind found its way under her collar, and she shivered as she mentally flipped through her options at lightening speed.

				Her nerves tightened, muscles bunched. She pulled her weapon from her shoulder holster as she backed down the steps of the porch. With her left hand, she snagged her cell phone from the back pocket of her khaki slacks and pressed the speed dial number for Jordan Gray, the man she was supposed to meet in less than five minutes. She couldn’t let him walk into a potentially dangerous situation without some warning.

				He answered on the third ring. “Almost there.”

				“Don’t pull in the drive. Someone’s either been in my house or is still there.”

				“Give me thirty seconds.”

				“I’m calling for backup. I’ll be inside. Mariah might be here and need help.”

				Mariah Sims, Katie’s friend and roommate. Mariah usually got home before Katie.

				She hung up on his protests and orders to wait for him. Hesitating, she debated whether or not to call her partner, Gregory Lee, but decided Jordan, a former FBI agent, would be able to handle this just as well as Gregory.

				And he was closer. She dialed 911 and within seconds had backup on the way. Once the address went out, every officer within a ten-mile radius would be on her doorstep.

				She made her way up the porch steps again. Christmas lights lined the railing. Katie stood to the side of the broken door and nudged it open. “Mariah? Are you here?”

				Silence greeted her call.

				Katie whispered up a silent prayer for Mariah’s safety.

				She glanced over her shoulder as Jordan’s car edged to the curb in front of her neighbor’s home. He climbed out, weapon in his hand as he jogged over to stand beside her. She’d hired him through Finding the Lost to locate her missing sister. The Finding the Lost organization, founded by skip-tracer Erica James, specialized in locating missing people. From private investigators to contracted FBI agents to police detectives, a plethora of talented men and woman worked tirelessly to help others reunite with lost loved ones.

				Katie had hired the organization and then had second thoughts about doing so when she discovered who would handle her case. Jordan Gray. She knew him slightly because of her connection to Erica, his boss, but hadn’t realized Neil Gray was his brother. The brother who’d been killed in a jail cell after Katie arrested him for drunk driving.

				Before she had a chance to tell Jordan she’d decided she couldn’t work with him, he’d called fifteen minutes ago to let her know he was on the way to her house.

				He was ambushing her and she hadn’t been able to put him off. Now she was glad for his presence. She gestured to the open door. “Will you cover me?”

				He didn’t waste time chastising her for not waiting on him. “What’s the layout?”

				“Foyer leads straight into the great room. Two bedrooms and a bath to the right, kitchen and dining to the left. My bedroom is also to the left behind the garage.”

				“I’ll go right, you go left.”

				Katie stepped into her house and caught her breath. Chaos greeted her. Cushions pulled off her couch and slashed. Bookcase overturned and coffee table shoved on its side. The Christmas tree she and Mariah had decorated lay on its side, ornaments crushed from one end of the room to the other.

				A thud from the back of the house caused her to stiffen and shoot a glance at Jordan. “You hear that?” she whispered.

				“Yeah. Where’d it come from?” He kept his voice low.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Is your roommate here?”

				“She usually parks in the garage, but I don’t know if her car’s in there or not.” She would have checked before entering the house, but the windows for the garage had blinds on them. And they were closed.

				Katie moved farther inside, sidestepping the mess. Jordan went right, weapon in front of him.

				Katie passed the open-area kitchen on her left, rounded the breakfast bar and stepped into the hallway. To her left was the utility room, to the right the half bath and the exit to the back porch that ran the length of the house.

				The half bath sat empty. All that was left was her room and bath. Her room looked like the great room area: destroyed.

				She ignored the anger at the invasion and headed back to join Jordan.

				“Freeze! FBI!”

				Katie did for a brief second before she realized the yell wasn’t aimed at her.

				A crash. Running footsteps.

				A dark-clothed figure raced past the doorway where she stood and into Mariah’s bedroom, with Jordan on his heels. Katie bolted after them.

				The intruder leaped over the bed and wrenched the French doors open. Jordan followed and Katie turned to race from the bedroom, back into the great room and out onto the back porch.

				The French doors swung open and the figure halted when he realized Katie had him cut off. She pointed her weapon. “Freeze! Police!”

				He obeyed for a millisecond, then vaulted over the railing. Again Jordan followed while Katie spun and took the steps two at a time to the yard, where Jordan tackled the man. Sirens screaming, three cruisers pulled up to the curb.

				* * *

				Jordan ducked as a fist swung around toward his face. As the intruder’s punch met air, Jordan pulled back his right arm and let his knuckles crunch against the guy’s jaw. Dazed, the fight drained from the man, and he lay on his back panting, glaring as the sting of the hit faded.

				With her gun in her right hand, Katie used her left to toss a pair of handcuffs to Jordan.

				“Let us know if you need help.”

				Jordan looked up to see three officers, guns drawn, ready to jump in. He sucked in a lungful of air. “I think we got it.”

				Katie walked over and continued to cover the man until Jordan had him on his stomach, hands cuffed behind his back. “You have the right to remain silent...” Katie read him his rights as Jordan patted the man down. Finding no weapon, he rose to his feet.

				When she was finished, she looked at the officers. “This will just take a minute, then he’s all yours. She shoved her intruder over to the steps of the porch. “Sit.”

				Jordan watched the man obey. Reluctantly and with narrowed green eyes that glinted with anger.

				Katie looked at Jordan. “You’re not FBI. Why’d you identify yourself as such?”

				He felt a flush start at the base of his neck. Then gave a small shrug even as the shadows danced across his mind. He pushed them away. “I am again as of last month. Simply doing some consulting work with them.”

				“Oh.”

				He spread his hands, palms up. “They asked.”

				“Right. Well, that should make my lieutenant happier.” Jordan knew her lieutenant hadn’t been too keen on Katie having access to her sister’s files, but he had finally caved, especially when she’d explained that she was hiring an outside organization to help. He’d been intrigued by the idea and finally agreed as long as she kept him updated. And worked the case on her own time. As far as Jordan could tell, she’d kept to that promise.

				She stared at him a moment longer, then turned her frown at her intruder. “Who are you, and what were you doing in my house?”

				His gaze lowered to the badge on her belt. “You’re a cop?”

				“I am.”

				“And you’re FBI?” He directed his question to Jordan, who gave a sharp nod.

				“Figures.” He clamped his lips and looked away. Jordan decided the guy was younger than he’d originally thought. Maybe in his mid-twenties.

				“Your name?” Katie demanded.

				“Wesley Wray.”

				“What were you looking for, Mr. Wray?” Jordan asked.

				Wesley shrugged. “Whatever I could find. Jewelry, cash, whatever.”

				Katie snapped his picture with her iPhone and emailed it directly to her office with instructions to find out everything possible about this man. “So this was just a random thing? You picked my house out of all the ones in this subdivision?”

				“Yeah, I guess. It looked like an easy hit.” He shook his head and muttered, “Didn’t know you were a cop.”

				Jordan saw skepticism skitter across Katie’s face and knew she wasn’t buying the guy’s story. Jordan hauled the man to his feet. “Come on, you can tell the rest of this sad tale downtown.”

				As he stood, Wesley’s gaze landed on Katie’s briefcase sitting on the front porch. “Your laptop in there?”

				She frowned. “It is. Why?”

				“Nothing.”

				Jordan led Wesley to a waiting police cruiser. Jordan recognized Chris Jiles as one of the officers. Chris locked his hand around Wray’s upper arm and looked at Katie. “You all right?”

				“Never better.”

				“Right.” He helped Jordan get Mr. Wray secured in the back of the cruiser. She walked over and shook hands with Chris. “I’ll be down to the station shortly to fill out a report. Stick him in one of the interrogation rooms and let him sit for a bit.”

				“Will do. You need a crime scene unit?”

				“Why? We caught him red-handed and he confessed. Let’s not waste lab dollars on a simple B & E.”

				He shrugged. “Your call.”

				Chris drove off with his prisoner, followed by the other officers who’d shown up. Katie turned to Jordan.

				Dressed in pressed khaki pants and a blue button-up shirt, she had her straight blond hair pulled back in a ponytail with a plain band. Her light brown eyes still glinted steel. A faint dusting of freckles and no makeup would make a lot of women look plain. Katie, however, was a natural beauty.

				He ignored the zing of attraction he always seemed to get around her and followed her up the front porch steps.

				Romance, attraction, whatever it was he felt when he spent time with her was not an option. Katie Randall had killed his brother—at least in his parents’ eyes—and while he’d work with her on this case, getting personal was out of the question. And besides, she’d gone out her way to avoid him ever since she’d learned he would be the one handling the case.

				They stepped back inside and the destruction greeted them.

				Even though she’d already seen it, he heard her suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Looks like you’re going to have your hands full cleaning this up.”

				She sighed. “Looks like. Fifteen days until Christmas and this. Lovely. Just what I wanted to come home to.” She grimaced. “Okay, I’ll stop whining now. Sorry.”

				He gave a short laugh. “I’ll help.” 

				Really? And why was he offering to spend more time with her than necessary? She lifted a brow. “I’ll probably call a cleaning crew, but thanks.”

				Relieved—yet strangely disappointed—he nodded and looked around. “Mariah’s not here, obviously.”

				“No.” She walked into the kitchen and looked out the window into the garage. “Her car’s not here. She either stayed late at work or stopped somewhere on her way home.”

				Jordan tilted his head toward the back of the house. “Your office is trashed, too.”

				Katie spun on her heel and walked to her office. Trashed was a kind word. “He asked about my laptop. Do you find that strange?”

				“Yes. A bit.”

				Katie walked to Mariah’s room. Mariah had gone crazy with Christmas decorations. Decorations that were still in their place, none broken, none touched. Jordan followed. She said, “But he didn’t touch anything in here.”

				“Maybe he just didn’t have time to get to it.”

				“Maybe.”

				“Or he was just interested in your stuff and not hers.”

				“But why? And why ask about my laptop?”

				“I think we’ll have to get Mr. Wray to answer those questions.”

				* * *

				Katie rubbed her head, hoping the action would push away the building headache. “I guess this means our meeting is on hold.”

				“Again.”

				Katie felt a flush of guilt stain her cheeks. It was true. She’d been putting him off, delaying their getting together. Every time she was around him, she expected him to bring up his brother. And her part in the man’s death. Her avoidance of Jordan was unusual. Normally if she needed to address something unpleasant, she did it and got it over with. Not so with this man. “It’s not like I planned this.”

				“No, but you’ve been avoiding meeting with me. You’re the one who came to us, remember? I’ve been working this case for the past two weeks. I need you to be available to answer questions when they come up. By putting me off, you’re making it exceedingly difficult for me to do my job.” He studied her. “And after you went to all that trouble to convince your lieutenant to grant us access to files and everything related to Lucy’s case.”

				Katie grimaced at the memory of going to her lieutenant and unashamedly begging him to allow them to do this. “I know. I know,” she groaned. “He really didn’t want to, but he likes me. Although he did warn me that if this came back to bite him, I’d be checking parking meters until I retired.” She rubbed her eyes. “It’ll help that you’re back with the FBI. He’s not like some who get defensive about territory. He welcomes any help he can get.”

				A faint smile crossed his face, then faded. “Is your reluctance because of Neil?”

				Katie stared at him, taken aback by his bluntness. Then a small kernel of anger formed in her belly. She curled her fingers into fists then had to make a concentrated effort to relax. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t want to talk to him. Not totally, anyway. “Yes, it’s partly because of Neil. I didn’t really expect Erica to give this case to you.” Erica James, the director of Finding the Lost, was one of Katie’s closest friends. “She knows what happened with Neil and—and I just—” She broke off and swallowed hard. “Although I suppose it makes the most sense with your FBI connections.” She frowned. “I can drive.”

				“That’s all right, I don’t mind. Where will you and Mariah stay until you get this cleaned up?”

				“Good question.” Relieved not to talk about his brother just yet, Katie pulled her phone out and started to dial Mariah’s number when she heard a car pull into the drive. She walked out onto the front porch to see her roommate climb from her vehicle.

				Mariah spotted Jordan and waved. “Hey, you two, what’s going on?” Jordan and Mariah had met once when Jordan had come by to pick up information regarding her sister’s kidnapping.

				“We had a break-in,” Katie said.

				Mariah’s pretty green eyes went wide. “A break-in? Are you all right?”

				“Yes,” Katie assured her, then explained what had happened. “But it’s pretty bad inside. I think we need to find another place to stay until a cleaning crew can come out here.” She paused. “Although your room looks fine. He didn’t get that far.”

				Jordan said, “He just raced out the French doors. But your stuff didn’t look touched.”

				Mariah bit her lip and tucked a stray hunk of chocolate-brown hair behind her ear. “You think he’ll come back?”

				“No, we caught him. But the kitchen and den area aren’t livable right now. He slashed the cushions and—”

				Mariah rushed past her and into the house. Her outraged cry made Katie grimace. Her roommate raced to Katie’s bedroom, then the office and finally her own bedroom. Tears stood in her friend’s eyes. “I don’t want to stay here. And you can’t. He slashed up your mattress.”

				“I know.”

				Mariah took a deep breath. “We’ll stay with Grandma Jean. She has that big ol’ house with plenty of room. She’d love it if we crashed there for a few days.”

				Katie smiled as she thought of the spry eighty-year-old woman who still lived life to the fullest. “All right, you ask her. I’ve got to get down to the station and question our intruder.”

				Mariah shuddered. “I can’t believe someone would break into a cop’s house.”

				Katie shrugged. “I don’t think he knew I was a cop.” She frowned. “I can’t help thinking this isn’t a random break-in.”

				Mariah fished in her large shoulder bag and produced her phone. “I’ll throw some things in a bag and call Grandma Jean and tell her we’re coming.”

				Katie looked at Jordan. “Guess I’ll do the same, then we can go. I’ll take my car and you can ride with me if you want. Mariah’s grandmother only lives about a mile from here, so I can bring you back here to get your car before I go over there for the night.”

				“That sounds good.”

				Katie smiled then walked into her destroyed bedroom. The smile slipped away and anger swept over her, hot and swift even as she gave thanks that Mariah hadn’t been here when the intruder broke in. She grabbed an overnight bag and threw some items in it, including work clothes for the next day. She then examined every inch of her bedroom even though she knew Wray hadn’t taken anything. Her jewelry box lay open, but nothing was missing.

				A shudder of revulsion went through her. She dealt with criminals every day. But she’d never had one in her house. Her bedroom. It made her skin crawl.

				Katie spun toward the door, anxious to get out of the room, and ran into Mariah coming from her bedroom. Her friend said, “We’re all set. Grandma Jean’s excited to have company tonight.”

				“I’ll call someone to come clean this up, and we’ll put better locks on the doors.” She paused. “And maybe an alarm system.”

				“All right. I’ll see you later tonight, then.”

				Katie nodded and joined Jordan, who waited patiently in the den. “I’m ready.”

				He followed her outside and stopped at her vehicle. She opened her door and looked at him. He placed a hand over hers. The heat of his palm seeped through the back of her hand, warming her. “What is it?” When he hesitated, she took a deep breath. His spicy cologne filled the air. Katie told herself she had to ignore the fact that she found him attractive and focus on doing what they needed to do so they could part company. “Jordan?”

				He said, “I know my parents blame you for Neil’s death, but I didn’t realize—”

				She tensed. “What?”

				“You blame yourself for my brother’s death, too, don’t you?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO

				She climbed into the car and shut the door. Jordan walked around and did the same, wondering if she was going to answer him. Then she bit her lip and nodded. “Yes. He was just a kid.” She cranked the car and backed out of the drive.

				“You were doing your job.”

				“I know that,” she snapped. Then took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

				“It’s okay. Neil was at a party and he’d been drinking. He decided to drive home rather than be smart and call someone to pick him up.”

				“What male is smart at the age of twenty?”

				A short, humorless laugh barked from him. “None. Not a single one.”

				“But he shouldn’t have died because he was just stupid.”

				“No, he shouldn’t have.”

				She drew in a deep breath. “I didn’t know what would happen. I let him make a phone call and put him in the holding cell. Then I went to do the paperwork and about an hour later—”

				“I know.”

				“There were so many arrests that night,” she whispered. “It was crazy.”

				“It was New Year’s Eve. It’s always like that.”

				“There was no choice but to fill the holding cells up.”

				“Katie, you don’t have to justify that night to me. I’ve worked law enforcement. I know what it’s like.” He swallowed hard and sighed. “You had no idea a meth head would kill two people with his bare hands before someone could get in there. You can’t predict what’s going to happen in those cells. Most of the time nothing does.” His jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed. “The fact is, if my brother hadn’t chosen to be stupid, he’d still be alive.”

				His anger vibrated between them. He was still furious with Neil. But not with her. Not anymore. He looked at her and felt frustration swamp him when he couldn’t read her expression. “So do you want me to quit looking into your sister’s kidnapping or not?”

				Katie bit her lip and glanced at him. “I don’t know, but knowing you don’t hold me responsible for Neil’s death helps.”

				“I don’t, but I’ll be honest, my parents do and I’m afraid I’ll never convince them otherwise.”

				She flinched and nodded.

				He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You came to us.”

				“I know that.”

				He thought about all the work he’d already done, the people he’d questioned, the answers that produced more questions. “I can’t do my job without your cooperation. Your sister’s been missing for fourteen years. Do you want me to keep working on trying to find out what happened to her or not?” Trying to find a person missing for the past fourteen years was hard enough, but trying to find one without the cooperation of the one who’d hired him would be impossible.

				“Yes. No.” She hissed out a breath and tightened her fingers around the wheel. After she made a left turn, she said, “It’s harder than I thought it would be.”

				“Why?”

				“Because every time I look at you, I think of Neil. I think of your father in the morgue and his—” She bit her lip and looked away.

				His phone rang and he snagged it, deciding to take the call and give her a bit of breathing room. “Hello?”

				“Jordan. This is Erica.”

				“What can I do for you?”

				“Have you had a chance to talk to Katie?” He and Erica had discussed Katie’s reluctance to have him lead the investigation into her sister’s disappearance.

				“In the process now.”

				“Sorry, didn’t mean to rush you. I’m just concerned.”

				“I know. I’ll give you an update soon.” He hung up and turned back to Katie. “That was Erica.”

				“Why did she assign my case to you?” Katie asked.

				“Because I had just finished up with one and had the time to take it.” He paused. “Did you tell her anything about our background?”

				Katie shook her head.

				“So she didn’t know.” He sighed. “Look. If you don’t want me working it, I’ll tell Erica. But you should know everyone is slammed right now. When Erica finally found Molly after three years and brought her home, those front-page headlines had people coming out of the woodwork. There are so many cold-case disappearances with desperate family members thinking Finding the Lost is their only hope. If you back off of Lucy’s case now, it might be a while before someone else can pick it back up.”

				She drove without speaking until they were almost to the station. “I don’t know if I can work with you. You’re a constant reminder that I caused someone’s death. How can you work with me day in and day out and not think about him? Not remember? Not feel some kind of anger toward me?” Her low voice reverberated with pain that echoed his own.

				His heart hurt when he thought of his twenty-year-old brother. He’d been dead for a little over a year and the pain still cut sometimes.

				Neil, the black sheep. The wild young man just sowing his oats. Neil, lying in the coffin because he’d chosen to drink and drive and then get stuck in a cell with the wrong person. Neil, whose dark secrets, known only to Jordan and the medical examiner, went to the grave with him, leaving Jordan with the burden of what to do with them. Especially the question of whether or not to tell his parents the truth about what really had been going on with Neil. Like his drug problem. “Neil doesn’t have anything to do with me doing my job.”

				She pulled into the parking lot of the station and turned off the vehicle. She looked at him. “How can you be objective? Your brother is dead because I arrested him and stuck him in a cell with a crazy person. How can you not blame me, too?”

				“For starters, you didn’t know the guy was crazy. And second, my brother is dead because he made some really bad choices. I don’t blame you, I blame Neil and the guy who killed him. Period. Those are the only two who deserve the blame.”

				“Like you said, your parents don’t feel that way.”

				Jordan closed his eyes, remembering his father’s confrontation of Katie at the morgue. Paul Gray had stared daggers at Katie. “You killed my son!”

				Katie had winced and held out a hand. “I’m so sorry this happened. Neil ran a stop sign right in front of me. I pulled him over and he was—”

				“You did this. You!” He’d jabbed a finger, stopping millimeters from her chest, cutting off her sorrowful words. “Neil called me. Said he didn’t know why he’d been arrested, that it was a case of mistaken identity. You made a mistake, and an innocent boy died because of it. I hope you can sleep tonight knowing how well you did your duty.” The thick sarcasm cut.

				“Sir—”

				His father had turned on his heel and marched away, never looking back. And Jordan had just stood there and let the man blast Katie. Then again, he’d wanted to do the same thing. Before he’d learned the truth about everything. That Neil was into drugs, buying, selling and using. And he was in deep.

				The pain of that day swept over him once again.

				The agony on Katie’s face shook him. “He wasn’t innocent like your parents believe, but Neil shouldn’t have died because of that choice,” she reiterated with a whisper.

				“No, he shouldn’t have.” Jordan rubbed a hand down his face. “This is why you’ve been avoiding me?”

				“Mostly.”

				He nodded. “All right. We’ve gotten this far in talking about it, but we’ll have to finish this conversation later. Let’s go see what our prisoner has to say.”

				Katie nodded and climbed from the car.

				* * *

				Katie stepped into the police station. Jordan nodded to an officer and said, “I want to speak to Kurt over there. His father and mine are friends. I’ll be there in just a minute.”

				She nodded and took a right down a long hallway. She stopped in front of a room labeled Interrogation Room #2 and took a deep breath.

				Questioning a suspect always gave her an adrenaline rush. Mr. Wesley Wray was no different. She knew Jordan would be watching from the observation window. Katie stepped into the interrogation room and dropped a file on the table in front of Wray. She sat across from him and settled one hand on top of the file. His eyes followed her movement. She asked, “You’ve got quite a history of breaking into places, don’t you?”

				His gaze snapped up to meet hers. He narrowed his eyes, leaned back and crossed his arms. “So?”

				She shrugged and kept her voice conversationally light. “What do you do when you’re not in jail, Mr. Wray? Do you have a family?”

				His brow furrowed. She’d confused him. “Yeah. I got a wife and a kid that live over behind the Beacon.”

				The Beacon. One of Spartanburg’s most well-known landmarks. Anyone who came through the city as a tourist stopped to eat there. But one didn’t want to live behind it. It was one of the toughest areas in town, where residents kept their doors locked and their weapons nearby.

				“So I want to know, out of all the houses in Spartanburg, what made you pick mine?”

				“I told you, Detective, it was empty and looked like an easy hit. I thought I’d be in and out before anyone got home. End of story.”

				She leaned in. “Oh, no. I think there’s a lot more to that story than you’re telling, and we’re not going anywhere until I’m satisfied you’ve given me quite a few more details. Why did you ask about my laptop? Is there something on there you’re interested in?”

				For a brief second, Wray looked startled, a deer caught in the headlights, then he sneered and leaned forward, the tic alongside his mouth betraying his emotion. “Look, lady—”

				“That’s ‘detective.’”

				“Detective,” Wray sneered. His face cleared, the tic stopped. “There’s nothing else to tell. I needed some cash for a hit. Your house looked ripe.”

				Katie studied him. “You’re not a junkie.”

				He lifted a brow and shrugged. “I didn’t say the hit was for me.”

				She slammed a hand on the table and he jumped. “Quit playing me! What were you doing in my house?”

				* * *

				Jordan shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. If he didn’t, the temptation to burst into the investigation room and wrap his fingers around Wray’s throat might just be too much for him.

				He slid a glance at Gregory Lee, Katie’s partner. The man had come when he’d heard the call over his radio. Jordan said, “She holds her own, doesn’t she?”

				“She’s sharp. Can spot a lie a mile away. Only you know as well as I do she shouldn’t be in there questioning him.”

				“I know. You going to get in there and tell her to get out?”

				“In a minute or two.”

				Jordan smothered a smile. Gregory was a good partner. He stood about two inches over six feet, and Jordan knew he’d just celebrated his thirty-third birthday, because one of Katie’s excuses for not meeting with him last week was because she had a birthday party to attend for her partner.

				“You have any thoughts on why Wray would have been in Katie’s house?”

				Lee shook his head. “No.”

				“Any cases y’all are working bring anything to mind?”

				Gregory finally looked at him. “Nothing in particular. Why? You don’t think this was a random thing?”

				“Do you?”

				Gregory shrugged. “Cops don’t have any special protection when it comes to a breaking and entering.”

				“I know. It just seems...odd. He breaks into her house at five-thirty on a Tuesday afternoon. That’s about the time a lot of people are coming home from work. Why risk being spotted by a neighbor or the homeowner walking in on him...like Katie did.”

				“Good questions.” Gregory eyed him. “Why don’t you pass those on to Katie?”

				“She’ll think of them.”

				Katie looked up and scratched her nose.

				Gregory said, “That’s my cue.” He breathed a sigh of relief. “She’s not pushing. She’s going to let me push the guy.” He shot Jordan a look. “Guess I’ll get to ask those questions.” He slipped from the observation room and soon was in the interrogation room. Katie pressed the file into his hands and within seconds joined Jordan. “You look tired,” he said.

				“Tired and frustrated.”

				Jordan nodded. “I understand. But just one question.”

				“What’s that?”

				“If Wray didn’t pick your home by accident, then what was the reason behind the break-in?”

				“Exactly what I’ve been trying to figure out.”

				Unfortunately, Gregory didn’t get anything else out of Mr. Wray, either, and they left with more questions than answers.

				On the way to the car, she asked, “What are your plans tonight?”

				“I’m going to stop at my parents’ house, then head home. I need to go over some notes.”

				She cocked her head. “Do you work all the time?”

				Jordan flashed her a tight smile. “Of course. Don’t you?”

				She blew out a short laugh. “Yeah. Pretty much.” She paused and bit her lip.

				“What is it?”

				Katie sighed. “Are you going to tell your parents we’re working together?”

				Jordan pressed his lips together as he pondered that question. “I don’t know.”

				She nodded, her eyes troubled. Jordan found himself wanting to soothe the agitation there. He wanted to take her in his arms and reassure her that it would be all right. He swallowed hard and resisted the desire to act on those feelings.

				He pictured that day in the morgue. Looking down at his brother’s face. Surrounded by his parents’ grief and Katie’s guilt-ridden eyes.

				He shuddered. Yeah. Better to turn those feelings off now before they developed into something that would break both of their hearts.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE

				Wednesday morning Katie woke to the sun streaming through the blinds and a headache she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy. Except maybe her uncooperative intruder from yesterday. Yeah. He could have it.

				She squinted against the light and held a hand to her throbbing head, wondering who’d stabbed her just above her right eye. She glanced at the clock. Eight-fifteen. Where was she?

				Oh, right, Grandma Jean’s. And today was Wednesday. Grandma Jean would be at her weekly Bible study and Mariah, a crime-lab technician, would have left for work about thirty minutes ago.

				Katie moved and the room tilted. She groaned and decided the pain felt like little men with ice picks were assaulting her head.

				Medicine first.

				Call in sick second.

				Once she’d ticked both items off her list, she closed the curtains over the blinds and crawled back under the covers. Bracing her head against the headboard, she kept her eyes shut and let her mind spin.

				Time passed in a blur. It seemed like mere minutes when her cell phone rang, jarring her from her twilight sleep. A quick glance at the clock told her it was lunchtime. Her stomach growled in agreement.

				She answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

				“Katie? You all right?” Jordan asked.

				She supposed her froglike voice might have clued him in that something might be wrong. “Yeah. Had a bad headache.”

				“Had? As in it’s gone now?”

				She considered the question. “Not entirely, but it’s better. Manageable.”

				“Manageable enough to meet me for lunch?”

				Did she want to? Not really, because she had a feeling what the topic of conversation would be. But she’d made this decision to pursue her sister’s case. A case that wouldn’t even exist if Katie hadn’t turned her back on Lucy for just a little too long. Lucy had been seven years old when fourteen-year-old Katie had helped a neighbor with her groceries. When she’d returned to the yard, Lucy had been gone. And Katie had been blamed by her parents ever since. Especially her mother.

				It wasn’t too late to back out, but she knew deep down she didn’t want to do that. She needed to know what had happened to Lucy, needed somehow to absolve herself of this raging guilt she’d carried for the last fourteen years. “Sure. What’d you have in mind?”

				“I think I remember you like pizza?”

				“Of course.”

				“How about Gino’s?”

				The little pizza place about three minutes from Grandma Jean’s house. She swiped a hand through her hair. “Give me about thirty minutes.”

				“Deal.”

				“And I’m paying for mine, okay? I mean, this isn’t like a date, right?” she blurted. Silence from the other end. She fought the mortification at her silly assumption that he had even thought about paying for her lunch.

				She opened her mouth to apologize only to hear him say on a choked laugh, “Well, if I’d been thinking along those lines, I’m not now.”

				“Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to make things awkward. Was actually trying to avoid that by clearing that up before we met.”

				He gave another low chuckle and she knew if she looked in the mirror, she’d be beet red. “You can pay for yours. See you soon, Katie.” His silky goodbye sent shivers dancing up her spine. Oh, no. She had not just done that, had she? Why, oh why couldn’t she just keep her mouth shut?

				And yet she couldn’t extinguish the spark of excitement that flared at the thought of being with him again. “It’s not a date,” she reminded herself as she flew through her routine, her headache all but gone.

				Twenty-six minutes later, she walked through the door of the popular pizza café and spotted Jordan seated at a back table with a large pizza at the center. Christmas music played in the background, and a toasty fire added to the warmth of the atmosphere.

				Katie slid into the chair opposite him. A glass of iced tea sat in front of her and she took a swig. He handed her a plate and a napkin. “Pepperoni all right?”

				“More than all right. It’s my favorite.”

				“That’s what I’ve heard.”

				He had, huh? Erica?

				She waited for him to mention her embarrassing moment on the phone, but he seemed to have let it go. She relaxed and for the next few minutes they ate while Katie wondered about the man across from her.

				“What’s your story, Jordan?”

				He stilled, glanced up at her then back to his pizza. “What do you mean?”

				“You used to be with the FBI full time. Why did you leave to come work for Erica?”

				“Partly because Brandon asked me to.” Brandon Hayes was Erica’s brother and partner with Finding the Lost. And Jordan’s roommate. He chewed his food and swallowed. “It’s a long story.”

				He obviously didn’t want to talk about it, but she decided not to let him off the hook that easily. “I’ve got time.” He knew her entire sordid mess of a story. Would he trust her enough to share his background?

				He stared at her then looked down at his food. “I was working with the Crimes Against Children division. Fighting online predators. I messed up and a kid died. End of story.”

				Katie gasped. “Jordan, I’m so sorry.”

				He continued to eat in silence, but Katie knew there was more. She decided to go for broke. “How did you mess up?”

				He paused, set the uneaten piece of pizza on his plate and sighed. “I was outsmarted.”

				She stared at him, skeptical. “I can’t see that happening.”

				For a moment his eyes thawed and the grief that had been there faded a fraction. “Thanks for that.” He shook his head. “The guy on the other end of the computer had routed his IP address through so many different places, I was having a hard time tracking him. When I finally got a lock on him, it was too late. He’d killed the young girl and taken off.”

				“Was he ever found?”

				“Yes. The next day, when he tried to snatch another kid.”

				She considered his story. “Is that why you only work cold cases at Finding the Lost? Like my sister’s case? Like Molly’s?” Jordan had been a key player in finding little Molly James, Erica’s daughter, who’d been kidnapped three years ago. Molly had been reunited with her mother six months before and was adjusting well thanks to a team effort. That was one case Katie would never forget. She’d worked countless hours looking for Molly and had forged a deep friendship with Erica as a result.

				Jordan’s nostrils flared, her insight seeming to surprise him. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

				She shrugged. “Maybe not to the ordinary person, but I just put two and two together.”

				“Right.” Jordan tossed his napkin onto the table like he’d lost his appetite. “Can we get into the details about your sister’s case?”

				She’d pushed enough. “I suppose it’s time.”

				Jordan steepled his fingers and said, “Two weeks ago, you asked us to look into your sister’s disappearance.”

				“Right.”

				She shook her head. “I can’t believe it’s already been fourteen years. In some ways it seems like she’s been gone forever. In others, it seems like it was yesterday.”

				“I took the information you gave me and the information from the file and tried to piece together the events of that day. I wanted to bounce everything off of you, see if you had anything else to add.” He paused. “And would have already done so if you had taken my calls.”

				She grimaced. He stayed silent, but kept his gaze on her face. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.” Katie paused and considered what she wanted to tell him. She finally said, “You know, I became a detective because of Lucy.”

				He nodded. “Erica mentioned something along those lines.”

				“In the beginning, I did what I could on my own time to find her. But I kept running into brick walls. I got frustrated and angry that I wasn’t making any progress. It became an...obsession. Once again, the case was taking over my life.” She licked her lips and took a swig of her iced tea. “The first time was when she was taken. My parents worked so hard to find her—flyers, press conferences, interviews, everything. And of course I did what I could to be involved and help, but I was fourteen. I was powerless.” She swallowed hard.

				“I hated that feeling. But now I was doing something.” She sighed. “My lieutenant had been very understanding, but I’d reached the limit on his patience. He was ready to put me on suspension because I was letting it affect my performance on my other cases. I had to stop if I wanted to save my career, my sanity. So I did.”

				And she felt guilty for that. “I told myself I would take a break and get back to it. And I came to Finding the Lost because I thought it would be good to have some outside help to keep me from becoming obsessed.”

				“How long has your break been?”

				“A year.”

				“So after a year, you decide to start searching again. Why the hesitation now?”

				She rubbed her eyes. “Part of me is scared that I’ll do it again. Let it become an obsession. And as much as I want to know what happened to her, that can’t happen. And—” she picked at imaginary lint on the sleeve of her fleece “—I’m afraid of what I’m—we’re—going to find.”

				“You’re scared we’re going to find out she’s dead.”

				Katie looked up. “It’s been fourteen years, Jordan. You know the odds as well as I do.” She took a deep breath. “Don’t get me wrong. I want to know what happened to her. And yet...I don’t.”

				“You can’t have it both ways.” He gentled his tone.

				“I know that.” She rubbed a hand down her weary face and closed her eyes. “I just... What if she’s dead?” she whispered. “How will I tell my parents that? How will I live with it?”

				Jordan leaned over and took her hand. The warmth of his fingers on hers made her shiver. “Won’t it give you some closure? One way or the other? All these years you’ve held out hope. Even if she’s dead, wouldn’t you finally be able to put it behind you?”

				Katie shrugged and bit her lip then said, “I don’t know. That’s the problem. I simply don’t know.”

				Jordan sighed. “Well, I’ve got information. I need to know what you want me to do with it.”

				She shook her head. “Finding Lucy is why I’m here. I’ve been kidding myself thinking I could just let it go permanently.” She took a deep breath and met his gaze. “I’ve got to know one way or another—and I think my parents do, too.” After shredding her napkin into tiny pieces, she firmed her lips and looked him in the eye. “So tell me.”

				* * *

				Jordan pulled at his lower lip. Then he said, “I called a friend at the bureau and asked him about the case, got the file emailed to me and did some research. Your lieutenant was nice enough to let me have the local law enforcement file so I could compare the two.” He set that on the table in front of her.

				She glanced at it. “Who have you talked to so far?”

				“A lot of people. Particularly those who still live in your old neighborhood.”

				“Go on.”

				He pulled out a notebook and flipped through a few pages. “I tried to get in touch with your neighbor Elaine Johnson.”

				“She’s still alive?” Katie asked.

				It surprised him she didn’t know. “Yes. She’s old, but she’s definitely alive. The only problem is, she wasn’t home. I’ve been by her house three times and she’s not there. I asked some of your neighbors where she is and one of them thought she was visiting her son in Georgia. Another said she was in the hospital. And yet another said she thought she was in a nursing home. I’m tracking her down.”

				“How about that. Elaine Johnson’s still alive.” She gave a breathy laugh. “Wow. I mean, I knew she was a year ago, but she was in the hospital with congestive heart failure the last I heard. I ended up deciding to take my break before I was able to talk to her, but I would scan the obituaries in the paper thinking I’d see her name. When I never did, I figured I just missed it.” She bit her lip and shook her head. “She didn’t see anything anyway that day. She was with me in the house when it all happened.”

				Jordan nodded. Elaine Johnson. The next-door neighbor who’d needed help with her groceries. Katie had carried several bags into the house and then returned to her front yard to find Lucy missing.

				She swallowed hard. “Who else have you had a chance to talk to?”

				“Some of the other neighbors, but no one seemed to notice anything odd that day—until you called the cops and they swarmed the neighborhood. I’m still trying to track down a few people I haven’t gotten in touch with, people who’ve moved out of the neighborhood, but there aren’t many. I want to question every neighbor who was within sight of your old front yard.”

				“I already did that, but maybe a new person asking even the same questions will spark something that’ll produce different answers.” One could hope. “A couple of hours after Lucy disappeared, I remember the detective, Frank Miller, coming out and questioning everyone even though the uniformed officers had already done it.” She finished off her last slice of pizza. “I watched him go house to house. I even followed him to see if I could listen in and learn anything.”

				“Did you?”

				“No. In fact, he was mad when he caught me. Told me to go on home and let him do his job. I remember smarting off to him and telling him he must not be much of a detective since my sister was still missing.” Jordan winced and she nodded. “Yeah, he wasn’t too happy with that.”

				“I guess not.”

				“I still see him around the precinct every once in a while. He goes out of his way to avoid me.”

				“Detective Frank Miller. I spoke to him, too. He feels bad about not finding Lucy. It’s obvious that talking about the case brings back unpleasant memories, a sense of failure.” Jordan flipped the page in his notebook. “He’s forty-five years old now. Your sister’s case was one of his first, but his partner, Danny Jackson, was a veteran.”

				“I talked to him last year, too. He retired a few years ago.”

				“He was close to retirement fourteen years ago. He said your sister’s is one of the cases that still haunts him.”

				“So did talking to them help? Because it didn’t do much for me. He’s very gruff, but I don’t think I should take it personally. I think it’s just how he is.”

				“He was gruff with me, too. And I’m not sure if talking to him helped. He basically told me to mind my own business. I’m still going through the file and all their notes.” He tapped the notebook against his palm and studied the woman across from him.

				She intrigued him and while he didn’t want it to be so, it was. For the first time in a long time, he was attracted to someone. Interested in getting to know her on a deeper level than just a working relationship.

				And it had to be someone he couldn’t pursue. He pictured his parents’ reaction if he were to announce that he was seeing the woman they blamed for their younger son’s death.

				And winced.

				No, unfortunately, Katie Randall was off-limits.

				* * *

				Her phone rang and she snagged it. “Hello?”

				“Ms. Randall, this is Deep Clean Services. I just wanted to let you know we arrived at your house about seven-thirty this morning and will be done in about an hour.”

				“Thanks for letting me know.”

				She made payment arrangements, hung up and told Jordan the news. “Guess that means Mariah and I can go home.” She frowned. “Strangely enough, I’m mourning the Christmas tree the most.” Katie sent a text to her roommate to let her know, then turned back to the file. “All right. What else is in here?”

				Katie moved over to sit beside Jordan in the booth so they could see the file without one of them having to try and read upside down.

				Sitting beside him, she noticed his cologne once again, the strength that emanated from him. His warmth. She shivered at being so near him and swallowed hard. An attraction to this man was just not an option. And yet no matter how much her mind protested, her heart had decided to take matters into its own hands.

				Focus. Focus. “You know I got this file from the department and copied everything in it. I used to study it at night when I couldn’t sleep.” Which had been often.

				They scanned the notes, turning the pages one by one. A small slip of paper, stuck to the back of the sheet she’d just been reading, caught the edge of her fingernail and fell off. Katie picked it up. “What’s this?”

				Jordan took it from her. “Looks like an address.”

				“It was stuck to the back of this. Looks like there’s food or something on it.” She scraped the mess off with her fingernail. “How did I miss this?” she muttered. She knew how. She’d been in a hurry to get the file copied before her boss caught her once again working her sister’s case and had returned the original file without seeing the small slip of paper. “Let’s see where the address is.” She grabbed her phone and punched it in the GPS app. She looked up at him. “It’s a place called Jake’s Diner. About thirty miles away, in Anderson.” Katie bit her lip. “Why would this be in here?”

				“It’s a sticky note. Probably Frank or Danny answered the phone and wrote it down. Is there anything else with that information on it?” he asked.

				They flipped through the file again. Twice. Katie shook her head. “Nothing.”

				Jordan rubbed his chin. “Feel like a road trip?”

				She stood. “Definitely. Let’s go.” Katie headed for the cash register and Jordan followed.

				At the door, he said, “I’ll get the car. You pay.”

				She gaped at him. He widened his eyes, the picture of innocence. “What? I wouldn’t want you to think I was trying to turn this into a date or anything.”

				Katie felt the flush start at the base of her throat. “Cute, Gray. Real cute.”

				He winked. “I’ll get the next one.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOUR

				Jordan gave himself a mental smack upside the head as he pulled his car around. Mere minutes ago, he’d reminded himself that an attraction to Katie was not a good thing, and then he’d turned around and deliberately flirted with her. What was he thinking? He sure didn’t want to give her the wrong idea.

				Or the right idea. That he was interested in her. Because that interest could go nowhere as long as his parents blamed her for Neil’s death. He groaned and rubbed his eyes. Lord, I’m going to need Your guidance on this one.

				He could see Katie inside paying. His phone rang and when he saw his father’s number on the screen, guilt swamped him. Swallowing it back, he hit the talk button. “Hi, Dad.”

				“You busy, son?”

				“Working a case, but I’ve got a couple of minutes. What’s up?”

				“You mother wanted me to call and invite you to dinner Sunday night. Can you make it?”

				Jordan ran through his schedule in his head as Katie walked toward him. She climbed in, and he said, “I can make it.”

				“Great. Around five-thirty?”

				“Sure, Dad. I’ll be there.”

				Katie buckled her seat belt and checked her phone.

				Jordan hung up. Katie looked at him. “Your dad?”

				“Yeah.”

				She nodded.

				“What are your parents like?” he asked. She blinked and a deep sorrow crossed her face. Then she smiled. A smile so forced it nearly broke his heart.

				She sighed. “They’re good people. I get along better with my father than my mother.” The smile slid off. “Ever since Lucy’s disappearance, she’s battled depression, has trouble getting out of bed most days.” She shrugged and looked out the window. “People in their church have tried to reach out and help, but she doesn’t respond much.”

				“I’m sorry.” Jordan cranked the car and made a mental note not to go there again.

				“Thanks. I am, too.” She looked back at him and he could make out anger mixed with the sorrow. Then she lowered her gaze. “Is it wrong that I get really angry with her sometimes?”

				Her voice was so low he had to strain to make out the words. “No. I can imagine fourteen years of depression would be very tiring.”

				“It’s not just that. I don’t even know that she can help it, but I needed her, too—” She flushed and shook her head. “Never mind.” She took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “Speaking of my mother—” She pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed a number. “Hi, Mom.” Jordan heard the woman’s muffled answer, then Katie said, “Your dinner is being delivered. They’re coming around five-thirty, all right?” She listened a moment. “No, Mom, you won’t have to worry about washing or returning any pans. They’ll all be disposable, okay? I hope you enjoy it.”

				More indistinguishable words and then a sigh from Katie as she said goodbye and hung up.

				He couldn’t help it. “What was that about?”

				“Dad called me the day before yesterday and said my mom had a doctor’s appointment today. My partner’s sister, Christi, has a catering business. I asked her to deliver dinner to my parents tonight so they wouldn’t have to worry about it. In all the excitement, I forgot to let them know.”

				“That’s really thoughtful.” Jordan eyed her.

				She shrugged and flushed. “I don’t know if thoughtful is the right—” She bit the words off and nearly chewed a hole in her lower lip.

				“What?”

				“Never mind. It’s not important.”

				But it was, he could tell. However, he dropped the subject as he turned in to the parking lot of Jake’s Diner. Dropped it, but didn’t forget it. The woman intrigued him, and he wanted to know what it was she hadn’t said. But that would wait.

				They climbed from the vehicle, tugging their coats tighter against the wind. Katie walked at a fast clip toward the door and Jordan followed her.

				The diner looked like a throwback to the fifties. A well-preserved throwback. With her hand on the door handle, Katie said, “Nice.”

				“Yeah. How come I didn’t know about this place?”

				She shrugged. “I’ve heard it mentioned in conversation, but never bothered to drive out here. I’ll have to make sure I do that sometime soon. Just for fun.”

				“Maybe I’ll come with you.” He gave her a slow smile and she flushed.

				Then lifted her chin. “Maybe I’ll let you.”

				Cars zipped past on the highway. Several slowed and turned in.

				One slowed almost to a stop in the middle of the road, catching Jordan’s attention. “Look.”

				Katie looked. The car sped up and was soon gone from sight. She frowned. “What do you think that was all about?”

				“I have no idea, but I’ve got the make and model.”

				They entered the diner and walked up to the bar area. Multicolored lights hung above and blinked in time with the Christmas carol coming from the speaker to her right.

				Katie slid onto one of the silver, red-cushioned stools and Jordan sat beside her. For a few minutes, they watched the waitress scurry about taking orders, her red-and-white hat tipped with a bell that jingled at every shake of her head. Now she stood in front of Katie. “What’ll it be?”

				“I’ll have a coffee.”

				Jordan said, “Same here.”

				Katie pulled out the picture of her sister that had been splashed all over the news when she’d disappeared fourteen years ago. When the waitress came back with their coffee, Katie eyed her name tag and asked, “Celia, how long have you been working here?”

				Celia tilted her head and lifted a hand to hold the hat in place. She snapped her gum and said, “About six years now, I guess.”

				“Is there anyone that’s been here for at least fourteen or fifteen years?”

				“The owner. Been here twenty-seven years, as she likes to remind us on a regular basis.”

				“Who’s the owner?”

				“Betty June Clark.”

				“Is she here?”

				“Somewhere.” Her gaze darted to the newcomers walking in.

				Katie flashed her badge. “You mind telling her we’d like to ask her a couple of questions?”

				Now she had Celia’s full attention. With wide eyes, she backed toward the kitchen. “Hey, Betty! You got company out here.”

				“Thanks,” Katie said and sipped her coffee. Jordan dumped three things of flavored creamer into his. Katie nearly choked when he took the silver-topped sugar jar and dumped at least the equivalent of ten tablespoons into the steaming brew. “You like a little coffee with your cream and sugar, huh?”

				He grinned and took a sip. “Yep.”

				In the mirror on the opposite wall, Katie watched the crowd behind her. She normally liked to sit with her back to the wall, but the place was packed and with the mirror she felt a little less like a target.

				A woman in a black skirt, navy blue button-down shirt and white tennis shoes came from the kitchen. She eyed Jordan and Katie with wary curiosity. “Can I help you?”

				Katie introduced herself and Jordan and studied the pretty woman. “You don’t look old enough to have been here twenty-seven years.”

				Betty’s tension lightened. She smiled. “Started working here when I was sixteen. I’m forty-three now. Took over when my daddy retired seventeen years ago.”

				Jordan asked, “Do you remember a local kidnapping case fourteen years ago? Lucy Randall?”

				Betty stilled and her brow furrowed, eyes narrowed. “I remember. Very well, actually. Was all over the news for weeks.”

				“That’s the one.”

				Betty nodded. “My baby sister was the same age as Lucy when it happened. That kidnapping has haunted me and my family for more reasons than one.”

				Katie perked up as her blood started to hum in anticipation. “Why’s that?”

				“Because I believe Lucy and her kidnapper stopped here to eat.”

				Katie jerked and felt the blood drain from her face. That would be a good enough reason for the woman to recall the details so clearly. “Why do you say that?”

				“The guy had on a baseball cap and sunglasses and didn’t take them off the whole time they were in here. The little girl’s hair was whacked off like it had been done in a hurry without any care for style. When I cleaned the bathrooms, I saw a few strands of hair that looked like the same color as hers around the toilet in the men’s bathroom. Our floor is dark wood. That hair stood out. And besides, that little girl just wasn’t acting right.”

				“How was she acting?”

				“She was jumpy and scared. At least that’s what I thought.”

				“What color was her hair?” If it stood out against a dark floor, Katie had a good idea what the answer was.

				“Blond. That fine white blond that comes naturally to the lucky few.”

				Katie swallowed hard. Lucy had had that kind of hair. Katie’s hair was blond, too, but not like Lucy’s. Lucy’s had been so blond it had almost been white.

				“Why didn’t you call the police?” Katie forced the words past the lump in her throat.

				“I did.”

				“You did?” Katie stared.

				Jordan jumped in. “What happened?”

				“They came out here, and I told them the same thing I told you.”

				“Did they get a crime scene unit over here?” Katie asked. She hadn’t seen anything in the file to indicate one had checked the place out. At the very least, they should have gotten a sample of hair to compare to something of Lucy’s—like a piece of hair from her hairbrush.

				At the very least.

				“No. It was just a couple of detectives who came out and asked a few questions. One looked at the bathroom, the other talked to me for a few minutes. When the one in the bathroom came out, he just said he’d be in touch if he had any more questions.”

				Katie drew in a deep breath and exchanged an incredulous look with Jordan. “Unbelievable,” he muttered. His napkin fluttered to the floor. He and Katie bent at the same time to retrieve it.

				A crack sounded. Betty screamed as the sugar jar in front of Jordan exploded.

				* * *

				Jordan spun, grabbed his weapon even as he ducked for cover. From the corner of his eye, he noticed Katie doing the same. Another blast came from outside the diner and hit the mirror over the bar. Katie screamed, “Get down! Get down! Call nine-one-one!”

				The deafening chaos surrounding him, Jordan hit the floor, then scrambled to one of the unoccupied booths. Betty yelled into her cell phone as she crouched behind the bar.

				A squeal of tires, a burst of horns and one sickening crunch followed by two more sent Jordan racing for the door of the diner. Katie followed. Outside, he saw the wreckage on the busy road. Katie turned to the patrons and hollered, “Everyone stay back and stay away from the windows!”

				“You see him?” Jordan asked, scanning the area even as he moved toward the pileup. A car peeled away.

				“There he goes!” Katie yelled.

				“He’ll just have to go,” Jordan said between clenched teeth. “We’ve got to make sure no one’s hurt. Come on.” He got on the phone and called in the direction the shooter was heading.

				A woman stumbled from the three-car wreck, holding her bleeding head. “He stole my car!” Katie bolted over. She gripped the young woman by her upper arms and led her away from the vehicles. “He had a gun and he hit me with it.”

				The woman’s tears flowed while Jordan called back to let them know the vehicle was stolen. “I need CSU here, too.”

				Kate settled the distraught woman on the curb. She looked to be in her early twenties. Petite and soft. Defenseless. An easy target. “What’s your name?” Katie asked.

				“Miranda.”

				“Did you get a good look at him, Miranda?”

				“No. He came from behind and pulled me out. I never saw his face. But he had a rifle strapped to his back and a pistol in his right hand. I saw those real clear.”

				“Stay here.”

				Sirens sounded in the distance. Jordan left Katie with Miranda and went to see who else needed help. He asked a young woman with a toddler strapped into a car seat in the back of her minivan, “Are you all right? Your child?”

				Oh, Lord, please, not a child.

				But the woman nodded as she unbuckled the crying little one, her scared, pinched features doubling his determination to catch the person who’d caused this.

				An older gentleman in a gray Taurus held his neck. Jordan jogged over to him. “Sir? Don’t move, help’s on the way.”

				“I’m all right. Did you see that idiot? Pulled right out of the parking lot and wrecked his car, then stole another one.”

				“You saw him?”

				“Clear as day.”

				“What’s your name?”

				“Bobby Young.”

				“We’ll get you checked out and then I’ll need to get a statement from you, all right? We’ll want you to meet with a sketch artist, too.”

				“Sure, sure. Whatever I can do to help catch that maniac.”

				Four police cruisers pulled into the area, blue lights flashing. Two officers made their way to him, and Jordan flashed his badge then gave them a rundown on what he’d done.

				“We’ll take it from here. Thanks.”

				Three ambulances arrived, and the paramedics got to work.

				Jordan found Katie taking statements and keeping people clear of the wreck. She glanced at him. “CSU on the way?”

				“Yes, along with everyone else.”

				Three fire trucks screamed onto the scene. Katie nodded. “Good.”

				Jordan knew he might be overstepping his bounds. Technically, while he was employed with the FBI, the FBI didn’t handle car wrecks or local shootings, but he figured since one of those bullets came mighty close to having his name on it, he’d just work as though he belonged there. At least until someone told him otherwise.

				Katie grabbed his arm to get his attention in all the chaos. She held up her phone. “Just got a call. He got away. They can’t find any sign of him anywhere.”

				Jordan nodded. He wasn’t surprised.

				The crime scene unit van pulled into the diner parking lot. Jordan followed Katie and waited as the vehicle parked on the edge of the lot.

				* * *

				Katie watched Faith Nelson climb from the van. “I’m glad you’re here.”

				“What happened?”

				Katie filled her in as the woman grabbed her gear from the back of the van. To help process the scene, Faith had brought three of her team. Two headed for the diner; Faith and her other coworker started in the parking lot. “Where was he parked?”

				“I’m not sure.” She pointed to the street where Jordan directed traffic around the crunched vehicles. “But he ended up in that wreck before he stole another car that wasn’t involved in the accident.”

				Faith delegated assignments to her team and headed over to the shooter’s vehicle. Katie followed. Jordan tucked his phone in his pocket and looked at her. “The car’s stolen.”

				“Naturally.”

				Faith shrugged. “I’ll do the best I can do here. Will be able to do more once we get it to the lab.” She glanced at Katie. “I’ll have Mariah work on it.”

				Katie nodded. “Thanks.”

				The crime scene photographer had his work cut out for him between the wreck and the diner. She noticed he had someone with him to help. For the next two hours, Katie worked the scene and listened as Jordan offered his opinion and expertise. He kept a low profile and didn’t try to take over, although he might have wanted to. That bullet had come awfully close to his head. If she hadn’t dropped her napkin—

				“You ready to get out of here?”

				Jordan’s low voice cut into her thoughts.

				“I’m ready.”

				Katie looked back at where the wreck had been. Broken bits of glass that had escaped the sweep-up were the only sign of the chaos from just a few hours earlier. The diner was another matter—crime scene tape and broken windows were evidence of the reality of what had happened.

				She climbed into Jordan’s truck and put on her seat belt. He said, “The car that the shooter was driving was the one that slowed down right before we went in the diner.”

				“You sure?”

				“Pretty sure. Same color, make and model. A red Toyota Camry.”

				“So you think he followed us, let us go in and then came back to shoot the place up?”

				“Yes.”

				She mentally chewed on that for a minute. “If you hadn’t ducked, that bullet would have hit you in the back of the head.”

				He grimaced and reached up to rub the back of his neck, as though he needed reassurance it was still in one piece. “We’re making someone uncomfortable. Someone who knows we’re investigating your sister’s kidnapping.”

				For the first time in a long time, hope sprouted. “If we’re making someone uncomfortable in regards to Lucy’s kidnapping, we must be onto something.”

				“I think that diner was a huge clue.”

				“So why wasn’t it in the report?”

				“That’s a question for Detective Miller.” He gave her a grim smile. “Plus we have an eyewitness. Bobby Young said he saw the man clear as day.”

				“Is he on his way to the precinct to work with the sketch artist?”

				“He is.”

				Katie pulled out her phone and dialed the number she hadn’t used in a year. He answered on the third ring. “Miller here.”

				“Hi, Frank. It’s Katie Randall.” Silence greeted her. “Lucy Randall’s sister.”

				“I know who you are. What can I do for you?”

				“I was wondering if you’d have some time to discuss my sister’s case with me.”

				He grunted. “You’re back on that, are you?”

				She didn’t let his gruffness deter her. “I am.”

				“You working with that guy from Finding the Lost?”

				“Yes.”

				He huffed a sigh. “All right. Sure. I don’t know what else you think I can tell you that I didn’t tell him, but how about four o’clock tomorrow afternoon here at the station?”

				“I’ll be there.”

				She hung up and filled Jordan in. “Do you mind if I come along?” he asked.

				“Not at all.”

				“I wonder what he’ll have to say about the diner.”

				“Good question. But until then, I’m curious to see if Mr. Wray has anything to add to his story about why he was in my house.”

				“Shall we find out?”

				She glanced at her watch. “Let’s see if we can catch him before he heads to dinner.”

				* * *

				Jordan followed Katie into the jail. The usual chaos—ringing phones, chattering of law enforcement and curses from recently arrested criminals—filled the air. It reminded him of his detective days before he’d applied to the FBI and gotten the case that had turned his life upside down.

				But he wasn’t here to think about that. Right now he wanted to know if Mr. Wray had anything else to add to his story.

				Katie had called ahead and asked for him to be brought into one of the private areas where prisoners met with those involved in their legal activities. Katie paced the length of the small room while Jordan leaned against the table.

				She said, “I wonder if he’s retained a lawyer yet.”

				“Probably a public defender. I looked a little deeper into his past last night. He was on probation. His latest crime will land him here for a good long while.”

				“Then maybe he won’t have anything to lose by talking to us now.”

				“Maybe.”

				She shot him a glance and then looked at her watch. “Wonder what’s taking so long?”

				“He’s probably at dinner.”

				She grimaced. “Is it already that time? I forgot how late it was.”

				“Your headache gone?”

				“The one from this morning is. However, I have a feeling Mr. Wray may spark another one.”

				The door opened and Jordan straightened.

				An officer said, “Mr. Wray won’t be coming in.”

				“Why’s that?” Katie asked.

				“Because he’s being transported to the hospital. There was a fight on the way to the dining hall. He was stabbed in the throat.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FIVE

				Katie pushed the rotating door of the hospital and stepped into the emergency department waiting room. She flashed her badge to the woman behind the desk. “Wesley Wray. He was just brought in from the prison. Stabbing victim.”

				The woman got on the phone. She looked up. “I’m sorry. He died in the ambulance.”

				Katie let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She nodded. “All right. Thanks.” She looked at Jordan. “Great. Just great.”

				“Yeah.” He placed a hand on her lower back as he directed her to the door. Now that her adrenaline rush was ebbing, disappointment flooded her. As did her awareness of the man beside her. Their moments together flashed in her mind. He’d been nothing but kind and considerate with her, thoughtful and selfless. Spending time with him was giving her a new perspective of him and she liked it.

				“What are you plans tomorrow?” he asked.

				“Thursday. I plan to have breakfast with my parents and then work late. You?”

				He gave her an amused look. “Something along those lines. I probably won’t see my parents, but I’ll definitely be working late.”

				“Do you see your parents often?”

				He paused. “Most Saturdays. You?”

				“Most Thursday mornings.”

				He opened the car door for her and she lifted a brow in surprise. He shrugged. “Chivalry’s not dead, in spite of what most people think.”

				She smiled. “I like chivalry.” She slipped into the passenger seat and buckled up. When he settled behind the wheel, she said, “Probably because I don’t get much of it.”

				“Because you’re a cop or because you just pick the wrong guys?”

				She shot him a perturbed look. “Partly because I’m a cop, I suppose. I’ve chosen what was once a male-only field. My feminine side gets ignored mostly.”

				He turned the key and pulled from the parking lot. “Does that bother you?”

				She hesitated. “Only sometimes. Depends on the circumstances.”

				“Like?”

				“If I’m on a date and it gets ignored, yes, it bothers me. Working a case with a fellow officer, I don’t even think about it.”

				“Do you go on dates often?” he asked.

				His casual tone gave no hint as to the purpose behind the question. Was he asking because he was just curious or was there something more? Like personal interest.

				“No. I haven’t been on a date since my fiancé died a few years ago.” As soon as the words left her lips, she wanted to recall them.

				He stiffened and shot her a brief look. “What happened?”

				“He was shot. He was a detective and walked into the wrong building at the wrong time. He and his partner were set up and ambushed. They never had a chance.” She kept her words short, hoping Jordan would back off the line of questioning she’d opened up. “So, are you ready to call it a night?”

				He didn’t say anything and she wondered if he’d let her change the subject. The he said, “Who do you think killed Wray?”

				“Someone who didn’t want him talking to us.”

				“Which means Wray didn’t pick my house randomly. He had a purpose in being there and I want to know what it was.”

				Jordan said, “It seems like he was looking for something.”

				“Like my laptop,” she mused. “Remember? He asked if it was in my case.”

				“So what’s on the laptop that would be of interest to someone?”

				“Nothing. I don’t keep work stuff on there, just personal stuff, mostly.”

				“And notes about Lucy’s kidnapping?”

				She stilled then nodded. “Yes. There are notes about Lucy on there.”

				“Interesting.”

				“Isn’t it, though?” She sighed. “Are you ready to call it a night?”

				“Yes, I guess I am. What time are you available tomorrow?”

				“I’ll be done by midmorning. I’m just running a few errands for my mother.”

				“All right. You like Chinese food?”

				“Love it.”

				“Where do you want to meet?”

				“Why don’t you come to my house?” She held up Lucy’s paper file. “I think I have this thing memorized, but I’m going to work on it tonight. I’m also going to check in with Mariah and see if she got anything from the diner.”

				“Will you let me know what you find out?”

				“Of course.”

				Jordan dropped her at her car and Katie watched him drive away, wondering at the ball of tension in the pit of her stomach.

				As she drove home, she couldn’t get her mind off the handsome FBI agent. Why had she mentioned her fiancé? As a way of letting Jordan know she was single? He already knew that. A way of telling him she was ready to move on?

				Was she? Maybe. But not with him. At least not while his parents still held so much animosity toward her. So what had mentioning her fiancé been all about?

				Headlights in her rearview mirror captured her attention. The driver had them on bright and kept creeping closer. Katie adjusted the mirror and alternated keeping her eye on the lights behind her and the road before her.

				Her phone rang, and she snatched it from the cup holder. “Hello?”

				“Hey.” Mariah’s soft alto came over the line. “I’ve been working on the evidence the team gathered from that shooting at the diner.”

				“And?”

				“The car had tons of fingerprints. Lots of little ones belonging to children that I can probably rule out. The others will take time to go through.”

				“Well, it was stolen, so that’s to be expected.”

				“Right, it was reported stolen three days ago, but I did find a receipt for gas you might want to check out. Someone filled up early this morning.”

				“Cash or credit?”

				“Cash.”

				“Naturally.” She chewed her lip and glanced at the lights in the mirror again. Still on bright and so close they helped illuminate the road in front of her. “All right, text me the address. Maybe they’ve got some video I can look at.”

				Mariah said, “Done.”

				The phone beeped, confirming Mariah’s text.

				“When are you coming home? I’m on my way there now.”

				“I’m not. I’m going back over to Grandma Jean’s. She’s come down with a nasty virus, so I told her I’d stay with her at night. My mom’s there now.”

				“Uh-oh. I’m sorry.”

				“Yeah. Just pray I don’t catch it.”

				“You’re never sick.”

				“True,” Mariah said happily. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call if I come up with anything else.”

				Katie hung up and took one more look in her rearview mirror. Enough was enough. Checking around her, she turned her signal on and pulled over to the side. She muttered, “Go on, then, if you’re so impatient. But if you speed, you’re mine.”

				But the car pulled up behind her.

				Okay, so this wasn’t about someone in a hurry.

				She looked around. Darkness coated the area. Uneasiness crawled up her spine as she debated what she was going to do. Crawl out of the car and confront him? Wait for him to approach her?

				But he was just sitting there and she couldn’t see enough to figure out who he might be.

				True, she was a cop and she had her weapon, but no way was she going to be caught alone on a relatively empty road after dark with someone intent on playing a dangerous game. She gunned the engine, grabbed her phone and dialed Gregory’s number.

				No answer.

				She hung up and punched in Jordan’s. The car followed her into the street, rammed his gas and bumped her. Hard. Katie jerked against the seat belt and lost her grip on the phone. It tumbled to the floorboard. She left it there and grasped the wheel to control the vehicle.

				Katie gripped the wheel and put some of her defensive-driving skills to work. She slammed on the brakes and spun the wheel to the left. The tailgating vehicle roared past. Cars approached from behind. Her possible assailant took off. Katie gripped the wheel to go after the disappearing taillights, but by the time she got back on the road and headed after him, he’d vanished.

				She slapped the wheel in frustration. She didn’t even have a tag to call in.

				Katie pulled to the side of the road once again and reached down to feel for her phone. She grasped it and noticed Jordan had called her five times. She hit redial.

				“Are you all right?” he shouted.

				“I’m fine.” She relayed the car incident. “He’s gone and I’m going home.”

				“Are you sure you’re okay?”

				“Yes. But I’ll be sleeping with my gun tonight.”

				* * *

				Jordan paced his den, knowing he was going to wear a groove in the floor if he didn’t sit down. But he couldn’t. His nerves hummed and his adrenaline still flowed from the excitement with Katie.

				“You okay?”

				He spun to see his roommate, Brandon Hayes, standing in the door. “Yeah. I’m okay. Had a scary moment a few minutes ago, but it’s all good now.” When his phone rang with Katie’s number popping up on the screen, he’d had a leap of gladness, a thrill he hadn’t felt in a long time.

				When he’d heard nothing but the squeal of tires, Katie’s yell and then silence as the phone went dead, his elation had quickly turned to fear. He’d been halfway to his car, with no idea of where he was going or how he was going to find her, when she’d finally called him back.

				“What happened?”

				Jordan filled him in.

				“Whoa. But she’s all right?”

				“Yeah. At least she says she is.”

				“Can I help with anything?”

				Jordan paced the length of his den, debating whether or not to go over to her house. But she’d sounded fine. A little shaken maybe, but unhurt. Indecision made him hesitate.

				“No. I guess not.”

				“Let me know if you need something.”

				An idea occurred to him. “If I need help with some surveillance, would you have some time?”

				Brandon nodded. “Just not tonight. I’m already doing some for a case.”

				“Great. Thanks.”

				Jordan’s phone rang, and Brandon walked back down the hall toward his bedroom. Jordan glanced at the phone display. His new boss with the FBI, Special Agent in Charge Ruby Parker. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”

				“I need you to look into something for me.”

				“What’s that?”

				She hesitated. “It’s a predator and a missing kid.”

				“No.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Look, the FBI asked me to be available for some contract work. I agreed, but one of the conditions was no missing children.”

				She huffed. “I don’t understand you, Jordan. You work for an organization that finds missing children. I need you on this one.” Her frustration came through loud and clear.

				“I handle the adult cases only. Or children’s cold cases. Cases where the victim’s probably already dead and the family just wants closure. I don’t do anything else. That was the agreement with Finding the Lost. That’s the agreement with the FBI. Nothing’s changed.”

				“Then I don’t see that we need to keep you on.”

				“Look—”

				“I’ll be in touch.”

				She hung up, and Jordan slowly lowered the phone, visions of his past coming back to haunt him. Missing children. He simply couldn’t do missing kids. Not anymore. Not since he’d let little Regina Palmer die. Even though no one blamed him for the child’s death, Jordan couldn’t seem to find a way to get past the guilt.

				He drew in a ragged breath.

				He wasn’t worried about Ruby getting rid of him. She knew the deal.

				And right now he wanted to focus on helping Katie. His gut told him they’d asked the right questions of the right person. Only he wasn’t sure which questions had sparked the panic in whoever seemed to be targeting Katie.

				Which meant they could narrow the list. Sort of. He’d already talked to over forty people.

				He wondered how Mr. Young had done with the sketch artist and made a mental note to ask Katie about it first thing.

				Jordan glanced at the clock once again. Seven o’clock. She should be home by now. Without waiting to talk himself out of it, he grabbed his phone and texted her.

				



				You all right?

				



				Within seconds, her reply buzzed him.

				



				I’m home and going over the file. Trying to figure out who we’ve made nervous.

				



				He chuckled.

				



				Great minds think alike.

				



				LOL. You, too?

				



				Yes. Any news from the sketch artist?

				



				No. And that’s weird. I’ll give her a call.

				



				Let me know what she says. See you tomorrow.

				



				Nite.

				



				Jordan set the phone aside, feeling a little better now that he knew she was safe in her home. Still...

				Brandon reentered the room, dressed in a heavy coat, gloves and a warm cap. He had a scarf thrown over his left shoulder. “I’ll be gone until morning.”

				“How does it feel to be a full-time detective again?”

				“Feels good. I needed to take the time off to help Erica with Finding the Lost, and I’ll always be available, but being back on the job feels like I can breathe again, you know?”

				He knew. Once a cop, always a cop. Exactly how he felt about being back on the FBI payroll.

				“Be careful.”

				“Always.”

				Brandon left. Jordan grabbed his phone again and hit a number he had on speed dial.

				* * *

				Katie checked the locks on her doors and windows one more time, then settled on the couch with the file she nearly had memorized. Only this time she had new material to work with.

				Jordan’s notes.

				She flipped the pages and studied the tight, neat words. Names of her parents’ neighbors leaped out at her. One after the other. She finished Jordan’s notes then started again. She’d talked to everyone he had—and they all said the same thing.

				With one exception: the McKinneys. Her heart picked up a little speed.

				The McKinneys had been in their early thirties when Lucy disappeared.

				Mr. McKinney had been in a car wreck the week before. Mrs. McKinney had brought him home about three hours before the kidnapping, but stated she hadn’t heard or seen anything out of the ordinary. However, she’d wanted to know if anyone had looked into the car she’d seen several days in a row, parked down the street from the Randall household. Mrs. McKinney thought it strange that she never saw it again after the kidnapping.

				Katie’s heart picked up speed.

				Jordan had noted it was a gray sedan. A Buick, possibly, but Mrs. McKinney just wasn’t sure of the make and model.

				Katie pondered the idea that the car might mean something. Might somehow be an important piece of information. Could be. Then again, it could have belonged to someone on the street. Someone who had family visiting. Could have been a rental. Could have been anything.

				Or it could have been the kidnapper staking out the area.

				She reached for her phone to call Mrs. McKinney then looked at the time again. She blinked. Four hours had passed since she’d sat down with the file. Reading and rereading.

				Exhaustion swamped her, only slightly lessening the excitement she felt at a possible new lead. Katie rubbed her eyes and set the file aside.

				She needed sleep. Mrs. McKinney could wait until tomorrow. She checked the doors again, peered through the windows and checked her weapon one more time.

				Was she safe?

				Probably not, but she’d done everything in her power to give herself a fighting chance should she need it.

				* * *

				Jordan woke from a nightmare. One he’d had since the little girl had died on his watch. She kept calling for him to save her and he couldn’t. Sweat coated him and he knew he wouldn’t sleep again for a while. Katie instantly came to mind. He picked up his phone and dialed his buddy Cortland Buchanan, a retired FBI agent who’d settled in the area. He’d agreed to keep an eye on Katie’s house tonight.

				“Hey, Cort. Any activity going on over there?” he asked.

				“Not a thing. Quiet and uneventful.”

				“Good.”

				“What are you doing up? Another nightmare?”

				“Yeah.” Only Brandon and Cortland knew about the nightmares.

				“Sorry.”

				“I know.”

				“I’ll let you know if anything happens.”

				“You staying awake all right?”

				“I am. Coffee is my friend.”

				“And a few doughnuts?”

				“I hate to admit to being a stereotype, but...”

				Jordan felt the nightmare leaving him, felt his muscles relax their death grip and ease into a less painful state. “All right, buddy, call if you need me. I’ll be up awhile.”

				“Drink some hot tea. Decaf. Does wonders for me.”

				Jordan grimaced. “Right.” Not likely.

				He hung up and grabbed his remote. Then tossed it on the bed. Why make Cort lose any more sleep when Jordan wasn’t going to be closing his eyes any time soon?

				He picked up the phone again.

				* * *

				Katie choked and sat upright in her bed, blinking the sleep from her eyes. And still her vision was hazy. What had awakened her? Her ears rang and she shook her head. Only to realize the screech wasn’t inside her mind, but coming from the house.

				Her fire alarm. Awareness shot through her. She stumbled from under the covers and knocked the lamp over. The crash resounded as smoke continued to fill the air. Katie groped for the light switch in her closet. Flames shot up around the bedroom door she’d closed and locked as an extra measure of protection.

				She grabbed her cell phone from the bedside table and punched in 911. She raced to the window and stopped to stare. A hole in her glass pane in the shape of a perfect circle stunned her. She blinked and realized she wasn’t seeing things. Someone had cut the glass.

				Mariah! Relief crashed through her as she remembered Mariah had stayed with her grandmother again.

				“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

				“My house is on fire,” she gasped.

				“What’s your address?”

				Katie told her. She glanced back at the spreading flames and thought she saw an object, but she wasn’t sure. The flames grew as though on steroids, biting, grabbing at everything in their path. Soon it would be her.

				But she had to know. Katie dropped to the floor where she was able to grab some air. She moved toward the flames until the heat became unbearable. She gasped, choked on the lungful of smoke and scrambled back, but not before she caught a glimpse of what looked like a soda bottle resting against her door. As she moved back toward the window, she mentally filled in the blanks as to what had happened.

				Someone had cut a hole in her window and tossed in a Molotov cocktail. Would he be waiting on her when she was forced to leave the room?

				Smoke thickened, closing her lungs and burning her eyes. Light-headed, she forced back the panic and sent prayers heavenward. She didn’t have a choice.

				She stood and shoved the window up. Fresh cold air blew in and she sucked in a lungful, but she didn’t climb out as she considered her options.

				Her hesitation saved her as a gunshot shattered the window just above her head. Heart pounding, she ducked back to the floor and lifted the phone. “Officer in trouble. I need help now!”

				“Help is en route, ma’am.”

				“How far away?”

				“Two minutes.”

				“I don’t have that long!” She took a shallow breath of the air near the floor. Just keep breathing. Don’t pass out.

				Nothing to do but get out. And not through her bedroom door. Or the bedroom window. On hands and knees, she spun, her brain whirling. The bathroom. Flames crept toward the door. Once she went in, she wasn’t coming out. Katie took a deep breath, coughed until she thought she might lose a lung and darted inside. She slammed the door shut and raced toward the window.

				She pushed it up and kicked the screen out of the way.

				Smoke filled the bathroom and stars danced before her eyes even as another breath of fresh air wafted over her. With a prayer on her lips, she gripped the windowsill and hauled herself over. As she hit the bushes below, she heard the crack of a gunshot and felt the bite of the bullet.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIX

				Jordan heard the gunshot as he stepped out of his car. His heartbeat kicked into overdrive. “Cort!”

				Cort was already racing for the back of the house. The next crack came seconds later. Jordan came to the edge of the house, weapon in hand, wrists pressed to his chest, the muzzle of the gun aimed toward the night sky. With one swift move, he swung around. And found the area empty.

				But Katie’s house on fire.

				“Katie!” Jordan flinched at the sight of the flames roaring from her bedroom window. “Oh, no,” he whispered. “Katie!”

				The moon revealed a dark figure running the length of the back fence, a rifle clutched in his left hand. Cort bolted after him while Jordan raced toward the broken window of Katie’s bedroom. Smoke gushed from the opening and he couldn’t get close. Terror shot through him. No, God, no. Don’t let it be. Please, Lord.

				He heard the sirens coming. But it was too late. There was no way Katie would survive. He sank to his knees as firefighters rounded the house and turned their hoses on the blaze. He knew more were out front doing the same.

				Movement caught his attention. He turned, weapon ready—and nearly dropped it in shock. “Katie!”

				She stumbled toward him, face pale, blood soaking her left arm. He raced to her, yelling, “I need a paramedic!”

				Then, worried no one would hear him over the roar of the water, he scooped her up and headed for the front of the house. Her head lolled against his shoulder. “I’m okay,” she whispered. “I think it looks worse than it is.” A deep cough racked her and Jordan held her even tighter. “Hurts to breathe.” Her rasp told him she’d inhaled her share of smoke.

				He was as worried about that as he was the wound in her left shoulder.

				Jordan raced to the nearest ambulance. Two paramedics leaped from the vehicle. “Set her on the gurney.” Tall, with wavy blond hair pulled into a functional ponytail, a woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties was the first to speak. Her confident, professional manner gave Jordan a small measure of relief. He laid Katie on the gurney just as Cort rushed up.

				“He got away. Had a motorcycle stashed just up the road. She all right?”

				Jordan stepped back out of the way as the paramedics took over, however, he didn’t take his eyes from her still form. “I’m not sure.” Anxiety twisted his insides. “What happened? How’d he get past you?”

				Cort swiped a gloved hand over his salt-and-pepper hair. “He knew I was here and set up a distraction. I heard a bunch of pops. Turned out to be a whole string of firecrackers about two doors up.” Cort’s lips tightened and his jaw flexed. “I went to investigate and I guess he slipped around to the back of the house while my attention was diverted.” Cort gave a disgusted sigh and muttered, “Can’t believe I fell for that. As soon as I saw those things popping in the street, I knew what he’d done. I raced back and saw you climbing out of the car.” He looked at Jordan and frowned. “What are you doing here, anyway? How’d you know there was trouble?”

				“I didn’t. I was going to come tell you to go home since I couldn’t sleep.” He stepped back up and grasped Katie’s hand. Her eyes flickered and she shoved aside the oxygen mask with her good hand. The fact that she was conscious encouraged him.

				He looked at the paramedic. “What’s your name?”

				“Christine.”

				“How is she?”

				Christine moved the mask back into place. “She needs to be checked out by a doctor and get that wound on her shoulder stitched up. The bullet dug a nice groove, but missed anything major. CSU will probably find the bullet embedded somewhere inside.”

				Thankfulness washed over him. She wasn’t hurt as badly as he’d feared. Jordan squeezed her hand. “I’ll follow in my car.”

				He looked back to see Faith Nelson step out of the CSU van. She spotted him and rushed over. “Is Katie all right?”

				He nodded to the ambulance. “She’s okay for now. She’s headed over to the hospital to get checked out.” He shook his head. “He shot at her. There are bullets in there somewhere.”

				Faith looked at the house and the firefighters who worked hard to put out the blaze. “Might be a while before I can get in there to look.”

				“Yeah.”

				“But I’ll find the bullets if they’re in there.”

				“I’d be interested to know if they match the ones from the diner.”

				“She’s stable,” Christine told him. “We’re ready to transport her.”

				“She needs a bodyguard.” He had an idea. He dialed Gregory Lee’s number. In short, concise sentences, he filled the man in. “Can you meet us at the hospital? Do you have anyone that can watch out for her?”

				“Yeah. We’ve got buddies who’ll take vacation days if they have to to help keep her safe.”

				Jordan had figured that would be the case. “Thanks. I’m on the way to the hospital with her now. Uniformed officers are on the scene. Some are searching for the shooter, others are going door to door telling the neighbors what happened and to lock up tight until this guy is caught.”

				“Good.” A pause. “Does this have to do with her sister’s case?”

				“It’s looking more and more like it.”

				“Man.” A sigh filtered through the line. “All right. I’ll see you at the hospital.”

				The ambulance doors slammed shut and Jordan ran to his car and climbed in to follow behind.

				* * *

				Katie woke, drew in a deep breath, choked and gave a ragged, hacking cough. When she opened her watery eyes, she saw Erica on one side of her bed and Jordan on the other. “What’s going on?” she rasped.

				Erica pushed Katie’s hair from her eyes. “You don’t remember?”

				Katie frowned. The fire. So that’s why her throat, her chest, her eyes...everything hurt. “I remember. My weapon!”

				Jordan said, “We found it behind the bush under your bathroom window. I’ve got it locked in my glove compartment.” He didn’t even blink at the fact that her weapon was her first thought. Erica looked slightly bemused, but she had been around law enforcement enough to know no cop wanted their weapon in the hands of the wrong person. Katie must have dropped hers when she fell out of the bathroom window and behind the bushes.

				She wilted back against the pillow. “My house...”

				“Your bedroom is destroyed,” Jordan said, “but it looks like they were able to save the rest of it—other than the water damage. Gregory said you kept a copy of all your major personal records at the office. He found your home insurance number and they’ll be out there first thing Monday morning.”

				For some silly reason, Katie felt tears fill her eyes. She blinked them back. “Thanks. And Mariah?”

				“I’ve filled her in,” Erica said. “She said she’d be by to see you soon.”

				“And these are for you.” Jordan reached behind him and picked up a large vase that held a gorgeous bouquet of flowers. “Oh, my,” she breathed. “Who are those from?”

				Jordan shuffled his feet and she thought she saw a red tint creep into his cheeks. “Me. I thought they’d brighten things up around here.”

				Her heart skittered, skipped a beat then pounded into overdrive. “They’re beautiful. Thank you so much.”

				He shrugged and ducked his head in a gesture of shyness that touched her. And made her appreciate the gesture all the more because she could tell he was uncomfortable.

				Erica cleared her throat and held up Katie’s purse. “Your partner found this in the den and brought it for you. It was a little waterlogged, but I think it might survive.” She placed another bag on the bed beside Katie. “And these are some clothes for when you leave. I don’t think you want anything to do with your wardrobe right now.”

				“Thank you. That’s helpful.”

				Katie moved and winced at the fire racing through her shoulder. “He shot at me. Feels like he hit me. How bad is it?”

				“Not bad at all.” The voice from the door dragged her attention from her visitors. A tall woman with dark skin and even darker eyes approached the bed.

				She held out a hand and Katie shook it. “I’m Dr. Sterling.” She opened the chart. “You’ve got a nice wound, and it’ll take a while to heal. You’ve also got about sixteen stitches. We’ve got you on an antibiotic drip and have treated you for smoke inhalation. That handy little device next to you is a morphine pump for the pain, but we’ll give you a prescription you can take at home if you need it. You should be good to go first thing in the morning.”

				Katie blinked. She’d escaped relatively unscathed. Thank You, Lord. Exhaustion swamped her. All she wanted to do was sleep. “No more narcotics,” she whispered. “What time is it?”

				Jordan glanced at his watch. “Eight forty-five.”

				“Thursday morning?”

				“Yes.”

				She gasped. “My parents. They’ll be worried that I haven’t shown up or called or—” She struggled to sit up but Jordan placed a hand on her arm with a glance at the doctor.

				“Erica called them.”

				“Oh.” She lay back against the pillow as reality sank in. Her parents knew she was hurt and in the hospital, but they weren’t here. Hurt seared her. She would have thought her father would come by even if her mother refused. Then again, maybe it was better if he didn’t.

				Katie swallowed hard and wondered if she’d ever get to the point where she could just accept her mother’s rejection and get on with her life. Maybe. Maybe she would just have to let God’s love be enough. But she wasn’t sure she knew how to do that.

				Even though the pain of her parents’ absence swirled within, her eyelids drooped. Dr. Sterling smiled. “Get some rest. I’ll check back with you in a few hours.”

				Erica patted her hand as the door closed. “Why don’t you listen to your doctor and get some rest? I’m going to sit here for a while.”

				“And I’m going to be around,” Jordan said.

				“What are you doing here? How did you know to show up last night?”

				“I couldn’t sleep.”

				“So you thought you’d come watch my house?”

				“You need a bodyguard.”

				She forced herself to focus on him. “And you’re taking on that job?” she rasped.

				His eyes narrowed, then his face softened. “Can’t think of any other job I’d rather do right now.”

				Katie wanted to respond, but let the drugs and fatigue take over. She felt a smile curve her lips before the darkness crept in.

				She opened her eyes at the sound of the knock on the door. Erica was nowhere to be seen. Jordan stood from the chair where he’d been dozing. Katie blinked, wondering how long she’d slept, but noticed with relief she didn’t feel so drugged now.

				When Jordan opened the door and her father stepped into the room, her heart gave a fast beat of joy. He’d come.

				“Katie?” Concern knit his brows almost together at the bridge of his nose. “Are you all right?”

				Her father’s fifty-six-year-old face had aged a bit since she’d seen him last week. How was it possible to think he had a few more lines around his mouth, a bit more gray in his hair? “Hey, Dad. I’m all right.”

				He walked over to stand next to her. “Erica called us.”

				“Us?” She couldn’t help it. She looked behind him, but knew her mother wouldn’t be there. Katie’s mother couldn’t be bothered with the daughter who’d let her youngest child be taken. It didn’t matter that Katie had been only fourteen years old. It didn’t matter that she’d been asked by an adult to help carry groceries into the house. What her mother couldn’t get over was the fact that Katie simply hadn’t made Lucy go with her. That Katie had taken her eyes off her sister for approximately ten minutes and the girl had vanished while on Katie’s watch.

				Her father cleared his throat. “Me. Your mother wasn’t feeling very well and—”

				“You don’t have to make excuses for her, Dad. I get it.”

				He flushed and shoved his hands deeper into his pockets. “Yeah. I guess you do.”

				And that was all that would be said about it. She sighed as fresh pain ripped through her. Would her mother never forgive her? “I sent her some chocolates for her birthday. Did she get them?”

				“She did. And ate every one of them.” He smiled and Katie thought it looked a little forced. “We enjoyed the meal you sent over, too. Not necessary, but she appreciated it.”

				“I just wanted to do something for her. And you.” Only she was getting the feeling no matter what she did, it would never be enough. She swallowed hard and motioned to Jordan. “This is Jordan Gray. He’s with Finding the Lost. Jordan, this is Bryce Randall, my father.”

				The two men shook hands.

				“Glad to meet you,” Jordan said. He looked from her father to her, his curious, watchful gaze making her want to squirm. If it wouldn’t hurt her shoulder too much.

				“Thanks for coming, Dad. Hopefully, I’ll be out of here pretty soon.”

				“Does this have to do with a case you’re working?”

				Her gaze met Jordan’s. She wasn’t ready to tell her father anything yet. “We don’t know for sure. We haven’t really had time to figure that out.”

				He looked at Jordan. “Do you mind if I have a moment alone with Katie?”

				“Of course.” Jordan moved toward the door, and Katie wanted to protest, grab him back and make him stay right beside her. The panicked need for his presence, his protection, stunned her. This was her dad. She could talk to him. And she certainly didn’t need Jordan’s protection.

				Once Jordan let the door close behind him, her father turned to her and swallowed hard. “Are you still looking for Lucy?”

				Katie jerked at her sister’s name. It had been so long since she’d heard either parent say it. She gave a short nod. She wasn’t going to be the one to bring it up, but she wouldn’t lie about it either. “Of course I am.”

				He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I thought so.”

				Katie fidgeted with the blanket. “Is that a problem?” She couldn’t help the challenge in her tone.

				“It could be.” He paused and gripped her hand. “Maybe you should just...let her go.”

				Her head snapped up. “Like you and Mom have let her go?”

				He flinched and she wished the words back. And yet she didn’t. His jaw firmed and his eyes narrowed. “Katie, I’m serious. She’s been gone for fourteen years. She’s probably...d-d-dead.” Tears appeared and he blinked them back before they could fall. He took a deep breath. “Just...let her go, get a life. Find a man who loves you and give your mom and me some grandkids.” He gave her a faint smile. “I think that would go a long way toward your mother’s healing.”

				I don’t deserve to get married, have a child. Be happy. She bit her lip on the words, shocked at how loudly they rang in her mind. She’d tried falling in love once and he’d died. The whole thing with her fiancé had just reinforced the fact that her purpose here on earth was to find Lucy. Then she could be happy. Maybe even be forgiven. “I can’t do that, Dad,” she whispered.

				His hand reached out and grasped her shoulder. “You have to.”

				She cried out, the harsh tone and his hard grip on her injured shoulder so out of character. She stared at him through the fog of pain and medication. He jerked back at her cry, the stricken look on his face apology enough.

				“Dad, please. Stop. You’re scaring me.” Not really physically, but she didn’t recognize this man. He was usually a man who abhorred violence of any kind, but now he curled his fingers into a fist and punched it into his other palm. Sorrow—and fear?—filled his gaze, and he leaned over and kissed the top of her head. Another shock to her system. He hadn’t displayed much affection toward her in the last fourteen years. Maybe because you haven’t let him. She ignored the taunting voice and pulled back to look up at him. “What is it, Dad? What else is going on? You’re not telling me something.”

				His face paled. “Nothing. I just want to see you happy, Katie. Believe it or not, that’s all I want. Let Lucy go.”

				And then he was gone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVEN

				Jordan leaned his forehead against the smooth wall and took a deep breath. He needed to go jogging or put in a good workout in the gym. But Katie came first. It was obvious to him that someone didn’t want her—or him—nosing around asking about a fourteen-year-old kidnapping.

				Why? And who?

				The why was easy to figure out. The who was a little more difficult. Was it the kidnapper himself, afraid of what they might find? Or someone who knew who’d taken Lucy and was protecting the kidnapper?

				He slowed and considered the two questions. If it was the kidnapper, how did he even know they were investigating again? The answer to that was the person was someone Katie interacted with on a regular basis. Or was it someone he’d interviewed from the neighborhood?

				One thing gave him hope—and scared him to death. If any of the above were true, that meant the kidnapper was still around. Somewhere close. On the one hand, that was good. On the other, it could mean Lucy was dead and the kidnapper was afraid their digging would bring evidence to light as to his identity.

				Jordan paced the length of the hallway in front of Katie’s room. The door opened and her father stepped into the hall, nodded to Jordan and turned to walk away. He stopped midstride and spun back to meet Jordan’s gaze.

				Jordan lifted a brow. “Everything all right?”

				A sigh filtered between Bryce Randall’s lips as he walked toward Jordan. “No. Not really.”

				“May I help in some way?”

				Mr. Randall rubbed his palms against his khaki-clad thighs. “How close are you to Katie? How much influence do you have with her?”

				Jordan grunted. “Not much, I’m afraid.”

				The man’s face fell. “Oh.”

				“Why?”

				He blew out a sigh and blinked as though holding back tears. “I want her to stop looking for Lucy.”

				Not what he’d expected to hear. “Again, why?”

				Mr. Randall rubbed a hand over his lips. His nails had been chewed to the quick and a fine tremble ran through his fingers. “Look, it’s been fourteen years. If Katie keeps letting this...obsession...control her life, pretty soon she’s not going to have a life. And I really don’t want to lose another daughter.”

				Jordan shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I see.”

				“Do you?”

				“Yes. I think I do. I don’t want her in danger any more than you do.”

				Bryce’s shrewd eyes narrowed. “You might not have a lot of influence with her, but she means something to you, doesn’t she?”

				“She’s...a friend. As well as a partner. Of sorts.”

				“Uh-huh.”

				Jordan changed the subject. “Where’s Katie’s mother? I would think she’d want to be with Katie at this time.”

				Bryce Randall winced. “Katie’s mother isn’t well. Hasn’t been since Lucy disappeared.” He swallowed hard. “In some ways I lost my wife that day, too.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “If I lose Katie, I won’t live through it and neither will her mother.”

				A debate raged in Jordan’s head. Should he say what he was thinking or keep quiet? His mouth made up his mind. “Katie really needs to hear that from you.”

				“I told her. Sort of.”

				“But more importantly, I think she needs to hear it from her mother.” Jordan debated whether to say anything more, then went for it. “She’s trying to win her mother’s love back. She thinks constantly doing for you and her mother is the way to get her to love her again.”

				Raw pain glittered from the man’s eyes. “I know. And that’s a topic for another day. For now, please, do your best to convince Katie it’s time to let Lucy go. To let her rest in peace.”

				“Then you think she’s dead?”

				Bryce’s sad eyes met his. “Don’t you?”

				* * *

				Katie wanted nothing more than to crawl in bed and shut the world out. Between Gregory and Jordan, they’d made sure she had ample security for her overnight stay at the hospital.

				Though she had been sure that Wednesday night would never end, Thursday morning had finally come. And so had the doctor, followed by the nurse bearing her discharge papers. Now she sat in the passenger seat of Jordan’s car and pulled the seat belt across her shoulder to click into place. “I could have gotten Erica to come get me.”

				“I know. She offered, but I told her I wanted to take you home.”

				Curious, she looked at him. “Why? You have something more about Lucy’s case?”

				“Maybe, but that’s not the only reason.”

				“What else?” Katie thought she saw a light shade of red bloom on Jordan’s cheeks and blinked, sure she must have imagined it. “What else?”

				He glanced at her. “Because I wanted to be with you.”

				Katie swallowed hard. “Oh.”

				He gave a restrained laugh. One without humor. “Come on, Katie, I know we’re working together, but you’ve got to admit there’s a certain...something...between us.” He pulled out of the parking lot, his eyes active, roaming between all the mirrors, and she knew he was worried about being followed.

				“A something?” she asked.

				“A something.”

				“Ooookay.”

				“Now, we can either address it. Or ignore it.”

				Katie chewed on her lip, flashes of the confrontation with his father at the morgue running through her mind. “I’m hungry.”

				Jordan gave a half laugh, half groan. “Okay. We’re going to ignore it, then?”

				“For now.”

				“Right. What are you in the mood for?”

				“A cheeseburger. A good one, not a frozen one.”

				“How about Randy’s?” Her stomach growled, and he shot her a smile. “I guess that was approval.”

				“Definitely.” His smile sent her heart pounding in a wild dance, her pulse skittering, the butterflies fluttering in the pit of her stomach. Even though she was afraid to acknowledge the attraction to him, she couldn’t very well deny it to herself.

				But it scared her.

				And thrilled her all at the same time.

				But she wasn’t going to do anything about it yet. She still had to find Lucy and couldn’t let her feelings distract her.

				Besides, his parents hated her.

				He pulled into the parking lot at Randy’s and she climbed out of the car, moving slowly in order not to tear her stitches.

				“You were very lucky, you know.” He stared at her shoulder.

				“I’m not sure I attribute it to luck.” She touched the bandage. “Right now, I’m giving God the credit.”

				“Yeah.”

				They entered the restaurant with Jordan watching her back. Katie kept her eyes open for anything that made her uneasy. The smell of grilling burgers and fried potatoes greeted her, making her stomach growl once more. She licked her lips, ready to eat. She didn’t mind hospital food, but there was no way she was going to turn down Randy’s burgers.

				Once settled, she set the menu aside, already knowing her order. “What are you getting?”

				“I’ll get what I always get. Breakfast. Eggs, bacon, grits and sometimes a steak. But the grits are my favorite. I don’t know what Randy does to those grits, but I’ve yet to find anyone to match him for the flavor.”

				“You come here a lot?”

				“Weekly. Sometimes daily. And I always get the grits.”

				She laughed as the waitress approached with their water. She gave a flirtatious wink at Jordan. “It’s been a while since you’ve been in, Jordan. Good to see you haven’t forgotten us.” She turned to Katie and gave her a sweet smile. “What can I get you?”

				Once they’d given their order, Katie leaned back with a grimace.

				“Sore?” Jordan asked.

				“In spades.”

				His lips tightened. “I should have taken you home.”

				“And miss Randy’s? Not a chance.” She sipped her water. “I’m on medical leave for the next week,” she said softly.

				“Why do I get the feeling you have something other than resting and healing on your agenda?”

				She lifted a brow. “Nothing gets past you, does it?”

				He smiled at her. Within a few minutes, their food was in front of them. Jordan paused like he might be waiting on her to say a blessing. Even as disappointed with God as she was, she found she couldn’t ignore Him. He still gave her hope and she found strength in leaning on His promises.

				So she still prayed, and she still wanted to say grace over her food. Katie bowed her head and Jordan followed her cue. His low voice reached her ears. “Lord, we thank You for this food and for Katie’s safety. Please guide us as we continue to search for Lucy. Let us bring her kidnapper to justice and give her family closure. Amen.”

				“Amen,” she whispered. “Thanks.”

				Katie dug into her burger. The first bite sent her taste buds dancing. They ate in silence until Jordan’s phone rang. He glanced at the number and set his fork down. “Hello?” He listened, the furrow between his brows easing as he nodded. “Great. Great. Thanks so much.” He hung up.

				“What was that all about?” Katie asked.

				“That was one of your former neighbors I’d managed to track down. She no longer lives in the neighborhood, but she’s still friends with Elaine Johnson. I’d left a message for her to call me if she knew anything about Mrs. Johnson. Apparently, Mrs. Johnson is now a resident of White Oak Manor’s assisted-living program.”

				“Oh, what a shame. I guess that means her health is failing.”

				“Look like that’s the case.”

				“But at least we know where she is now.”

				“Exactly. I suggest we get over to White Oak as soon as possible and see if she can tell you anything more.”

				Katie nodded but frowned. “I really don’t think there’s going to be anything for her to tell me, but I’m ready to give it another go.”

				“I’m assuming you haven’t heard anything back from your sketch artist?”

				She blinked and grabbed her phone. “In all the craziness, I forgot to call her back. I saw her number on my phone this morning.”

				Her phone buzzed, and she snagged it. “Hello, Gregory.”

				“Hey, just thought I’d let you know that we’ve got the guy who killed Wesley Wray.”

				“Who is it?”

				“An inmate by the name of Charlie West.”

				“Did he say why he killed Wesley?”

				“Just that Wray was on his last nerve so he decided to get rid of him. Charlie’s in for the rest of his life. He had nothing to lose killing Wray.”

				“Someone paid him to do it. Will you check his family members’ bank accounts and see if we can find a money trail to follow?”

				“Already thought of that. West is married with kids. His wife just had five grand deposited into her account this morning.”

				“So that’s what a person’s life is worth these days,” Katie muttered.

				Gregory said, “I’ll keep you updated as I get information. I’m working on tracking the money.”

				“Okay, thanks.”

				She hung up and brought Jordan up to date. He thought about it. “I guess we need to question Mr. West.”

				“I guess so.”

				“Then let’s—”

				His sharply indrawn breath snagged her attention from the phone. “What is it?”

				He shot her a look full of apology. “My parents. Heading this way.”

				Katie’s stomach dipped to her toes. The last time she’d seen Paul and Lisa Gray, they’d been staring down at the body of their dead son and blaming her for his death. She swallowed hard, suddenly having to fight to keep the hamburger down.

				* * *

				Jordan fought the knot of dread from in his gut. He shouldn’t have brought Katie here. Not when his parents ate here almost as often as he did. What had he been thinking?

				His father’s eyes lit up when he saw him and he and his mother made their way toward him. And Katie.

				His mother’s eyes landed on the back of Katie’s head and a smile lifted the corners of her lips because she didn’t know who Jordan was eating with. Yet. Jordan bit back a groan. He stood, desperate to cut them off.

				He stepped forward and held out his hand. His dad shook it while his mother tried to get a glimpse of the woman sharing her son’s table.

				His father asked, “You’re still planning on coming to dinner Sunday, right?”

				Jordan nodded. “Yes, I’ll be there.”

				“And who is this lovely—” Lisa’s shocked gasp could be heard around the restaurant. Jordan closed his eyes and said a quick prayer. His father frowned and stepped around his wife to see what had her pale and trembling.

				“You!”

				Katie stood and wiped her mouth with her napkin. She shot Jordan a look full of apology. “Hello.” The word trembled on her lips, and he wanted to hug her for the effort.

				A strangled sound came from Paul’s throat and his wild, stunned gaze landed back on Jordan. “Her? What are you doing here with her? You would sit at the same table with her?”

				Jordan saw they had the attention of the restaurant and he rested a hand on his mother’s elbow. “Why don’t you get a seat? Katie and I were getting ready to leave. I’ll come by later and explain everything.”

				“Explain? What’s there to explain? I can see exactly what’s going on.” With a scathing glance at Katie, Paul took Lisa’s elbow. “I won’t breathe the same air as her. We’ll find somewhere else to eat.” He escorted his wife from the restaurant.

				Katie sat with a thump, her face pale and pinched.

				Jordan sat across from her and reached for her hand. He squeezed it and she pulled away from him. Still looking at the door where his parents had made their sudden departure, she asked, “Will you please just take me home now? I’m not feeling well.”

				“Katie, I’m sorry.”

				“No.” She finally looked at him and the anguish there tore at his heart. “It’s not your fault.”

				“It’s not anyone’s fault but Neil’s and the killer who attacked him.”

				She sighed and pushed her plate aside with a trembling hand. “Just take me home.” She blinked. “Then again, I guess home is out of the question. Will you take me to a hotel?”

				“I thought Erica said you could stay with her.”

				“She did, but I refuse to put her and Molly in danger. A hotel will be fine.”

				Jordan didn’t like it, but he nodded and she rose, dug into her purse and dropped a ten-dollar bill on the table. He grabbed it and pushed it back into her hand. “I got this one.”

				It said a lot about her fragile state of mind when she just took the money and walked to the door without another word.

				Jordan almost asked her to stay inside and wait for him before walking to the car, but he didn’t have to. She stood by the door, ignoring a few of the still-staring patrons. As the cashier handed him his change, he stole another glance in her direction. She’d squared her shoulders and planted her hands on her hips as she stood to the side of the door and examined the parking lot.

				Jordan pocketed the money and walked over to her. “See anything?”

				“No. I don’t see him, but he’s watching.”

				“All right then, let’s go find him.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHT

				Katie set her small bag of borrowed clothes on the sofa. She looked around. “It’s a nice room.”

				A small suite, it had a mini kitchen that opened into a sitting area complete with a full-size couch and a flat-screen television. The work area was next to the sliding glass doors that led to a small balcony. A king-size bed and bathroom in a separate room rounded out the suite.

				Jordan went through it as though he thought her attacker would be waiting. He’d retrieved her weapon and the comforting weight of it at the small of her back allowed her to breathe a little easier. Using the shoulder holster was out of the question with her injury.

				She glanced at the clock on the microwave. Twelve forty-five. It felt like it should be a.m., not p.m.

				“Cort will be watching your room tonight,” Jordan said as he walked back into the main living area. “He feels guilty for letting that guy get so close to you.”

				“It wasn’t his fault.”

				“He doesn’t feel that way.”

				“I really don’t think there was anything he could have done differently.”

				“That’s what I keep telling him.” His phone rang. “Hello?”

				Katie placed the rescued file on the desk and started pulling the papers out one at a time as she listened to his side of the conversation.

				“Thanks, Max.” Jordan hung up. “Max said he parked your car four doors down from your room.”

				“Good.”

				“He also said he doesn’t think he was followed, but can’t vouch for that a hundred percent.”

				“I trust him.”

				“But you’ll still give the car the once-over before you get in it, right?”

				She lifted a brow. “Of course.” Katie turned her attention back to the papers. “They’re dry now. Might be a little hard to read, but...”

				“You really don’t need the file at this point, do you?”

				He took a seat at the table.

				She shrugged. “No. The only thing I didn’t have memorized was your notes, but I read them.”

				“I’ve got copies.” He paused. “I’m sorry about my parents.”

				Pain darted through her. She met his gaze for a brief moment, then dropped her eyes to the file. “You don’t have to apologize for them. They’re entitled to their pain.”

				“But they’re not entitled to lash out at you.”

				“They have to have someone to blame. I suppose I’m the best choice for that. I arrested their son and he died.” She paused then asked, “Do they even acknowledge the fact that he was drinking and driving?”

				“No. They’re convinced it was all just a mistake, a misunderstanding.” She stared at him and he shrugged with a sad frown. “They’re not in touch with reality when it comes to Neil’s death.”

				“Have you tried to tell them?”

				He gave her a shuttered look. “I’ve tried. A little.”

				She gave a trembling sigh. “Why don’t you feel the same as your parents?”

				He flushed and shook his head. “I did for a while. But working with you, even in a limited capacity, on Molly James’s kidnapping transformed my opinion of you. I realized for the first time that you weren’t some egotistical cop who had something to prove by teaching a drunk kid a lesson. You can’t predict the future. You put a drunk man in a cell with other drunks. It happens every day. It’s what cops do.”

				“I know, I just wish...” she rasped. Emotion choked her almost as much as the smoke she’d inhaled. She cleared her throat and stood, walked to the window and placed herself to the side so she could see out, but anyone watching wouldn’t be able to see her. The parking lot was half full. No one loitering in the shadows that she could tell.

				“And—”

				When he broke off, she looked at him. “And?”

				“And there’s stuff about Neil they don’t know.” He glanced away, then back. “Stuff I haven’t told them.”

				She lifted a brow. “Like what?”

				“It doesn’t matter at this point. Suffice it to say I’m not sure I’m doing them a favor and am praying about it.”

				Completely baffled, she stared at him. He shook his head. “Never mind.”

				Okay, then. When—if—he decided to share with her whatever he was talking about, she’d listen. Until then... Katie asked, “What about this neighbor, Mrs. McKinney? I talked to her twice but didn’t get much.”

				At first he didn’t answer and she wondered if he was ready to change the subject. She let out a small breath of relief when he did. Talking about Neil and his parents caused a hard knot to form in her stomach. She needed to talk about something different. He finally said, “She’d brought her husband home from the doctor about three hours after Lucy disappeared. When they got home, they saw all the commotion, but no one really talked to them because they weren’t there when it happened. I thought about going to see her.” He shrugged. “And while I doubt she can tell us anything, I don’t want to leave any stone unturned.”

				She nodded. “First I have a stop to make.”

				“Where to?”

				“I want to go see Frank and ask him a couple of questions. He told me to come see him at four, but I’m going to see if he’ll be willing to just talk to me if I walk in. If he’s there.”

				“Ah.” He pursed his lips and looked like he might argue the wisdom of that. Instead, he stood and she followed him down the steps to his car. “I’m going to hunt down Tracy, too, and see if she’s got a composite of our shooter.”

				As she slid into the passenger seat, she supposed she ought to get her own vehicle. In fact she was quite surprised at her rather passive agreement in letting him be her chauffeur. The truth was, she liked the man. Liked being with him, liked his sense of humor, liked bouncing the case off of him and getting his feedback.

				And that worried her. Jordan was very easy to be around, but somewhere in his eyes, there was a pain that never really went away. She wondered about it. Wondered if he’d ever share it with her.

				Then wondered why she wanted him to. They had no future together. His parents had already lost one son because of her. There was no way she’d cause them any more pain by falling in love with the other.

				“You okay?”

				He pulled her out of her disturbing thoughts and she nodded, turning to stare out the window. “Just thinking.”

				“Yeah. I know what you mean.”

				Her phone rang. Gregory. “Hey.”

				“Hey. I tracked the money that landed in West’s account.”

				“Great. Where’d it come from?”

				“It was a cash deposit, so I don’t have a name, just a video snapshot of the guy who made the deposit. Trying to get a name to match the face.”

				“Send the face to Jordan’s phone. He can use his resources with the FBI and put their facial recognition software to good use.”

				Jordan nodded. Within seconds, his phone dinged and he pulled over to shoot the email to his buddy at the FBI. Katie hung up with Gregory feeling like they were making baby steps, but at least they weren’t going backward.

				The rest of the drive to the station didn’t take long. Jordan drove with practiced ease while Katie kept her gaze glued to the mirrors.

				“You see anyone that makes you twitchy?”

				“No. Not yet.”

				“Me, either.”

				“Doesn’t mean he’s not there,” she muttered.

				“Yeah.”

				He pulled into the parking lot, and Katie stared at the building that had become her second home. “Should have just brought a sleeping bag and slept in my office.”

				He laughed. “Might be the safest place in the city for you.”

				She shook her head and climbed out of the vehicle. Katie led the way into the station, eyes scanning the familiar area. Fellow officers called out well wishes and a few even offered hugs. Jordan tapped her arm. “I’m going to be in the evidence room. I want to take a look at the original file on Lucy again.”

				“There’s nothing in it that you haven’t seen. I copied everything.”

				He shrugged. “You’re probably right, but I just want to take a look.”

				“Sure.” Katie passed her desk and went straight to Frank’s.

				He looked up and jerked in surprise. “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you.”

				“We had a four o’clock appointment, remember?”

				“Yes, of course. I just figured after last night...” He shrugged. “Glad you’re okay.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s not four.”

				“I know.” She smiled. “Do you have few minutes? I’ve got some other things I need to do. I’m not planning on coming back here after I leave, so I would appreciate it if you’d just talk to me now.”

				“You still want to go over your sister’s case?”

				“If you don’t mind. I have a question or two I still need answered.”

				He sighed. “Have a seat.”

				Katie sat and reached in her bag to pull out Lucy’s file. She opened it on the desk in front of her and turned it so it was right side up for Frank. She pointed to the small slip of paper with the diner’s address. “Jordan and I went here yesterday and talked to the owner. It’s also where we were shot at.”

				Frank frowned at her. “You’ve had a rough couple of days.”

				“I have, but that’s not important right now. I talked to Betty June Clark, and she said she remembers the case. And the two detectives who worked it.”

				“Really?” He leaned back and crossed his arms. Then sat forward. “Wait a minute, I remember her. Pretty blonde?”

				“Yes.”

				He nodded. “She thought the kidnapper had come in with Lucy and eaten there. Called us to check it out.”

				“Right.”

				“At the time, there were no surveillance cameras working. The place was pretty run-down. We talked to her and the other workers, but came up with pretty much nothing.”

				“What about the hair in the bathroom?”

				“What hair?”

				Impatience licked at her. “Betty said the girl had chopped hair and she found hair around the toilet in the men’s bathroom. Said she told you and Danny Jackson about it.”

				“Yes, I remember something about that, but if I remember correctly, it had already been cleaned up by the time we got in there.” He rubbed his eyes. “Come on, Katie, it’s been fourteen years. I haven’t looked at that case since we filed it with cold cases.” He spread his hands, palms up, in a helpless gesture. “I can’t remember everything.”

				She held her temper in check. He was right. It had been a long time. “Then maybe you remember this. Why wasn’t your visit there documented in the folder?”

				He frowned. “It was. Both Danny and I filled out reports.”

				She tapped the file. “Nothing but that little scrap of paper with the address.”

				He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know, Katie, you know how it is. You have ten cases going at the same time and sometimes things might...” He trailed off.

				“Slip through the cracks?” she asked softly, her tone deadly.

				“No, no, not that, just—you’re talking fourteen years ago.”

				She got up before she said something she shouldn’t.

				“Katie, stop. Come on. I didn’t mean we didn’t do our jobs. We did. We wrote the reports. I don’t know why they’re not in the file.”

				She kept her back to him and took a deep breath. “If you remember, give me a call, will you?”

				“Of course.”

				“Thanks.” She started to leave then turned back. “Have you seen Tracy?”

				“Uh...yeah. She was near the break room right before you came over.”

				She left, the file clutched tight, thankful it hadn’t been destroyed in the fire.

				Katie had another idea. She found Jordan in the break room studying the file. “Find anything?”

				“Nothing really. You?”

				She shook her head and took a deep breath. “I’ve had this feeling before, but today sealed it.”

				“What feeling?”

				“That the investigation was botched. Whatever word you want to use, Frank Miller and Danny Jackson did my sister and my family an injustice.”

				He frowned. “What did he say about the diner?”

				She told him. “I want to go talk to his former partner, Danny Jackson.”

				“He’s on my list, but I haven’t talked to him yet.”

				“I talked to him briefly about a year ago, but he was more interested in his golfing handicap than he was in rehashing a cold case.”

				“That’s unusual. Most retired guys relish talking about their cases.”

				“Yeah, the cases they’ve solved. Not the ones that got away.”

				“True.” He closed the file. “You were right. You copied every last teeny, tiny piece of information in this file, didn’t you?”

				“I did.”

				He stood. “Let me put this back and we can go.”

				“I’m going to see if I can find Tracy.” She told him where the woman’s office was.

				He said, “I’ll meet you there.”

				Katie left him to return the file and headed down a long hallway and to the second floor. She leaned against the wall to catch her breath and realized her lungs still hadn’t fully recovered from her bout with the fire. The burning in her shoulder was aggravating, but nothing she couldn’t ignore. Once she got her breath, she knocked on the door.

				“Come in.”

				Katie stepped inside to see Tracy at her desk, phone pressed to her ear. When she saw Katie, she hung up. “I was just dialing your number.” She frowned with concern. “How are you feeling?”

				“Like I need an oxygen tank strapped to my back, but other than that, I’m all right.”

				“Have you heard anything back about the fire? How it started?”

				“A Molotov cocktail through my bedroom window.”

				“Ouch.” Her friend winced. “You’ve made someone a little angry?”

				“Yeah, a little.”

				“Who?”

				“I’ve no idea.” She didn’t want to discuss the fire or the fact that someone wanted her dead. “Hey, do you have the composite for the shooter at the diner? Bobby Young is our witness.”

				Tracy blinked at her. “No, I don’t have it. He never came in, and he hasn’t answered my calls.”

				Unease crawled up Katie’s spine. “What do you mean he never came? He was coming as soon as he could after he got his car towed, got checked out at the hospital and changed his clothes. I think he had some blood on them and wanted to change. You’re saying he didn’t come over?”

				“Right. I left a message on your voice mail at home yesterday morning.” She grimaced. “Which means you probably didn’t get it.”

				“No. It’s been so crazy, I haven’t even called to check my messages. Why didn’t you leave one on my cell?”

				“I started to, but the captain walked in just as I went to voice mail, so I just hung up. I figured you’d get the message at home anyway. Or see my number and call me. Which you did.”

				Katie nodded. “Thanks. I’m going to find Jordan and we’ll see if we can track down Mr. Young.” As she talked, she backed toward the door. And came up against what felt like a brick wall. She spun to find herself nose to chin with Jordan. His hands came up to cup her elbows. She jerked back and he gave her a crooked smile. But the glint in his narrowed eyes said he’d enjoyed the brief proximity.

				Her pounding heart said she had, too.

				Not going to happen, Katie, remember? His parents hate you.

				She took a deep breath and filled Jordan in on the latest. His half smile dipped into full frown. “You have his address?”

				She turned and looked at Tracy. “You have it?”

				Tracy turned back to her computer and with a few clicks of her keyboard, she had Bobby Young’s driver’s license on the screen. Another click sent her printer humming. She handed the paper to Katie.

				“Thanks.”

				“When you find him,” Tracy said, “let me know.”

				“Count on it.”

				Katie walked beside Jordan as they headed down the steps and toward the exit. “Will you take me to pick up my car?”

				“Now?”

				“Yes. I prefer to have it.”

				“You sure you’re feeling all right? You just got out of the hospital. You were shot, remember?”

				She shot him a sardonic look. “Really? And besides, it was just a graze.”

				He gave a short laugh and said, “Sure.”

				In Jordan’s car, as they headed back to the hotel, Katie’s phone buzzed. “Hi, Erica.”

				“Hey, how are you feeling?”

				“I’ve felt better, but I’m doing all right.”

				“Max and I want you and Jordan to come to dinner tonight. Do you think you can make it?”

				“I don’t know. I don’t think that’s very safe for you.”

				“It will be if you just make sure you’re not followed.”

				Katie sighed. “You know I can’t guarantee that.”

				“You don’t want to stay here—I get that. But I think coming to eat will be fine.”

				Uneasiness twisted Katie’s stomach into a knot. She probably should say no, but she hadn’t seen Erica in a while and would love to spend time with her and Molly. But Erica wasn’t finished. “I want to discuss your case, anyway. Might as well do it here as at the office.”

				“We’re on our way to talk to a witness from the wreck.”

				“Then come after. It’s all right if it’s late. I’ll get Molly settled with her favorite movie so we can talk uninterrupted.”

				Katie caved. “All right, then, let me ask Jordan.” He glanced at her and she relayed the invitation. He nodded. “We’ll be there,” Katie said. “I’ll call you when I’m on the way.”

				“Great. See you when you get here.”

				Katie gnawed on her lower lip. When a warm finger reached over to pull it from the clench of her upper front teeth, shivers ran through her. Jordan glanced at the traffic light then back to her. “You’re going to chew right through it if you’re not careful.”

				She swallowed hard and then gathered her wits as he pulled into the hotel parking lot. She grabbed her keys and said, “I’ll meet you there.”

				“Watch your back.”

				“I always do.”

				Ten minutes later, she pulled behind Jordan to the curb of Bobby Young’s house. As far as she could tell, no one had followed.

				The clock pushed toward two o’clock. She climbed from the car and looked around. Jordan approached and she asked, “I didn’t see anyone following, did you?”

				“Not a soul.”

				“That almost makes me nervous.”

				“I understand that completely.”

				Mr. Young’s neighborhood was on a cul-de-sac with five other houses. Large lots and a lot of trees gave it a feeling of privacy and community at the same time. Katie nodded. “Nice place.”

				“Very.”

				Jordan walked up the steps to the porch of the traditional ranch and rang the bell. Katie kept an eye on the area around them. Right now, she didn’t like being too exposed. The middle of her back between her shoulders itched.

				No one answered the door.

				“Not answering his phone, not answering the door. How old is he?” Katie asked.

				“Sixty-four.”

				“He could be working or retired. Do we know?”

				“I have his statement on my phone. Let me see if that information came up. Hold on a second.” He pressed a few buttons. “Retired.”

				“Retired usually means not at work, but never at home if the retiree is in good health and active.” She pointed to the flag hanging from the porch. “A golfer’s flag. Might be on the course. We have another number for him?”

				“Nope. That’s his cell phone. He doesn’t have a landline.”

				Katie pursed her lips and walked to the garage. The double door was closed, but had four windows at the top. “I’m too short to see in. Wanna take a look?”

				Jordan obliged. “A single car parked on the right side closest to the entry to the house. It’s not the car from the wreck. Can’t see the tags, but I’m willing to bet it’s a rental.”

				“Then if his car is in the garage, why isn’t he answering the door or his phone?”

				Before Jordan could answer, his phone rang. He listened for a few minutes then hung up. Katie lifted a brow in silent question. Jordan said, “We got a hit on the guy at the bank who made the deposit into West’s wife’s account.”

				“Who is it?”

				“A guy by the name of Norman Rhames.”

				“Never heard of him.”

				“Apparently he’s got some ties to a terrorist group, but basically keeps his nose clean except for crimes that don’t keep him behind bars for very long.”

				“We need to track down this Mr. Rhames and find out who had him deposit that money.”

				“Help you folks?”

				* * *

				Jordan turned to see a well-groomed lady in her mid-seventies standing in the drive next to Mr. Young’s. She shut her mailbox and headed their way.

				Jordan said, “We’re looking for Mr. Young.”

				“He should be there. Although I didn’t see him take his usual morning walk.”

				“He walks every day at the same time?” Katie asked.

				“Pretty near every day. He’s got a touch of arthritis but even when it’s acting up, he doesn’t let it keep him down for long.” She pushed her glasses a little farther up on her nose. “You’re not his daughter, are you?”

				Katie said, “No, ma’am. I’m Detective Katie Randall with the police department. Mr. Young was involved in a wreck a couple of days ago. We just needed to ask him a few more questions.” She flashed her badge and the woman placed a hand over her heart.

				“He told me about that when he got home. He looked awful. I’d come outside for a short walk, and he pulled into the drive. His son Hunter picked him up from the hospital. Bobby had blood all over his clothes and everything. I asked if he needed anything and he said no, he just wanted to change and get to the police station. He’d seen the carjacker and needed to meet with the sketch artist. Sounded like something right off the television.”

				So he’d arrived home from the hospital and had planned to meet with Tracy.

				“You’re pretty good friends then?”

				The woman smiled, her white teeth straight and even. “I’m Janice McDowell. And yes, Bobby and I are friends as well as neighbors. We try to look out for each other since we both live alone.”

				“How did Mr. Young plan to get to the police station?” Katie asked.

				“He has another car. It was his wife’s. He’s never been able to sell it. Thankfully he wasn’t hurt more than a scratch and a couple of bruises. And that carjacking! Why, what this world is coming to—” She shook her head.

				“Do you have Hunter’s number?” Katie asked.

				“I might have it somewhere. Would take me a while to find it, probably.” She looked at the phone in Jordan’s left hand. “Or you could look it up on that fancy toy of yours. I even know the name of his street because it’s my daughter’s name. Laurel Street.”

				“Hunter Young. Laurel Street. Got it.” Jordan hit dial. “Nate, hey, I need some information.” Jordan had bypassed the white pages and gone straight to his information specialist at Quantico. Nate gave him what he needed within seconds. Jordan dialed the number that flashed up in his text message box.

				“Hunter Young.”

				“Hi, Mr. Young, this is Special Agent Jordan Gray with the FBI. I met your father when he was involved with the wreck a couple of days ago.” Had it only been two days? “He was supposed to come down to the police station to meet with a sketch artist, but he never showed up and we’re having trouble getting in touch with him.”

				Silence greeted him.

				“Mr. Young?”

				“I’m just thinking. I’m working at home today. I can run over and check on him and let you know.”

				“We’re actually at his house.”

				“Oh. Stay there, I’m on the way.”

				Jordan hung up and passed on the information.

				“Oh, dear. I do hope everything is all right.”

				Katie gave the woman a reassuring smile. “We can let you know if you’d like to wait in the comfort of your home.”

				“That’s a very nice way of saying I need to stay out of the way, hmm?”

				Katie gave a low chuckle. “Yes, ma’am.”

				Mrs. McDowell nodded and gave a light laugh, but it didn’t cover her worried glance at Bobby Young’s house.

				“Does he have any animals?” Katie asked.

				She shook her head. “No. He likes to travel too much. Said an animal would tie him down.”

				“Thank you, Mrs. McDowell, you’ve been very helpful.”

				“Please let me know when you talk to him?”

				“Of course. We’ll have him call you.”

				She nodded and walked slowly back up her driveway.

				Jordan looked at Katie. “I’m going to walk around to the back and see if I see anything.”

				Katie nodded. Jordan headed around the side of the house but turned back at the sound of a vehicle approaching. A classy white convertible Mercedes with a black top. Hunter Young must do well for himself. The Mercedes pulled to the curb and a tall man in his early forties climbed from the car. A worried frown creased his forehead. “I’m Hunter Young.”

				Jordan shook the man’s outstretched hand. “FBI Special Agent Jordan Gray. This is Detective Katie Jacobs.”

				He blanched. “Since when does the FBI investigate a car wreck?”

				Katie flashed her badge and said, “He was with me working another case when it happened. He’s not officially investigating, but we were both concerned when your father didn’t show up like he promised, so thought we’d check on him.”

				Hunter nodded. “You’ve every reason to be concerned. If Dad said he’d be there, he would have been. I brought him home from the hospital, and that’s all he talked about. Once all the excitement was over and everyone was okay, he thought it all a great adventure. He was excited about working with the sketch artist to find the guy responsible.” Hunter walked toward the house, pulling a set of keys from his pocket. “I tried calling his cell all the way over here. He rarely doesn’t answer. And usually calls me right back if I do get his voice mail.” He opened the front door. Cold air rushed out at them. “Dad?”

				Jordan had a bad feeling growing in his gut. Why was the house so cold? It was the middle of December. Everyone had the heat on. Especially with the temps dropping into the low teens at night. He placed a hand on the man’s arm. “Do you mind waiting here and letting us check it out?”

				“Yes, I mind.” He stepped inside. “Dad?” He looked at them. “Why is it so cold in here?” He gave a shudder. “He didn’t say anything about the heat pump giving him trouble. Dad?”

				“Sir,” Katie said. “If we find something, this could be a crime scene. We need to keep it as undisturbed as possible. Wait here.”

				Her words were an order. Hunter flinched, but stopped in his tracks. “Crime scene? You think—”

				“I don’t think anything,” Katie said with a more gentle tone. “I just want to cover all my bases. For your father’s sake.”

				Hunter swallowed hard and Jordan could tell the man wanted to go tearing through the house. He didn’t blame him. If it were his father, he’d feel the same way. But Hunter stood still and clenched a fist. “He could be lying hurt or sick. Hurry. Please.”

				* * *

				Katie stepped lightly, wishing for crime scene booties. Bobby Young might not even be here, but her gut cried out that he was and it wasn’t going to be good. She stepped into the den and noticed the wide-open French doors that led to the back deck. Cold air blew in.

				“Jordan.”

				“Kitchen’s clear.” He came up beside her. Spotted the doors. “Uh-oh.”

				“Mr. Young?” Katie called. They cleared the first floor, then headed for the second. “Bedroom one, clear,” she called.

				“Bedroom two, clear,” Jordan echoed.

				Katie stepped into the next room and came to a halt. Even through her heavy down coat, she felt the cold in the house to her bones.

				This was his office. The desk faced the window, looking out to the wooded area behind the house. Katie stepped closer and walked around for a view of the chair.

				Katie sucked in a deep breath and dropped her chin to her chest in despair. “Jordan!”

				She heard his footsteps on the hardwood. “What is it?”

				“I found Mr. Young.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				NINE

				Jordan hated this part of the job. And this wasn’t even officially his job. But Katie had asked him to do it while she secured the scene. She already had a crime scene unit and the medical examiner on the way as well as uniformed officers who would canvass the neighborhood, questioning everyone they could find.

				When Jordan escorted Hunter from the house and told him the news, the man broke down, his sobs heart wrenching. Jordan didn’t blame him. He simply stood there, hand on Hunter’s shoulder, until the man could gain some control.

				It didn’t take him long. Jordan had a feeling Hunter’s personality wouldn’t let him be emotional for any extended period of time. Within minutes Hunter had wiped his face with his expensive silk tie and hardened his features. Pure fury now blazed from his green eyes. “Who did this?”

				Jordan had his suspicions. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a name to go with those suspicions. “I don’t know, sir, but I promise we’ll find out.” He paused. “Did your father have any enemies that you know of?”

				Appalled, Hunter looked at him. “No. None.”

				“Did you notice anyone following you home from the hospital?”

				Hunter blinked. “No.”

				And why would he? He had no reason to even think about being followed.

				Jordan nodded and as law enforcement arrived. He asked Hunter a few more questions, then did his best to fade into the background. After all, this wasn’t his case.

				He had to keep reminding himself of that. His case was Katie’s case. And while he had a feeling Mr. Young’s murder had everything to do with the fact that he’d seen the shooter from the diner, Jordan wasn’t going to put his nose any further into the investigation unless he was invited.

				He sent a text message to Erica to let her know what was going on. She shot one back.

				



				Come when you can.

				



				An hour later, Katie emerged from the house and veered toward the Mercedes, where Hunter was sitting. He got out of the vehicle, shoulders stooped and looking shell-shocked, his initial fury overshadowed by his crushing grief. For the time being. The anger would return. Jordan knew this from experience.

				His phone rang and he recognized the number as the McKinneys’. “Special Agent Gray.”

				“Hello, Mr. Gray, this is Eileen McKinney. You left a message for me to call you.”

				“Yes, ma’am. Thanks for calling me back.”

				Jordan explained what he wanted and Mrs. McKinney clucked. “I don’t know what more I can tell. I told that detective the day of the kidnapping everything I could think of—and trust me, that wasn’t much.”

				“I understand, but sometimes talking to a different person can spark something.”

				“Well, if you want to come on out, I’ll be here for the next forty-five minutes or so.”

				Jordan hesitated, then said, “I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

				“I’ll be looking for you.”

				Jordan hung up. Katie still talked to Hunter, who leaned his head back against the headrest and scrubbed his eyes. He saw Hunter nod, and Katie gave his shoulder a squeeze.

				She walked toward him. He said, “You look like you’ve been hit by a truck. You’re not doing yourself any favors by pushing yourself like this. You’re supposed to be on leave.”

				She grimaced. “Tell me what you really think.”

				“Sorry. I’m concerned.” Her gaze warmed for a minute and she looked like she might like to fall into his arms and let him shelter her from the world. He almost held them out to her so she could do it. She blinked and the moment was gone. “You think he was killed by the shooter?”

				“I do.”

				“Because he saw him at the wreck. He was the only one who got a really good look at him, but I’m worried about the others.”

				“I’ve contacted my lieutenant, and he’s putting extra patrols on the others involved in the wreck. The young mother and the girl, Miranda.” She glanced around. “I’m going to be here a little longer. I’ve got a few more things to take care of. Why don’t you head on over to Erica’s?”

				“I just got a call from Mrs. McKinney. She wants me to come talk to her now.”

				Hope dusted her expression. “Good. I’ll meet you at Erica’s as soon as I’m finished here.”

				“Leave you to come alone? I don’t think so.”

				She rubbed a hand down her face. “Seriously, I’ll be fine. I’ll get in my car and head over there as soon as we’re done. I’m surrounded by cops. The killer is long gone.”

				Jordan looked around. Strange faces lined the sidewalks, neighbors vying for a glimpse of the action. “You hope.”

				“I’ve got the photographer discreetly taking pictures of the crowd. We’ll take a look at the pictures and see if anyone jumps out at us. Now go on. I’ll be fine.”

				“I can ask her if tomorrow would be better.”

				Katie sighed. “Jordan, I’ve got a job to do. You can’t be with me twenty four–seven. Your job is to find out about Lucy. It’s what I’ve hired you to do, not babysit me. I’m a police officer. I’m trained to take care of myself.”

				Frustration filled him. She was right, but he didn’t have to like it.

				Gregory stepped from the house. “Katie, can I see you for a minute?”

				“Sure.” She looked back at Jordan. “Go. I need to know if she has anything to add to Lucy’s kidnapping.”

				Against his better judgment, he nodded. “All right, text me when you’re leaving, what route you’re taking and anything else I should know.”

				Katie nodded. “All right. If it will make you feel better.”

				“It would.”

				Jordan headed for his car. Reluctantly. But she was right. She was a cop. She was surrounded by cops. He sent up prayer for her safety and pulled away from the scene.

				* * *

				Katie watched Jordan go and prayed he’d come back with some answers. Something. Anything that they could grasp and run with to find Lucy. For the next hour, Katie finished working the crime scene and kept an eye on her back.

				By the time she texted Jordan, she was exhausted. All she wanted to do was go to the hotel room and collapse in a heap. In fact, she seriously considered just staying where she was and sleeping in her car.

				A tap on her window made her jump. When she saw Gregory’s concerned face staring at her, she ordered her pulse to slow down. She lowered the window. “Hey.”

				“You all right?”

				“Hanging in there.”

				He nodded, his brow still creased. “You heading over to Erica’s?”

				“I’m thinking about canceling and going to crawl into bed.”

				“You need an escort?”

				Katie tried to discern if there was any sarcasm in his tone, but didn’t detect any. He was concerned. And she was too touchy.

				“No. I’ll be extra careful.”

				He pursed his lips. “I like working with you, Katie. See that you stay in one piece, will you?”

				She shivered as a gust of cold wind blew across her face. “I’ll do my best.”

				Gregory nodded. “Text me when you’re locked in your hotel room, okay?”

				Katie smiled. She was glad to know she had people who cared whether she was safe or not. Too bad her parents weren’t nearly as concerned. She frowned and ordered herself not to go there. She was tired and didn’t need to get maudlin. “Sure.”

				Gregory walked toward his vehicle and she wondered why the tall, handsome detective didn’t spark any romantic interest in her. Immediately Jordan’s face came to mind and she knew why she wasn’t attracted to Gregory. Jordan was the one who set the butterflies loose in her stomach. He was the one who made her palms sweat and her heart race.

				Gregory was a great guy, but he wasn’t Jordan.

				She sighed and sent a text to Jordan.

				



				I’m going back to the hotel. I’m going to call Erica and tell her I’m not coming.

				



				He replied in a moment.

				



				All right. I’m almost done here. Let me come back and take you back to the hotel.

				



				She ditched the texting and dialed his number. “Hey. You’re all the way across town. I’ll be at the hotel and locked in my room before you get back here.”

				“Katie—”

				The exasperation in his voice made her smile. She was glad he was concerned. “I’ll be fine. I’ll text as soon as I get there. I do have a gun, remember? And I’m trained in self-defense. And I’m alert and know someone’s after me. Should be enough, right?”

				“Wasn’t enough when someone tried to burn your house down, was it?”

				Ouch. “Hmm. Okay, I’ll give you that point,” she muttered. “However, I’m leaving now.” She pulled away from the curb and waved to Faith as the woman packed her van. The M.E. was still with Bobby Young. Hunter Young had left the scene, claiming he had to go break the news to his family. She didn’t envy him that job.

				He sighed. “Then stay on the phone with me.”

				She paused. “All right.”

				“I’m still going to Erica’s. She really wants to talk about this case.”

				“Fill me in tomorrow?”

				“Bright and early. Cort’s going to be outside your hotel room all night.”

				“Poor guy.”

				“He never sleeps. If he gets four hours a night, he’s as fresh as though he’s had eight.”

				“Not fair.”

				“Tell me about it.”

				She paused. “Hey, Jordan?”

				“Yes.”

				“Thanks for caring.”

				“You’re welcome, Katie.”

				The warmth in his voice made her cheeks start to heat. She cleared her throat. “What did Mrs. McKinney say? Anything helpful?”

				“Yes. I think we may have something to work with.”

				Not what she’d expected to hear. She sat a little straighter. “What?”

				“She remembers seeing a car, a gray sedan, parked several doors down. She also remembers seeing the car there every day for about two weeks before your sister disappeared.”

				“Someone staking the place out,” she whispered.

				“It’s one theory, of course, and that’s what I think. I could be wrong, but...”

				“We need to ask the other neighbors specifically about that vehicle.”

				“I’m already compiling the list. Get this, though. Mrs. McKinney took a picture of the car.”

				“What?” Her blood started humming. “Why?”

				“Well, it wasn’t a picture of the car per se. She was taking pictures of her kid on his skateboard. He’d just gotten the board as a birthday present and was up and down the street showing off while she was snapping pictures.”

				“And of course she had those pictures in an album somewhere.” Excitement tripped through her.

				“Of course. The car was fuzzy in a few of them, but she let me take the best one of the lot.”

				“Take a picture and text it to me, will you?”

				“Sure.”

				New hope sizzled. The car wasn’t much, but it might turn into something big. “There wasn’t any mention of a strange car in the case file.”

				“No.”

				“Right.”

				Anger filled her. “What were Frank and Danny doing while my sister was in the hands of a kidnapper, maybe fighting for her life—” Her voice cracked on the last word and she cleared her throat.

				“We’ll figure it out.”

				“We sure will.” Resolve hardened and she sent up a silent prayer for God’s blessing. Help me find her, Lord.

				They chatted until she reached the hotel. “Cort’s waiting on me, just like you said. Parked right outside my room.”

				“Good. Sleep tight, Kate.”

				“Bye, Jordan.”

				Katie hung up and let a smile linger on her lips. She climbed out of her car and was greeted by Cort. “Glad to see you looking good. Sorry about the night of the fire.”

				She patted his arm. “Don’t you worry about that. I appreciate your willingness to do this.”

				“I miss the job. Being retired ain’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

				Katie bid him good-night and entered her room. The text from Jordan came through and she clicked on the picture. A young boy, about twelve years old, looked like he was having a blast as he rolled down the street on his skateboard, arms wide to help with balance.

				The screen was small so she couldn’t get much detail on the car behind him, but zooming in helped. And she had a picture she could show when they questioned more neighbors about seeing the vehicle. Thank You, God, for this small step. Her adrenaline ebbed and exhaustion swamped her.

				As she prepared for bed, her stomach rumbled. She’d forgotten to eat. A glance at the clock said she was going to bed at 5:49 p.m. So what? She was exhausted.

				She shut the light off and within minutes was asleep.

				* * *

				Jordan inhaled the scent of home-cooked food. Fried chicken and macaroni and cheese. His stomach rumbled. He would be forever grateful that Erica and Max often took pity on him and invited him to share their meals.

				He was disappointed Katie had backed out, although he had to admit he was surprised she’d lasted as long as she had. Her body had taken a beating over the last couple of days and was bound to give out before much longer.

				Brandon walked into the den, grabbed a red-and-green Christmas pillow from the seat and flopped onto the couch. Erica’s brother had become almost a permanent fixture around the place. So much so that Jordan thought Max might be a little worried about what was going to happen after his and Erica’s wedding in a little less than three weeks—on New Year’s Day. He couldn’t believe Christmas and the wedding were coming up so fast.

				Brandon asked, “When are we eating? I’m hungry.”

				Max laughed. “You’re always hungry.” He looked at Jordan and sobered. “So, how’s it going with Katie these days? I know she was avoiding you for a while there. How’s it going now that you two are working together?”

				Jordan grunted and set his tea on the coaster. He settled onto the couch. “It’s going much better now, but you’re right when you say Katie wasn’t happy Erica assigned the case to me.”

				“I know. Strange. Do you know why she was perturbed you got the case?”

				“Yes.” He didn’t say any more.

				Brandon and Max exchanged a look. Brandon shrugged and Max rolled the glass between his hands, then said, “I think it’s because she’s attracted to you.”

				Brandon snorted.

				Jordan jerked then choked a laugh. “What?”

				Max shrugged. “That’s Erica’s deduction.”

				Jordan lifted the glass of tea to his suddenly dry mouth. He knew she was attracted to him. The feeling was mutual. But that wasn’t the reason she hadn’t wanted him on the case. “She said something to Erica?”

				“Nope. Not a word.”

				He hadn’t thought she would. Then again, she and Erica were tight, so... “Oh.”

				“But women notice these things, you know?”

				“Especially Erica,” Brandon said, his lips curving into a sardonic smile. “Now that she’s found the love of her life, she’s determined everyone in her path will do the same.”

				Max grinned. “Poor Brandon. And yet you keep coming over and giving her opportunities to set you up with her friends.”

				Brandon patted his trim belly. “If she wasn’t such a good cook, you wouldn’t see as much of me.”

				Jordan knew that wasn’t true. The man was crazy about his niece, Molly, and was very protective of his sister. When she’d almost been killed by the woman who’d kidnapped her daughter, Brandon and Erica had grown even closer, watching out for one another and pulling together as siblings often did when a crisis hit a family. He looked at Jordan. “But if Erica says she’s attracted to you, she is.”

				“Maybe.” He wasn’t going to debate his romantic life. Or the lack of. He glanced at his watch and wished they’d get onto another subject. Katie was fine, safely in her hotel room and most likely sound asleep. And he wanted to hurry up with the dinner and discussion and get back to her. In fact, if his invitation to dinner hadn’t felt more like a business invitation over a personal one, he’d just go ahead and leave.

				But Erica wanted to talk about the case, and Jordan appreciated her willingness to feed him a home-cooked dinner while she did it.

				Max pulled at his lower lip. “I hate that Katie didn’t feel like coming, but she probably needs the rest more than she needs the food.”

				“She’s definitely had a few long days.”

				“Max, are you two ready to eat?” Erica asked from the door. Molly stood behind her, flour streaks covering her face and clothes. Jordan’s gut clenched like it did every time he was around small children. It wasn’t that he didn’t like them—he did. They just brought back bad memories. Memories he fought off on a daily basis. Memories he kept at bay most of the time by avoidance. He found working himself to death was better than alcohol. He had enough issues and didn’t need to add to his troubles by becoming a drunk.

				And prayer. Sometimes prayer helped, too.

				He tuned back in as Max said, “We’re more than ready. Bring it on.” Max stood and Jordan followed him into the kitchen.

				He hated that Katie wasn’t there, either. He missed her presence. How odd. He shot a text to Cort.

				



				How is she?

				



				Cort responded,

				Fine. Sleeping, I think. Lights have been off for about half an hour now. Quiet.

				



				Great. Keep me updated.

				



				Will do.

				



				Jordan put his phone away and bowed his head as Max led the blessing.

				Erica looked up after Max said “Amen,” and said, “Fill me in on Lucy Randall’s case and the progress you’ve made, will you?”

				Max choked on his laughter. “Let the man eat, Erica.”

				She flushed. “Sorry.”

				Jordan cleared his throat and dug in. While Max and Erica discussed whether or not Erica should hire another person for the Finding the Lost agency, he could feel Molly watching him. When he looked up, he saw her slide Nellie a green bean. The dog ate it.

				When Molly realized she’d been caught, her gaze flew to her mother and then to Max, then back to Jordan. She lifted a finger to her lips, and Jordan couldn’t help it. He bit back a smile and gave her a slow nod. No way would he rat her out.

				Her eyes sparkled with mirth, and she happily plopped a bean in her own mouth. The knot in his belly eased, and he breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe the past could fade after all.

				“Don’t you think, Jordan?”

				Erica’s question made him blink. “Huh?”

				“You weren’t listening to a word we said, were you?”

				“Ah, no, sorry. I was...um...thinking.”

				Erica narrowed her eyes. “I’m sure I can guess what you were thinking about.”

				Jordan felt a flush start to creep up the back of his neck. “Hmm. I won’t argue with a woman who feeds me.”

				Erica laughed and backed off. Jordan enjoyed the food and the company, and even some of the teasing, but he was ready to get down to business. Erica seemed to sense his restlessness and said, “Max, why don’t you and Jordan take your coffee into the den. I’ll get Molly settled and be there shortly.”

				Max stood. “Why don’t I get Molly settled and you and Jordan can start talking?”

				“Guess that’s my cue to shove off,” Brandon said. He looked at Jordan. “I’ll see you later.”

				Jordan nodded.

				“Don’t forget, we’re having Christmas dinner here,” Erica said.

				Brandon frowned. “Right. I may have to work. We’ll see.” He left and Erica sighed then stood and gave Max a smile that made Jordan ache to have someone look at him that way. No, not someone. Katie.

				He swallowed hard and followed Erica into the den. The coffee warmed his hands.

				“So tell me the latest. What have you learned from Mrs. McKinney?”

				* * *

				Katie sat up and looked at the clock. She’d been asleep for an hour and fifteen minutes. Now her nerves hummed and her senses spun. Knowing it would be a futile effort to try to go back to sleep, she tossed aside the covers and turned on the light.

				She wanted her house back.

				She wanted whoever was trying to kill her behind bars.

				She wanted to find her sister.

				She wanted a relationship with Jordan.

				That last admission wasn’t easy, but it was one she couldn’t deny.

				And she wanted her mother to love her. It seemed that no matter what she did or how hard she tried, it was never good enough.

				Tears threatened at the thought, and she pushed them back. She couldn’t dwell on that or she’d go nuts. For the next fifteen minutes, she paced the room. Then picked up the phone and dialed her parents’ number.

				Her mother answered on the second ring. “Hello.”

				“Hi, Mom.”

				“How are you, Katie?”

				She swallowed. “I’m doing okay. I wanted to let you know that I hired a maid service to come clean your house for you next week.”

				Silence echoed for a brief moment, then her mother said, “Well, that’s very nice. Thank you.”

				“Sure.” Katie took a deep breath. “I was wondering if you’d like to meet for breakfast one day soon. I’m working a rather complicated case right now, but—”

				“I don’t think I’ll feel up to that, Katie, but thank you for the invitation.” The oh so proper politeness made Katie want to weep.

				“Okay, well, maybe another time. Is Dad around?”

				“Hold on.”

				Katie bit her lip. She almost wished her mother would yell at her. Anything would be preferable to the cold, polite attitude.

				“Hello?”

				“Hi, Dad.”

				“Hi, sweetie.”

				“She’s not warming up at all, is she?”

				His sigh echoed. “I’m working on her. At least she’s speaking to you.”

				“True.” It was only in the last few years that her mother had climbed far enough out of her depression to even interact with Katie. And every once in a while Katie thought she caught a glimpse of longing and love in her mother’s eyes. But before she could act on it, her mother shut it off and shut her out.

				It broke her heart. “I’m doing everything I can to make her love me, Dad. What else can I do?” Her voice cracked on the last word and she wanted to call the words back. “Never mind. You don’t have to answer that.”

				“Katie—” His voice wobbled and he cleared his throat. “Your mother loves you, honey. She loves you so much.”

				“No, I don’t think she does,” she whispered. “I think she hates me.”

				“Oh, baby...”

				“I’m sorry, Dad, I shouldn’t have brought it up. Forget it.” She took a deep breath. With an effort, she shoved aside the hurt, wondering if she’d ever get used to it. “Dad, I need to ask you something and I want a straight answer.”

				“What’s that?”

				“You asked me to drop Lucy’s case.”

				“Yes.” She heard his wariness, but appreciated he didn’t push the subject of her mother.

				“Why?” He sighed and didn’t answer. “Dad?” Katie prompted.

				“Because it’s dangerous,” he blurted. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. Please, Katie, don’t put yourself in any more danger.”

				Katie sat stunned. Hearing the worry in his voice nearly undid her as much as her mother’s coolness.

				“How do you know I’m in danger?”

				“Landing in the hospital isn’t enough? That fire was deliberately set. The police officer I talked to said you were shot at. You need to stop looking for Lucy.”

				“Dad, I don’t even know that the fire or anything else going on is related to looking for Lucy.” She suspected it, of course, but had no real evidence of it.

				“Well, I do,” he snapped.

				Katie paused. “You do? How?”

				A heavy sigh filtered through the line. “I...”

				“You what? Tell me.”

				“I got a phone call. Someone with a low voice told me to warn you to stop looking for Lucy—or he’d make sure I had another daughter disappear.”

				Katie sat frozen. Shock raced through her. “When was this?”

				“Right after the fire.”

				“That’s why you came to the hospital. To tell me to stop looking for Lucy.”

				“Yes.” She closed her eyes at his husky admission.

				“Why didn’t you tell me about the phone call?”

				“He said not to. Said he’d come after your mom and me if I said he called, so you can’t say anything.”

				As she absorbed the shock that someone related to Lucy’s kidnapping had contacted her parents, she said, “He probably didn’t want me to try and trace the call.”

				“Katie, please, drop it. Lucy’s gone. It’s not worth your life.”

				“Dad, this is the whole reason I became a detective.” She paused. “If I stop looking for her, he wins,” she whispered. And her mother would never forgive her. She had to find Lucy. “You really want that?”

				“Of course not,” he snapped. Katie bit her lip and waited. He finally said in a softer tone, “Of course I don’t want him to win, but honey, I can’t lose you, too.”

				Heart in her throat, Katie finished the call with her father with promises to be careful. For a moment she sat there, marveling. Her father loved her enough that he didn’t want her looking for Lucy if it put her in danger. She swallowed hard at the realization and wished her mother felt the same way.

				Clamping down on her emotions, she called Gregory and filled him in. “Will you try and trace the call and see if the officers on duty in that area will ride by my parents’ house more often?”

				“Sure.”

				“Thanks.”

				Phone calls finished, her mind in a jumble of thoughts, she was debating her next move when her stomach rumbled.

				Katie dialed one more number.

				“Hello?”

				“Do you have any leftovers? I’m starving.”

				Erica laughed. “Of course. I was just sitting here with Jordan talking about your case. We’d love for you to join us.”

				In the background, she heard Jordan’s low rumble. “Tell her I’ll come get her.”

				Erica started to repeat it, but Katie said, “I heard him. Let me talk to him a minute, please.”

				She waited while Erica passed the phone to Jordan. “Hey.”

				“Hey, you don’t need to come get me. I’ll get Cort to follow me.”

				He paused. “I suppose that would work. Or you could just let him drive you.”

				“No. I want my car.” She didn’t know why she did.

				“But Cort’s perfectly capable—”

				“I want my car, Jordan.” He went silent and remorse for snapping at the man who was only trying to help washed over her. “I’m sorry. It’s probably a control issue. Everything in my life is out of control. The least I can do is drive myself.” She hadn’t meant to be quite that blunt. Hadn’t even planned on using those words. But there it was. Some subconscious need to be in control had surfaced.

				A sigh reached her. “I get it. Just be careful. I’m calling Cort now.”

				Katie hung up and shrugged on her heavy coat, wincing at the pull in her shoulder and ignoring the various aches and pains she was going to have to live with for a while. She grabbed her weapon and keys and walked out the door.

				A light rain fell, and she wondered if it would cause problems on the road. The asphalt didn’t feel slick beneath her feet and the temperature hovered just above freezing. She’d be all right.

				Katie said, “He wants you to follow me.”

				Cort waved his phone at her. “I know. No problem.”

				“You don’t have to do this.”

				“I don’t mind.” Cort’s dark eyes twinkled at her. “You have him wrapped, my girl.”

				“What are talking about?”

				“You two’ll figure it out. Now go get in your car in case someone decides to play target practice with your head.”

				Katie smirked and climbed into her car. She set her phone in the cup holder and waited for Cort to pull behind her.

				With his headlights in her rearview mirror, she made her way out of the parking lot and turned left, staying in the right-hand lane. Cort pulled in behind her. Regret filled her that her search for Lucy had caused such disruption in so many lives. She flexed her fingers around the steering wheel and clicked her blinker to turn right even as she pressed the brake to slow for the approaching light.

				A car flashed past her then slowed. Her stomach clenched into a knot. She gripped the wheel tightly and kept her eyes on the guy. His brake lights winked at her just before she pulled up beside him.

				She turned right on red. Cort’s headlights disappeared for a brief moment, then were there again. Her phone rang. She glanced at the number on her caller ID. Jordan.

				Katie grabbed the phone. “Hello.”

				“Just checking on you.”

				“I’m fine.”

				“Where are you?”

				“Holcombe Street. I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

				“All right. Cort still behind you?”

				She checked the mirror. Bright lights behind her about two car lengths back. “Right behind me.”

				“Be careful, Katie.”

				“I am. I’m going to check in with Gregory and get the latest on Mr. Young. I’ll see you in a bit.”

				He hung up and she bit her lip. Her heart was doing things it shouldn’t be doing. Not for him. Jordan Gray was off-limits, but she couldn’t seem to keep her distance. He was exactly the kind of man she wanted. And his parents would probably never be able to accept her.

				And that was a big enough obstacle for her to put the brakes on her emotions. Shut them up tight and throw away the key.

				Or at least try.

				* * *

				Jordan’s phone rang. Cort. “What’s up?”

				“I lost her.”

				“What? I just talked to her. She said you were right behind her.”

				“I got cut off when she turned right on Holcombe. Some dude cut in front of me. By the time I got around him, she was gone. Which route would she take, left or right at Henry?”

				Jordan thought but didn’t know. “I have no idea which way she’d go. Let me call her and ask her where she is.”

				He hung up and punched in Katie’s number.

				Then groaned when it went to voice mail.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TEN

				Katie ignored Jordan beeping in as she talked with her roommate on the phone.

				“Unfortunately, I don’t have a lot to tell you on Mr. Young. He had no defensive wounds, so he trusted whoever he let in his house. And that person took him by surprise and shot him execution style. He was killed sitting in his chair,” Mariah told her.

				“Yes, I knew that. Do you have a time of death?”

				“You said the house was cold when you entered due to the open doors, and that messes up my timeline. As best I can determine, he died the day of the wreck, but I can’t be a hundred percent sure. The shooting at the diner happened at one-oh-four p.m. He was at the hospital for a good wait.”

				“His neighbor saw him come home with his son. That was around five-thirty p.m.”

				“As far as I can tell, he was killed shortly after that.”

				“The killer was waiting for him,” she whispered. “But how did he get his information? How would the killer have known who it was?”

				“Maybe he got the license plate and got someone to figure it out.”

				“Or maybe when he raced off and lost the police chasing him, he circled back and watched everything.”

				“And followed the man to the hospital.”

				“And then home.”

				“It could’ve happened that way.”

				“Maybe.” Katie heard her phone beep again. “I’ve got to go. Thanks.”

				“See ya.”

				She glanced at the screen of her phone. Jordan. She’d missed him again. She smiled. It felt rather nice to have someone worry about her.

				Then she frowned. She just wished he didn’t have a reason to. She’d call him back as soon as she got on the straight road. He could wait sixty seconds.

				Katie turned off the main highway and took the road that would lead her to Erica’s home. Erica and Max had bought the property three months ago, shortly after they’d found Molly and brought her home. Max and Erica’s wedding was in a few weeks, and Katie couldn’t be happier for her friends.

				Max had decided to give his house to his sister, Lydia, whom he’d bought it for, anyway. Katie knew he was anxious for the wedding so he could move into the new place and he, Erica and Molly could be a family at last. She started to dial Jordan’s number when she noticed the lights behind her.

				Cort seemed to be following a little too close. She tapped her brakes. The road was getting slick, and he needed to back off a little.

				Cars passed her on the left going in the opposite direction. Streetlights were sparse and the darkness pressed in on her. She shivered and sent up a prayer for safety.

				Cort backed off for a few minutes, then he was right back on her tail. What was he doing? Was he trying to get her attention?

				She cleared the screen of Jordan’s number and started to punch in Cort’s when the device rang. Jordan. “Hello.”

				“Katie, Cort got cut off and lost you. Do you have anyone behind you?”

				A frisson of fear shot up her spine. Along with a surge of anger. “Yes, and he’s riding my bumper.”

				“Tell me where you are and I’ll call for backup.”

				“I’m on—”

				The car slammed into her bumper and she lost her grip on the phone. It flew to the floorboard. “I’m on Sunset!” She prayed the phone was still on. She didn’t dare lean over to retrieve it.

				Katie tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she glanced in her rearview mirror and tried to get a look at the face of the person following her. This was not happening again. Hadn’t her attacker learned his lesson the first time?

				Apparently not.

				Under one of the few street lamps, she caught a glimpse of the car. A late-model silver Mustang. It hung back and she slowed.

				The Mustang slowed more.

				Katie kept her foot on the brake and with her right hand made sure she could reach her weapon easily. She didn’t want to remove it from the back of her waistband lest it end up like her phone.

				She slowed until she was going twenty miles per hour. The Mustang stayed back. Then shot forward. Katie pressed the gas and the Mustang fell behind.

				“Why are you playing with me? Who are you?” she whispered to the image in her mirror. Headlights approached and the car zipped past on her left. Still she kept her eyes on the Mustang.

				Icy patches had formed on the road. With the additional rain and now below-freezing temperatures, the roads could be dangerous. She’d worked in this kind of weather for years and driving in it had ceased to bother her. Crime didn’t care what the weather was like, and she’d had to learn fast how to drive on the slick roads. However, she’d never had someone trying to kill her while she navigated them.

				Katie sped up again, praying she wouldn’t hit a sheet of black ice.

				The Mustang stayed right with her. Close enough not to lose her and far enough back not to be identified. Not that she would be able to see anything in this darkness.

				She shivered as the cool evening air blew through her cracked window. She couldn’t afford for the windows to fog up, so she’d lowered it slightly. December in the South. One year it would be in the eighties, the next, freezing. Apparently this was the year for the cold. She loved it.

				What she didn’t love was someone following her. Being a potential threat. The headlights fell farther and farther behind. Had he given up?

				Keeping her eyes on the rearview mirror, she took the turn that would take her to Erica’s house. Trees bordered her right and lined her left. Pastureland stretched behind a white picket fence.

				Secluded. Peaceful. Serene.

				Longing filled her. What would it be like to find that one person she would feel comfortable enough with to share her life?

				Jordan immediately popped into the forefront of her mind. Handsome, strong, quiet. Mysterious. A man with a past. A man that made her blood hum a little faster, and her heart twist with something she refused to acknowledge. Her jaw firmed. Stop thinking those kinds of thoughts. That’s not your life.

				She obeyed the mental order and pondered the strangeness of the Mustang, watching for it, wondering if she should turn around and go after it. She thought about stopping and retrieving her cell phone, but that would leave her vulnerable should her attacker still be back there.

				Which he was.

				Headlights zoomed up behind her. She pressed the gas pedal. And still they came closer. Katie took a deep breath, pictured the twists and curves to the road ahead of her. She came up with a plan just as the car behind her rammed into her once again.

				She jerked into the seat belt, tightened her fingers around the wheel and brought forth all of the defensive driving techniques she’d ever learned.

				Katie slammed on the brakes and spun the wheel to the left. The vehicle came at her again and this time caught her on the driver’s side. She kept control, stayed on the road.

				Until she hit the patch of black ice that sent her spinning, crashing toward the trees lining the side of the road. The seat belt tightened; her head hit the window. Her car bounced off the first tree, careened into the second and came to a stop, nose down, against the third.

				Blackness threatened, her head throbbed. Nausea churned.

				Don’t pass out, don’t pass out.

				Katie took a deep breath, fought off the dizziness and encroaching darkness.

				Get out of the car. Now. Now.

				Night had fallen. A light drizzle dampened her broken windshield. Katie unhooked the seat belt and caught herself on the steering wheel. She pushed against the driver’s door with no results.

				Stuck. She’d have to get out the passenger side.

				With effort, ignoring the throbbing in her head and the nausea churning in her gut, she released the seat belt. She gave a quick glance in the rearview mirror. Saw the headlights at the top of the gently sloping hill.

				A shadow outlined by the lights.

				A shadow headed her way.

				* * *

				Jordan paced the length of Erica’s den. “Where is she? She was getting ready to tell me where she was and I got cut off. Why isn’t she answering her phone?” Max came in and Jordan filled him in. “I’m going to look for her.”

				“I’ll go with you.”

				Jordan slipped into his jacket and followed Max out the door into the frigid, wet weather. The foreboding in his gut bothered him and he offered up a short prayer for Katie’s safety.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				ELEVEN

				With a grunt, Katie shifted. Ignoring her shoulder’s screaming protests, she’d managed to crawl over the armrest into the passenger seat and shove open the door. Her cell phone. Where was it? She turned back to the car and searched the passenger-side floorboard. Nothing. She glanced up. The shadow had disappeared. Her eyes darted from one side of the car to the other. Through the windows and behind her.

				Where had he gone?

				Leaves crunched, and she froze. Looking up, through the driver’s window, she could see his head and shoulders, moving closer, slowly, as though he was hesitant to approach the car but compelled to do so.

				Katie’s stomach lurched and she swallowed hard. The throbbing in her head didn’t help the nausea churning her gut. And it felt like the seat belt had left a permanent bruise across her left shoulder, exacerbating the already sore area. Absently, she wondered if she’d pulled her stitches loose. She rolled out of the car onto the frozen ground and bit her lip as pain raced through her.

				The cold felt good at first, reviving her a bit, clearing her mind. Then the rain came harder, slithering under her collar, leaving a freezing streak down her back.

				Cold seeped through her coat and into her bones.

				Her teeth began to chatter as shivers wracked her. She kept an eye on the figure, listened to his footsteps as he crept closer. She wrapped stiff fingers around her weapon and then released it. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to pull the trigger. And didn’t want to. Yet. Not until she knew who the man was.

				She slipped her right hand into her left armpit, desperate to warm her fingers. Shudders racked her. Shock, cold, adrenaline and fear. A combination that sent her body into a tailspin. Trying to control her shakes, she took another look through the window.

				The man coming toward the vehicle was not her friend. He was not here to help her. She knew he was the reason her car now kissed the tree. Katie inched her way toward a large tree trunk.

				If she hadn’t been wounded and nearly frozen stiff, she would have been tempted to pull her weapon and confront him once her fingers warmed up. But right now she felt like fleeing and hiding were her best options.

				Decision made, she scooted faster toward the tree. She worried the headlights would illuminate her like they did the man coming after her if she stood. Through the passenger window, she could see the shadow’s head and shoulders. Familiarity tugged at her. There was something about his silhouette, like she should know him....

				Ribs protesting, head throbbing, shoulder hollering, she kept her lips clamped against any escaping sound. The pain raged through her, but she figured pain was better than death.

				And she had no doubt the man who’d run her off the road didn’t plan to leave her alive. He was taking his time to investigate the car. Taking the time to make sure she was dead.

				She reached the tree and shifted herself behind it. A curse reached her ears, and she clenched her teeth together to keep them from chattering. He’d just realized she wasn’t in the car. Shivers racked her. Shock and cold. A deadly combination. But she’d be all right as long as she stayed conscious.

				Katie peeked around the tree. Her attacker stood still, his head swiveling from side to side, as though undecided which way to search first. A hard fist slammed against the roof of the car and she flinched.

				“Where are you? You’re dead, Katie. It’s time to give it up. Show yourself and I’ll make it quick.” The harsh, guttural growl sparked more fear in her belly as reality and disbelief hit her. Having her house burn down around her had been horrifying and scary, but to have him come after her face-to-face with the full intent to kill her without hesitation...

				That was just plain terrifying.

				* * *

				Jordan peered into the darkness, his head aching with the strain of trying to see. “You’re sure this is the route she would take to get to your house?”

				Max said, “It’s the only route.”

				Jordan supposed that was good. “What if she wasn’t headed over to your house? What if she changed her mind? What if—” He clamped his mouth shut. No sense in what-ifs.

				Max said, “It’s possible, but I don’t know what else to do except—”

				“There. Headlights.”

				“Yeah. Pointed into the woods.”

				Max accelerated and flashed his lights at the vehicle. A figure darted through the beams and jumped into the car. Tires spun on the slick asphalt, but caught and sped away. Soon the vehicle’s taillights disappeared from sight. “I don’t like that,” Jordan muttered.

				“What kind of car, could you tell?”

				“No, it’s too dark. This road needs some street lamps.”

				“Let’s check out what that guy was in such a hurry to get away from.” Max pulled near to where the other car had been parked and pointed his lights into the wooded area. “This is only about a mile from my house. I’ve got a flashlight in the glove compartment.”

				Jordan had the flashlight and his door open before Max put the car in park. His feet hit the asphalt as a car approached, then slowed and pulled to the side. Jordan and Max exchanged glances. Jordan got a good look at the vehicle. “Cort,” he told Max.

				Cort burst from the car, eyes frantic and furious. “Where is she?”

				“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” Jordan swung the high-powered beam around. “Look at that tree.” He pointed to a tree with limbs and bark torn off. “Something hit it pretty hard.” He started down the hill. “Katie? Katie, are you down there?”

				He waved the light and noticed a rough path that had been cut by something heavy. The rain picked up speed, and the cold seeped through his heavy coat. He ignored it, his only concern for Katie.

				“Katie?” Max added his voice from the top of the hill. No response. He called, “I’m going to call Gregory and see if he’s had any luck.”

				Jordan moved farther down the hill and his light bounced off metal. “Get down here, Max, Cort. I found her car.”

				Within seconds, they stood beside him. Max held a second flashlight in his left hand. They made their way to the vehicle. Jordan felt his heart shudder at the sight. “That doesn’t look good.”

				“Is she in there?”

				Jordan flashed the beam on the interior. “No. But I see blood.” Lord, let her be okay, please. “Katie?”

				A low groan reached his ears. He paused. “You hear that?”

				“Yeah. Back there.” Max aimed his light toward the trees on the other side of the vehicle. Jordan stomped through the soggy leaves and underbrush toward a large tree. Another sound.

				He rounded the tree. And there she was.

				Pale as death.

				* * *

				Katie was cold. So cold. She’d never been so cold in her life. She groaned and reached for the blanket she kept at the end of her bed.

				“Katie? Katie, wake up.”

				She tried, she really did. Her eyes wouldn’t open, but she felt the sensation of being lifted, cushioned. Movement. Jordan murmuring in her ear.

				A prick in her left arm. Warmth. Finally warmth.

				“Let’s get her to the hospital.”

				She tried again to open her eyes. This time she managed to pry her eyelids up to half-mast. What had happened?

				Memories rushed at her. The man in the Mustang. He’d run her off the road. Or had it been him?

				She noted she was in an ambulance. A paramedic hovered over her. “Katie? You with me?”

				“Yeah,” she croaked.

				Relief relaxed the man’s features a fraction. Slowly her muscles lost their rigid tenseness. A blood pressure cuff on her left arm tightened and released. Her nose itched. Heavy blankets weighted her down.

				And everything hurt. She gasped.

				A warm hand covered hers. She slid her eyes to the right. Jordan. “Hey, what are you doing here?” she whispered.

				“Thought I’d come along for the ride.” The concern in his eyes stirred something within her. She tried to scowl but couldn’t stop her heart from doing that little fluttering thing it did every time she thought about the man. Or heard his name. Or smelled his cologne. It was downright annoying. She did not want to be attracted to him. It would only lead to a broken heart.

				But she was. And had been since she’d started to really get to know him almost six weeks ago. And now, with his gentle hold on her hand, she felt her heart slipping even further down the slippery slope she’d put it out on.

				“Car. Ran me off the road.” It was almost too much of an effort to talk. Now that she was warming up, sleepiness invaded her body. Not the sleepiness like the cold where she knew if she went to sleep, she might not wake up. This was different. Comfortable. Welcoming. She drifted.

				Jordan’s voice jerked her back. “I know. Max and I think we came up on the vehicle.”

				“He got away.”

				“Yes. He did.”

				She sighed. And frowned. She needed to think, to figure out who wanted to see her dead. Why the man’s shadow had seemed so familiar. Later. She was so tired. Her eyes drooped.

				Katie woke with a start. Her eyes popped open and awareness hit her hard—along with a headache. She ignored the pain and forced her brain to cooperate. Someone had tried to kill her. Again. Jordan had ridden over in the ambulance and she was in the hospital. Again. This really was getting to be a really bad habit.

				And Jordan was now sitting in the chair next to her bed. Snoring softly.

				Her heart stirred with an emotion she wasn’t sure she could identify, but she found herself blinking back tears. She sighed. Just because he was good-looking and intense didn’t mean she had to act like she’d never seen a good-looking and intense man before. She needed to stop thinking about her attraction and worry about who was out to kill her.

				She blinked and licked her lips. Dry. She spotted the cup of water with the straw on the tray and tried to reach for it. Sore muscles protested and she couldn’t hold back a gasping whimper as pain rippled through her.

				Jordan stirred, lifted his head and leaned forward. “Hey, welcome back.”

				Her heart ignored her lecture of only seconds ago and fluttered at his sleepy concern. “What are you doing here?” He handed her the cup and she took a sip of the cool water.

				He smiled. “You already asked me that question.” Had she? Oh. Right. In the ambulance. He reached for her hand and squeezed her fingers. “You scared us all to death.”

				She grunted. “Sorry. Scared myself pretty bad, too. Where are Max and Erica?”

				“Keeping all of your cop friends from invading your room and demanding a statement.”

				She almost smiled but was afraid it would hurt. “And Gregory?”

				“Pacing like a caged tiger while he tries to track down who ran you off the road. Last time I talked to him, he had a crime scene unit on the way and a wrecker to pull up your car.”

				“It’s raining—or at least it was. I’ll be surprised if they’re able to find anything.”

				“They’ll give it a try. I called your insurance company. I’ll be surprised if they don’t total the vehicle.”

				“Lovely,” she murmured and grimaced at the thought of dealing with everything that awaited her when she was released from the hospital. Again.

				A knock on the door interrupted them. Jordan stood and went to open it while Katie closed her eyes and wondered why Jordan was allowing himself to care when he knew as well as she did that they didn’t have a chance of working out romantically. But he did care. She could see it in his eyes. More tears surfaced because she was going to have to put the brakes on her emotions, the feelings that were rapidly developing for this man.

				Because she just wasn’t up to a broken heart.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWELVE

				Jordan frowned and gazed at the crowd still in the waiting room.

				He’d answered several questions from Gregory, who looked annoyed with Jordan for asserting himself as Katie’s protector. But he frankly didn’t care.

				Jordan didn’t understand his need to be with Katie, but the thought of losing her last night had done something to his heart that he couldn’t explain and wasn’t sure he even wanted to try. He just knew he’d never felt this way about anyone before and wasn’t going to let it slip through his fingers without putting up a good fight for it.

				Which was why he’d planted himself in her room: to make sure she wasn’t bothered by anyone she didn’t want to see. To check and double-check that she was going to be all right.

				She needed her rest, not the hounding of her detective friends. And so he’d appointed himself her guardian. Her protector. And so far she’d let him step into that role.

				However, he knew she needed to give a statement. He motioned to the detective and Gregory shot to his feet. Within seconds, they were back in her room. She had her eyes closed, her head tucked against the pillow. The pale cast to her skin said she was getting close to being wiped out.

				“Don’t be long,” he said to Gregory.

				Gregory grunted, and Katie opened her eyes. She gave a wan smile to her partner. “Glad to see you.”

				“Not as glad as I am to see you. Twice in one week? You keep landing in this place, they’re going to put your name on a room.”

				She grimaced. “I’m going to hear jokes about this for a long time to come, aren’t I?”

				“Since you’re going to live, yeah.”

				She gave a little laugh and grimaced. “I figured.”

				“Don’t worry, something will happen to take the heat off you in a couple of months.”

				Katie gave a pained laugh and a low groan. “Stop making me laugh, it hurts.”

				Gregory pulled out a green notebook. “I need a statement.”

				“Someone tried to kill me again. How’s that?”

				Gregory pursed his lips then said, “It’s a start.” He flipped to a blank page. “So what are the details?”

				“Nothing. I was on that little road that leads to Erica’s house. I was driving slow, being careful of the possibility of black ice, thinking Cort was behind me. Then Jordan called and said he wasn’t. The guy rammed me, and I dropped my phone.” Jordan handed her cell to her.

				She placed it on the bed beside her. “Thanks. Headlights came up behind me, and I sped up. The car behind me did, too, and rammed me again. I hit a couple of trees and managed not to die.”

				She kept her tone light, but Jordan could see the thread of tension in her jaw. A muscle began to tic. She rubbed her hands down the sheet covering her legs. “He got out of the car and came looking for me. I managed to crawl out the other side of the vehicle, facing away from him. When he realized I wasn’t in the car, he was mad.”

				Gregory’s gaze turned serious. “He’s been after you. He arranged to have Cort cut off so he could follow you without interruption.”

				“Yeah.” She paused. “So does that mean there are two of them after me?”

				“Definitely someone who has help. You think the guy who ran you off the road had something to do with Bobby Young’s murder?”

				“I don’t know, Gregory. I really don’t know. Probably. Everything seems tied together.” She gave a hard smile. “But that’s good. That means we’re getting closer. It means someone’s nervous.”

				“So you think this has something to do with your sister’s case?” Gregory asked.

				“Yes. Definitely,” she said.

				Gregory raised a brow. “You’re still chasing that?”

				Katie eyed him, steel in her gaze. “You know I am.” She would never have been able to keep that a secret from him. And she hadn’t tried. Had no reason to. Gregory understood her need to find Lucy and had even offered to help if she wanted.

				He nodded. “Let’s just assume that this doesn’t have anything to do with Lucy. Is there anything new you’ve been digging around in? Anything out of the ordinary?”

				Katie’s eyes shot to Jordan’s. “No. I’ve been thinking along those lines, too. The only thing I’ve done different is hiring Finding the Lost and getting them involved.”

				“Then maybe that’s the answer,” Gregory said. He looked at Jordan. “Someone is nervous about the questions you’ve been asking. Looks like you’ve kicked over a beehive.”

				“Looks like,” Jordan murmured.

				Another knock on the door caught their attention. Jordan opened it, and Erica and Molly stepped inside. Erica rushed over. “Are you all right? I tried to see you earlier, but you were still out cold. Max and Jordan have been keeping me updated.”

				Molly moved close enough to lean against the edge of the bed. “Aunt Katie, are you gonna die?”

				Erica flushed and clapped a hand over the seven-year-old’s mouth. She shot an apologetic look at Katie. “No filters, as you know very well.”

				Katie grinned, grateful for the lighthearted moment in the midst of the thick tension. “I’m not going to die. At least not today. I’m very glad you came to see me, though.”

				“Me, too. And guess what?”

				“What?”

				“I’m getting another puppy. A friend for Nellie, only this one’s gonna be a baby dog. And I get to walk him and feed him and give him a bath whether he wants it or not, and—”

				“All right, kiddo,” Erica interrupted. “The puppy’s not a done deal, remember?”

				The little girl’s face dropped, and Katie wanted to hug her. “I’ll talk to her,” she whispered.

				Molly’s face lit up, and she shot a triumphant look at her mother, who in turn sent Katie an exasperated frown. Katie shrugged and a pang hit her as she realized her interaction with Erica was one she might have had with Lucy had her sister not disappeared. She blinked away the sudden moisture and tapped Molly’s nose. Composed once again, she looked up at Erica, whose eyes had turned serious.

				She said, “This hospital thing is starting to be a habit with you.”

				Katie grimaced. “So I’ve been told. Don’t worry, I plan on breaking it, and fast.” She knew she would be sore and achy for a couple of days. She supposed she should be used to it by now. A yawn caught her off guard. Embarrassed, she said, “I think my painkillers are catching up with me.”

				Erica squeezed her hand. “Get some rest. I’m serious, though. I would love for you to come stay with us if you need to.”

				Katie swallowed. “Thanks, Erica. But—” she shot a glance at Molly “—I’d never put your family in danger.” Erica squeezed her hand and Molly gave her a gentle hug.

				They left and Jordan said, “You should take her up on it.”

				Katie shut her eyes. “You know I can’t do that.”

				“Yeah.”

				She heard Jordan leave just before sleep claimed her.

				* * *

				Jordan decided to grab a few hours of sleep. The exhaustion pursuing him had finally caught up, and Katie had pushed him to go home and rest. Jordan caved, realizing he wasn’t going to be any good for her if he was punchy and less alert than usual. After assessing the security situation, he had agreed he should take advantage of the willingness of others to help and get some sleep.

				She had a guard on her door in case the guy who had tried to kill her decided to come back and finish the job. Plus a few of her off-duty police officer buddies milled in the waiting room. Most had gone home, but the ones she was close to remained, determined to watch over one of their own.

				It was obvious Katie was well-liked and respected by those she worked with. She was good at her job. She cared and yet managed to keep her sanity. Not everyone did.

				When he woke, it was Friday morning. As he dressed, he debated his feelings for Katie. He remembered the sense of loss he’d felt when he realized Cort wasn’t behind her and she was in danger once again.

				He swallowed hard. He could have lost her. Almost had. The fact that he was even debating pursuing a romantic relationship with a woman his parents held such animosity for told him he was in way over his head.

				And he knew he was going to have to talk to his parents. Tell them the truth about Neil. And not for the first time, he second-guessed himself in withholding the truth from them. Was he being selfish? Allowing them to put their youngest son on a pedestal? He hadn’t wanted to tarnish their memories by telling them, but was that the right thing to do?

				He grappled with the questions until a headache started to build. He grabbed his keys and headed out the door to climb into his car. He dialed Katie’s number at the first red light. “I’m guessing you had a quiet night?” he asked.

				“I did. No one was getting in this room with all of my volunteer bodyguards outside. Gregory sent them all home around midnight, then he stayed outside the door the rest of the night.”

				“Glad to hear it.” She sounded better. Stronger. “Have you gotten a clean bill of health yet?”

				“Somewhat. Erica’s on her way to take me home.”

				“I was on the way to do that, but I can catch up with you later if you prefer.” If she had a ride, he could go by his parents’ house.

				“Erica’s bringing me some clothes and other items, but I appreciate the offer.”

				“Of course. Do you have an escort?”

				“Max. And I think Gregory was going to come, too.”

				“Good.” She should have enough help if someone tried anything. He paused and made a decision. “I’ve got an errand to run. Should take me about an hour. After that I was going to talk to Mrs. Johnson and see if she remembered anything about a strange car in the neighborhood. I thought if you felt up to it, you could go with me.”

				“Oh. Okay. Right.”

				He wondered if she was fidgeting with the sheet like she’d done yesterday when she was uncomfortable. “What’s going on, Katie?”

				A sigh greeted him. “I’m considering dropping the investigation.”

				For a moment, he wasn’t sure what to say. “Those are the last words I expected to come out of your mouth.”

				“I know.” He pictured her rubbing her forehead. “My father called me again this morning. He keeps trying to convince me to stop investigating. He’s really worried. And I’m...torn.” She blew out a sigh. “It’s so odd. I never thought I’d hear him say anything like that. When I became a detective and started looking for Lucy, he was so...hopeful. And now—” He heard commotion in the background. She said, “Erica’s here.”

				“All right. I’ll meet you at your hotel in thirty minutes. I can run my errand a little later. We’ll go see Mrs. Johnson first.”

				“Okay, sure.”

				“I’ll be right there.” He hung up and took the next left. His parents needed to know what had happened to Neil. He didn’t want to tell them—in fact he dreaded doing so. But he’d been a coward for long enough. It was time to lay the truth on the table. He wasn’t going to let a lie keep him from finding happiness with Katie. He didn’t want to hurt his parents or taint their memories of Neil, but if he was ever going to be able to have a relationship with Katie, his parents had to hear the truth. He just had to find the words to do it.

				As for Lucy Randall, she was a missing child who would now be an adult if she was still alive. But fourteen years ago, she’d been a child who had lived and breathed, had hopes and dreams. Just like the child Jordan had failed to find, just like the one he’d let die. The emotions that came with the memory came hard and swift and he gasped.

				No. He was going to find Lucy. It didn’t matter that fourteen years had passed. She needed to be found. She deserved to be given justice. And no matter what Katie said, Jordan was determined to make sure Lucy got what she deserved.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THIRTEEN

				Friday, midmorning, Katie stood at the window of her hotel room. Jordan pulled into the space in front of her door, and Cort climbed from his vehicle to greet him. He crossed the parking lot to shake Jordan’s hand. Katie stepped outside. “You made good time.”

				“You look like you’ve been hit by a truck.” His soft-voiced concern dispelled any indignation that might have risen at his words. And he was right. She looked awful.

				Cort shot Katie a guilty look. “I guess I’m losing my touch. That’s twice now he’s gotten to you.”

				“It’s not really your fault. I’m beginning to think this guy is trained and has inside information.”

				“What do you mean?”

				She nodded to her room. “Why don’t y’all come in and we’ll talk a little before Jordan and I go see Mrs. Johnson.”

				The men followed her inside and planted themselves at the round table in the corner. “What kind of inside information?” Jordan demanded.

				She shook her head. “I don’t know. He knew what hotel I was staying in because he was watching for me to leave. He knew Cort was helping me and he had someone working with him to cut Cort off so he could get behind me. And they worked it at just the right moment so I wouldn’t know what happened. Sure, it was a gamble as to whether it would work or not, but they tried it. And almost won.”

				She paced in front of the table. “This guy doesn’t have any trouble finding me. He seems to know my every movement. He didn’t try to strike at me in the hospital either time—he catches me on the road or in my house, places with no cameras and a good chance for him to get away. And he threatened my parents anonymously.”

				“He doesn’t want to get caught,” Cort said.

				“Absolutely not.”

				Katie’s phone rang and she ignored her aches and pains as she moved to get it from her purse. “Hello?”

				“Hey, it’s Mariah. Are you okay?”

				“Yes, I’m fine.” She paused. “Well, I’m still alive, so I suppose that qualifies as okay.”

				“I’m sorry I haven’t been around. I’ve been working almost nonstop over the last few days and taking care of Grandma Jean in the interim.”

				“Don’t worry about it. It’s probably safer for you not to be around me right now.”

				Mariah blew a raspberry. “I’d help fight back, you know that.”

				Katie smiled. She appreciated her friend’s willingness to fight on her behalf. “Well, the lab is much safer. Speaking of...”

				“Right.” Mariah turned all business. “Your guy got a little careless. I just got my hit from IAFIS and we have a fingerprint from your Molotov cocktail bottle.”

				“Who does it belong to?” Her stomach tightened in anticipation of hearing the name of the person who wanted her dead.

				“He’s a parolee. His name is Norman Rhames.”

				“Norman Rhames!”

				“I take it you’ve heard of him?”

				“Yes. I have. He’s the guy who made that deposit into Lisa West’s bank account. Her husband is the one who killed the guy who broke into my house.”

				“Never a dull moment for you, is there?”

				“You’re funny. But no, never a dull moment.” She bit her lip. “Okay, this is an interesting twist.”

				“Well, I hope you find him. That’s my home, too, and I want this guy stopped.” Fury seeped through her words and Katie empathized.

				“Thanks for the information. I’ll pass it along to Gregory and let him work with it. I’m chasing another lead. Maybe one of us will come up with something.”

				“Sounds good.”

				“How’s Grandma Jean and her cold?”

				“She’s better and so far I haven’t gotten it.” Mariah paused. “Of course, I’ve only been there to sleep at night. I’ve hardly been around her. My poor mother is not faring so well, I’m afraid.”

				“Glad she’s better. And I’ll say a prayer for your mom.” Katie blew out a sigh. “I’ll let you know what happens with Mr. Rhames.”

				“Be careful, Katie.”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				She hung up and passed on the information to Jordan and Cort, then called Gregory and filled him in.

				“I’ll track him down ASAP,” Gregory said. “I’ll call you as soon as he’s in custody.”

				Katie said, “Please do. I have a few questions for him.” Like why someone who deposited five thousand dollars in the account of the wife of a felon was the same person who tried to kill her the other night.

				“I’m sure. Are you all right? Need a hand with anything?”

				“No, but I appreciate everything you’ve done so far.”

				Gregory snorted. “Haven’t done much.”

				“You’re not complaining about my absence, you’re helping me track down information and you’re picking up the slack on our cases. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that.”

				“You’d do the same for me.”

				“You know it.”

				“What’s on the agenda for today? You going to take it easy, or is that a dumb question?”

				“What do you think?”

				He laughed. “I figured.”

				“We’re going to talk to Mrs. Johnson at the nursing home. See if she remembers anything about a gray sedan being parked in the neighborhood.”

				“Be careful, Katie.”

				“You know it.” She hung up, grateful for a partner she trusted and one who supported her efforts in finding Lucy.

				Jordan stood. “Thanks for your help, Cort. Having you watching is the reason Katie is alive. If you hadn’t been behind her and called...” He shrugged.

				Cort shook hands with Jordan and gave a disgusted snort. “If I had been a little quicker with the steering wheel, I wouldn’t have lost her.”

				Jordan turned to Katie and said, “Do you feel up to visiting Mrs. Johnson now?”

				“I’m sore, of course, but yes, I’m up to it.”

				“Do you mind if I drive?”

				She gave a low chuckle. “Unless you want to hitchhike, that’s pretty much our only option right now.” She sighed. “I guess I need to put car shopping on my list of things to do.”

				“Are you getting a rental?”

				“It should be ready by the time we finish with Mrs. Johnson. Erica lined it all up for me.”

				“She’s a good friend.”

				“She is.”

				Cort stood and said, “Guess I’ll be going, unless you want me to follow and watch for a tail?”

				Jordan nodded. “That’d be great.”

				They filed back out of the room, and Katie joined Jordan in his car. She clicked on her seat belt. “Have your parents said anything more about us working together?”

				The abrupt question didn’t faze him. “No. And I haven’t exactly gone out of my way to talk to them since the confrontation in the restaurant. I was thinking about that earlier and I’ve decided I’m going to have to make some time to do that.”

				His low words had a tightness to them, and she almost regretted bringing the subject up, but she and Jordan were growing closer by the day. And if it wasn’t for his parents’ hatred of her, she’d encourage the relationship. As it was...

				“They don’t know the whole truth,” Jordan said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“That night you arrested Neil. They don’t know everything he was doing that night.” He cleared his throat. “I kept it from them.”

				Katie gaped. “Then I don’t know the whole story, either. I thought it was just a DUI. Are you telling me there’s more?” She glanced in the rearview mirror and saw no one behind them.

				“Yes.”

				“Do you mind sharing?”

				He sighed. “Apparently, Neil was a drug mule.”

				Katie gasped. “What?”

				“When they did the autopsy, they found bags of heroin in his stomach.”

				“Oh, no.”

				Jordan’s lips twisted. “He’d just gotten back from Mexico. From what I can figure out, you stopped him on his way from the airport to deliver the drugs.”

				“How did you find all this out?”

				He slanted a glance at her. “I have my sources.”

				“But I smelled alcohol on him. He registered twice the legal alcohol limit on the Breathalyzer.”

				“I know. I’m not saying he wasn’t drinking. In fact, he probably had a few on the plane, as he always hated flying. But there was more to it than that.”

				Katie blew out a breath. “Wow. And you never told your parents this?”

				“No.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Dad’s in his late fifties. But about two years ago, he had a mild heart attack.”

				“Oh. I’m sorry.”

				“He seemed to bounce back from it pretty well, but my mother is a worrywart. She keeps telling me we need to spare him as much stress as possible.”

				“Is she right?”

				“I don’t know. The day of Neil’s funeral, he had another heart attack. This one more severe. So...” He shrugged. “I’m sure all the stress didn’t help.”

				“So you kept all of this information to yourself.”

				“Yes.”

				“So why tell him now?”

				“Like I said, I’ve been thinking. All of the anger and resentment and bitterness he’s harboring toward you surely can’t be good for him, either.”

				“True.”

				“I think what I’m going to have to do is tell my parents about Neil. It’s time.”

				“What if he has another attack?”

				He blew out a heavy sigh. “His last check up was good. No sign of any more damage. He’s going to have to face what Neil was into if he’s going to have any kind of peace. Right now he’s in such denial, he’s simply adding stress to his life—and his heart.”

				Jordan pulled into White Oak Manor’s parking lot. He shut off the engine and turned to face her. “This isn’t something I just came up with. I’ve been contemplating it for the last six months.”

				“I see.” She looked at her fingers. “And you’ve decided now is the time?”

				“I think so. I’ve been praying about it.”

				“And?”

				“I don’t know. God hasn’t said yes or no in a way that’s loud and clear.”

				“So why do it now?”

				“For reasons I’ve already stated, but I won’t deny part of it’s because I want to explore whatever is developing between us. And I can’t do that as long as my parents are planted firmly in the way.”

				Katie blinked. Shock zipped through her, followed by surprise and then...hope. “What do you think is developing?”

				Jordan moved in closer and placed a hand at the base of her neck. “This,” he whispered. And covered her lips with his. Warm honey moved through her veins, making her languid and giddy with the thought that she could kiss this man forever. She reached up and cupped his chin as he deepened the kiss, and she wanted to protest when he pulled away with a gentle smile. He gazed down at her. “That. And more.” He stroked her cheek. “I’ve never met anyone like you before, and I want to see if we have something special.” He tilted his head. “Correction. I think we do have something special, and I want the freedom to explore just how special it is.”

				She swallowed hard and let out a breath. “Wow.” He wasn’t holding anything back right now and his openness, his vulnerability stunned her.

				“Exactly.”

				“Okay.”

				“Okay what?”

				“Talk to your parents if you think that’s what you need to do.” Then she frowned and tried to ignore the effects of his kiss. With just one kiss, he’d stirred up the longing for a relationship with him, the hope for a possible future together.

				She thought for a moment, trying to figure out the best way to say what was in her heart. Finally, she said, “I’ll be straight with you, Jordan. As much as I’d also like to see where this could go between us, I don’t know if I can do it if your parents hate me.” She bit her lip, then said, “In fact, I’m pretty sure I can’t.” She heard the anguish in her last two words and when he flinched, knew he’d heard it, too.

				* * *

				Jordan and Katie walked into the lobby of the assisted-living home and stopped at the front desk. Katie flashed her badge and asked for Mrs. Johnson’s room while Jordan stood by a window and watched the parking lot.

				“Who was here?” Katie asked.

				Jordan tuned in to the conversation.

				The lady behind the desk said, “I think it was her son. He came in and she seemed confused as to who he was. That happens a lot these days, poor dear. She is almost ninety, you know.”

				“Yes, I know, thanks. Do you think it would be possible for us to just speak to her briefly? I promise we won’t keep her long. It’s really urgent that I talk to her if she feels up to it.”

				The woman hesitated then said, “Let me check with her nurse. She was apparently pretty agitated when her son left.”

				Katie shifted beside him. “She’s going to say no.”

				“Why do you say that?”

				“I just have a feeling. Come on.”

				“Where are we going? We don’t have her room number.”

				“Sure we do. I can read upside down. She was documenting something in the chart and snapped it shut when I walked up, but not before I saw the name and a number I’m guessing is her room.”

				They made their way down the hall to Mrs. Johnson’s room. Jordan held the door for Katie, then slipped in behind her. The dark room held the odor that seemed to be indigenous to nursing homes and hospitals: antiseptic, bleach and air freshener.

				“Mrs. Johnson?” Katie’s soft voice brought his attention to the woman in the bed. A night-light burned in the corner. “Mrs. Johnson?”

				Jordan turned on a small lamp and the low-wattage bulb bathed the room in a soft glow.

				The woman on the bed stirred. Katie sat in the chair next to her and took her hand. “Hi, Mrs. Johnson. Do you remember me? Katie Randall?”

				Mrs. Johnson blinked owlishly, and Jordan picked up a pair of glasses and slipped them on her nose.

				“Oh, Katie,” Mrs. Johnson said, her voice paper thin and wispy. “Yes, of course I remember you. Will you help me sit up? I must have dozed off.” She clicked her teeth and sighed. “I seem to do that a lot lately.”

				Katie pressed the button, and soon Jordan heard the bed whirring as it lifted its occupant into a sitting position.

				“What are you doing in here?”

				Jordan spun to see the woman from the front desk. “We decided to come on back and visit.”

				“Why didn’t you wait on me? Her son asked that she not be disturbed.”

				“That man wasn’t my son.”

				The nurse hurried in. “Now, Mrs. Johnson, you know you sometimes get confused. Of course that was your son.”

				“Young lady, I do get confused, but I have never not known my own son. I don’t have dementia, and I don’t have Alzheimer’s, so I would appreciate you not trying to make it sound like I do. I’m old and occasionally forgetful, but that was not my son. Now, please go away and let me enjoy my visitors.”

				The long speech seemed to wind her, but Jordan saw a twinkle in Mrs. Johnson’s eyes. A twinkle that blasted hope through the room. The nurse blew out a breath of exasperation but turned and left the room without another word.

				Mrs. Johnson looked at Katie. “Did you ever find your sister?”

				* * *

				Katie blinked. So Mrs. Johnson did remember. Katie had almost decided fourteen years would be too much for the elderly woman. “Do you remember the day she was taken?”

				“Like it was yesterday.” She snorted and coughed. “Can’t remember what I had for breakfast, but I’ll never forget that day. If only I hadn’t asked you to help me carry in those groceries.” A tear leaked down her lined cheek. Katie grabbed a tissue and wiped it away.

				“It’s not your fault, Mrs. Johnson.”

				A trembling hand lifted to rub her nose. “Well, sometimes I feel like it was.”

				Jordan shifted. “We think the man who took Lucy was watching, just waiting for an opportunity. If it hadn’t been that day, it would have been another time.”

				That seemed to settle her. “He was watching?”

				Katie said, “We think so. Do you remember seeing a strange car parked on the street a couple of weeks before the day of the kidnapping?”

				“A strange car? No, I don’t think so.” She sniffed. “I remember wondering what that police car was doing out there day in and day out, but that’s the only car I remember thinking was strange.”

				“Police car?”

				“Uh-huh. Lucky it was so close that day, wasn’t it?”

				“Yes, very lucky. Mrs. Johnson?”

				“Hmm?”

				“Who was the man that came to see you, and why did they think he was your son?”

				“Guess he told them he was.”

				“What did he want?”

				Her eyes clouded and drooped. “To tell me to be quiet, but I’ll talk if I want.” Her words slurred, her eyes closed and a snore slipped out.

				Katie’s eyes met Jordan’s. “I think she’s done.”

				He tapped Mrs. Johnson’s shoulder. She snorted and her head lolled over to her left shoulder. Jordan sighed. “I think you’re right.”

				Katie stood and winced as her sore muscles protested. She ignored the pain and made a mental note to take some more ibuprofen. “Why hasn’t anyone else said anything about a police car being there?”

				They walked from the room together. Jordan shook his head. “There were so many police cars there that day most neighbors probably didn’t think anything about it.”

				“Maybe.”

				“And maybe the police car wasn’t really parked. Maybe it was just doing drive-bys, you know?”

				“That’s possible, I suppose, but she did say ‘parked there day in and day out.’”

				“You think it’s the same car Mrs. McKinney saw?”

				“I don’t suppose there’s any way to know. Mrs. McKinney didn’t identify it as a police car, though. Just a gray sedan. And the picture is too unclear to determine if the vehicle is actually an unmarked car.”

				“You think the man who came to see Mrs. Johnson was the man after me?”

				“I don’t see how. He wouldn’t know we were coming today.”

				“Right.”

				“It does seem strange to me, though, that she would get a visitor telling her to keep quiet.”

				“Did you tell anyone that we were coming here?”

				Katie thought about it. “Just Gregory.”

				“You don’t think that was him at the home, do you?”

				She frowned. “No way. He was tracking down Norman Rhames. And besides, why would he do that?”

				“I don’t know. It’s just weird. I think we should get the video footage and see who Mrs. Johnson’s visitor was.”

				Katie nodded. “Good idea.” She made the required calls and was promised a return call when she could go see the videos.

				Once outside the building, Jordan hovered, placing his arm around her shoulder and tucking her close to his side. While she relished the proximity, his touch set her bumps and bruises to screaming. She eased away from him and he shot her a look with a big question mark in his eyes. “Sorry, it hurts.”

				Realization dawned and regret flickered. “Stay next to me then.” Warmth flickered in her midsection. She liked being close to him, wanted his arm around her. He glanced around. “If someone’s going to shoot, I want to make you as small a target as possible.”

				Laughter burst from her before she could choke it back.

				Jordan helped her into the car and shut the door, then climbed in his side. He looked at her. “What in the world are you laughing about?”

				“I’m sorry. I was just thinking how I was enjoying being close to you, that it was sweet you wanted me tucked up under your arm and you’re just worried about me getting shot.” She laughed again until tears formed. She swiped them away. “I think I’m hysterical, because it’s really not that funny.”

				He kissed her. She leaned in and felt her emotions even out. Her tears stopped and she hitched a breath and kissed him back.

				When he pulled away, his eyes held soft compassion as well as other emotions she wasn’t sure she could identify. He said, “I want you close, Katie.”

				She bit her lip, then gave him a watery smile. “Good.”

				“I’m taking you back to your hotel room. You need some rest.”

				Katie leaned her head back against the seat. Exhaustion swamped her. “I think I won’t argue with that.”

				* * *

				Jordan slept in the car outside her hotel room from 3:00 a.m. to 7:30 a.m. Saturday morning. Gregory had taken the first shift. Jordan’s five hours of protection duty gave him time to think. And he’d made a decision. One he had to run past Katie. He texted her.

				



				Sitting outside your room. Ready when you are.

				



				Coming. Slowly.

				Sore?

				



				To say the least. Be there in a few min.

				



				Ten minutes later, Katie emerged from her room, and he smiled in sympathy as she climbed into the car with a grimace.

				He handed her a mug and poured her a cup of coffee from the Thermos. She took a sip and sighed, a grateful sound that made him glad he could do something for her. “You’re my favorite person this morning,” she murmured.

				He laughed. “Glad I could help you out.” He turned serious and gripped the steering wheel. “I want you to go with me somewhere.”

				“Where?”

				“You know that errand I said I needed to run yesterday?”

				“Yes.”

				“I want you to run it with me.”

				Wary now, she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “And where might that be?”

				“To talk to my parents. I’m going to tell them what really happened with Neil.”

				A long pause. She finally said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jordan. If their reaction at the restaurant is any indication of how they still feel—”

				“Please.” His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “It is how they feel, and it needs to be addressed. I think they need to see you’re not some monster.”

				“I don’t know. They may never speak to you again if you bring me around.”

				“It’s something I think we need to try.”

				“Jordan, they’re hurting. It’s only been a year.”

				“I know, but they’re not healing. That’s the problem. I understand it’s only been a year. I still hurt when I think about him, too, but the anger they still hold toward you...” He shook his head. “At the restaurant, you would have thought Neil died two weeks ago, their anger was so fresh and raw. It’s not right.”

				“Exactly. Which is why I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go.”

				“Please.” He kept his voice low, his tone convincing. “I’ve already thought about the safety issue. Max is going to follow us.”

				“Jordan...” She drew his name out and he sensed capitulation.

				Jordan took her hand and squeezed her fingers. “I want them to see you as you. Not as the woman they believe killed their son.” He drew in a deep breath. “I think they need that as much you do.”

				She sat still and looked at him. “I’m still not sure it’s the best idea, but if it’s that important to you, I’ll do it.”

				He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. Her eyes met his. “Thanks,” he whispered.

				She nodded and he dropped her hand. “I’ve already called them. They’re expecting me.”

				“They’re early risers.”

				“Obscenely early. Mom’s already started baking.”

				As Jordan drove, Katie stayed quiet, lost in her thoughts. He left her alone and silently rehearsed how he wanted to break his news of Neil’s drug involvement to his parents. Nothing he came up with sounded right. He had a feeling nothing would.

				Jordan pulled into his parents’ drive, but didn’t cut the motor. From the vehicle behind them, Max waved, indicating they were in the clear. No one had followed. Jordan waved back. For several long minutes he simply sat there, staring at the house he and his brother had grown up in.

				“It’s nice,” Katie said.

				The house was a modest two-story cottage-style home. His favorite feature was the wraparound balcony on the second floor. Christmas lights wove in and out of the spindles like kudzu. A white wreath hung on the door and bright-eyed reindeer graced the lawn.

				“Yes. I had a great childhood. Ideal, really.” He gave a slight smile.

				“What are you thinking?”

				“That my mother always worried we’d play airplane or try to parachute off that balcony and break our necks.”

				“But you didn’t?”

				“No way. I had a pretty good sense of self-preservation.” He frowned. “Too bad Neil didn’t.” Neil had found another way to break his mother’s heart.

				Jaw clamped against his rising emotions, he pulled all the way into the two-car carport that was enclosed on three sides. He twisted the key and silence fell between them. Jordan opened the car door and climbed out. “Could you wait here for a few minutes?”

				Katie slid him a glance from the corner of her eye. “You did tell them I was coming, right? You said you’d already called them, that they were expecting us.” He moved to the back of the carport, and Katie climbed out of the car to follow him. “They know, right, Jordan?”

				“I said they were expecting me.”

				Her face lost all color. “You can’t spring me on them.”

				“I know. But I didn’t want to tell them over the phone. I couldn’t think of a good way to explain it. Could you hang back a little until I tell them?” He glanced around. “And stay down. We weren’t followed, but that doesn’t mean you’re safe.”

				“That’s why you parked in the carport? To give me cover while you broke the news to your parents?” She shot back into the car and slammed the door, glaring daggers at him.

				He grimaced and didn’t blame her. He’d taken the coward’s way out by not telling his parents she was coming with him and not telling Katie he hadn’t told his parents. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m a big coward when it comes to this kind of thing.”

				Her eyes softened slightly. “I’ll just make some phone calls.”

				“Thanks, Katie.”

				Jordan went around to the front door and tried the knob. Locked. His lips twisted into a smile in spite of his roiling emotions. Maybe all of his preaching about safety had sunk in. He knocked, and his dad opened the door. Pleasure lit his features. “Jordan, good to see you, son. Come on in.”

				Jordan entered the small foyer and breathed in the scent of his childhood. Depending on the season, he always knew what his mother’s house would smell like: December meant homemade chocolates, pies and cakes. His mouth watered. “I need to talk to you and Mom, but first I’m going to have a taste of whatever she’s cooking in there.”

				His dad grinned at him, and Jordan felt a surge of remorse at the pain he was about to put them through. He studied his father. In his late fifties, Paul could still pass for mid-forties, in spite of his heart issues. Jordan hoped he aged as well—without the heart problems. He shucked his coat and hung it on the rack by the door as he wrestled with the reason he’d come over.

				Jordan’s mother stood at the oven, placing another pan of goodies on the rack. “Hi, Mom.”

				“I thought I heard you.” She turned and crossed the room to give him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “How are you doing?”

				“I’m doing all right.”

				Jordan snagged a sweet treat from the cooling rack and popped it in his mouth. The sugary concoction melted on his tongue. “Mmm. Delicious as always.” He smiled. “I heard you were in your Christmas baking mood. I could smell this stuff all the way from my apartment.”

				Her eyes twinkled up at him. Jordan noticed time hadn’t been quite as kind to her as it had to his father. Fine lines radiated across her forehead and around her mouth and eyes. Grief had added more than her fair share, he supposed.

				Anger at Neil surged and he bit his lip. “I need to talk to you and Dad. Do you have a minute to sit down?”

				“Sure I do.” She pulled off the red-and-white checked apron with the big red heart that said 50 and Fabulous. He’d given it to her four years ago when she’d bemoaned her fiftieth birthday for six full months. He noticed she wore it every time she worked in the kitchen.

				The three of them sat at the kitchen table. Jordan snagged another chocolate, scrambling to find the words he’d practiced on the way over. They’d deserted him.

				He took a deep breath and for one frantic moment wondered if he was being selfish. Were his words necessary? Would they do more harm than good? Would his parents even believe him?

				Maybe not at first. But eventually they would. And that was when it would hurt the most. When the truth of Neil’s actions finally sank in.

				“What is it, son?” His dad clapped him on the back.

				Jordan rubbed his forehead. “I need to tell you guys something and I’ll just tell you straight up, it’s not going to be easy for you to hear.”

				Matching frowns immediately appeared on their faces. His mother covered his hand with hers and her eyes narrowed, searching his expression. “What is it you don’t want to tell us?”

				She could always read him. Jordan shook his head. “I’ve been thinking—and praying—long and hard about telling you this, but the fact of the matter is, I don’t think you—” he looked at his father “—most especially you, Dad, are healing from Neil’s death.”

				“Healing?” His father’s eyebrows came to a V at the bridge of his nose. “Healing? How are we supposed to heal when the cop who helped kill your brother is out there free to kill other kids?”

				Jordan held on to his temper with effort. He hadn’t come here to argue with his parents. He knew just mentioning Neil’s name was enough to set his dad off on a tangent.

				“They did an investigation, Dad, thanks to your insistence. There was nothing to prove she’d been negligent. Neil was drunk. He was arrested for driving under the influence and he was placed in a holding cell. End of story.” He clasped his hands between his knees and prayed for wisdom.

				“It’s not the end! She placed him in a cell with a killer!”

				Jordan thought his head might explode with the effort of holding in his temper. “She didn’t do anything wrong. Neil was drunk when he chose to drive. He ran a stop sign going fifty miles per hour right in front of Detective Randall. What else was she supposed to do? She did her job. It was Neil’s stupid choices that killed him, not her.”

				His father stood and jabbed a finger at Jordan. “I refuse to sit here and listen to you defend her. I can’t believe you would come into my house—”

				Jordan slammed his palm onto the table. His father jerked, and his mother gasped. Jordan took a deep breath. “Stop. Okay? Just stop.” He looked at his dad. “And sit down, please. I’m not done.” His father, still staring at Jordan’s uncharacteristic outburst, slid back into his chair.

				“Why do you say she didn’t kill him?” his mother whispered, her stricken expression zinging straight to his heart.

				“Because I know the truth about Neil. Truth I’ve kept from you, thinking to spare your feelings, your memories.” He looked at his dad. “Your heart. But I—”

				“What truth?” His father’s voice was low, the question, wary.

				* * *

				Katie sat in the car and felt her anger dissipate with each passing moment. She understood Jordan’s reluctance to tell his parents over the phone that she was coming along. If Jordan had told his parents he was bringing her by, most likely they would have flipped out. His father would have stewed and stressed over it. She wasn’t exactly sure how his mother would have reacted.

				She understood Jordan’s thinking. When he told his parents she was sitting in the car outside, they might be a little more likely to see her. If only out of good manners.

				Although good manners hadn’t stopped Jordan’s father from heaping his grief and anger on her head in the morgue. Or at the restaurant.

				Katie moved the rearview mirror to give her a good view of the area behind her. Max and Jordan seemed confident they hadn’t been followed, but Katie wasn’t going to relax her guard. She called Gregory, who’d followed up on the receipt they’d found in the shooter’s wrecked and abandoned car.

				“Are you in or out of the hospital?” he answered by way of a greeting.

				Katie grimaced. “Out.”

				“Try and keep it that way, will you?”

				She heard the concern in his voice and appreciated it. “I’ll do my best. It’s been so crazy, I haven’t had a chance to track down that receipt. Did you?”

				“I did.”

				“And?”

				“And our shooter had on sunglasses and a ball cap along with a scarf wrapped around his neck.”

				“Video footage?”

				“Yes. But my guess is he was familiar with the camera placements, because he kept his back to them as much as possible.”

				“And he paid in cash.”

				“At the pump. He never entered the store.”

				“Of course.” She sighed and watched the door leading into the house. No sign of Jordan. “So that’s another dead end.”

				“Maybe. I mean, we’re looking for a guy who’s about five feet eleven or six feet tall. He’s a little overweight and is Caucasian. Couldn’t get hair or eye color, of course, but this information might help.”

				“What about his hands? Could you do any close-ups?”

				“He was wearing black gloves.”

				Of course he was. “All right. Thanks. Let me know if you come up with anything else.”

				“Will do.”

				She hung up then dialed her mother’s number. Voice mail. She left a message about stopping by soon and hoped she was well. Katie avoided mentioning her stay in the hospital and her mother’s noticeable absence.

				And the hurt that it caused.

				She winced and glanced in the mirror. Nothing. Another look at the door to the house. Another nothing. Jordan sure was taking a long time.

				Even though it was Saturday, Katie knew Mariah was working. She called her roommate for an update on the diner evidence. Mariah said, “Bullet casings came from a semiautomatic .308 Winchester rifle. It’s not a hard weapon to get your hands on, and there’s nothing really special about it. Lots of hunters use it.”

				“Lovely. Anything else?”

				“Trace evidence such as hair and other fibers that don’t add up to anything right now, but will be available for comparison if you come up with a suspect.”

				“Okay.”

				“So what are you doing on your medical leave?”

				Katie glanced at the house and caught Jordan’s eye, staring at her from behind the window of the kitchen door. “Getting ready to walk into the lion’s den, I think.”

				* * *

				Jordan met Katie’s eyes through the glass and shook his head. He paced back to the table and sat again, wishing he could take out his agitation on the patterned linoleum floor. Instead, he shifted and cleared his throat. “Neil was into drugs. Not just using them, he was a mule.” He paused at his parents’ blank expressions. “Someone who transports drugs over the border for a lot of money by swallowing packets of drugs.”

				His mother blinked at him, her audible gasp making Jordan grasp her hand. She pulled away and stared at him as the color in her cheeks drained away.

				“How dare you?” His father jumped up, face red, eyes blazing. “She’s brainwashed you! How dare you come into this house and malign your brother’s memory? How dare you!” He strode from the kitchen.

				“Dad—” Jordan moved to follow. His mother’s hand on his arm stopped him. Her white, pinched face sent sorrow racing through him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have...” He shook his head.

				“No. It was time.”

				Her quiet response had him looking into her eyes. “What do you mean?”

				She wiped her hand on her apron and clasped them in front of her. “About six months before Neil died, I heard him being sick in the bathroom. I knocked on the door and he told me to go away, that he was fine. He was in there a really long time. I thought he might have the flu or something. I took a phone call and then came back to check on him later. He was unconscious in his room. I called nine-one-one and got him to the emergency room, where they said he’d overdosed.”

				“One of the packets had leaked. Or ruptured.”

				She nodded. “He almost died.”

				“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

				“You were working like crazy, your father was on a business trip and—” she held her hands up as though beseeching him to understand “—Neil swore me to secrecy. Said he’d never do it again. Begged me to think about Dad’s heart. Said if your dad died because I told him about the drugs, it would be on my head.”

				She gave a sad smile. “I didn’t let that last part sway me, but it did make me think.” She swallowed hard. “I was very worried what this information might do to Paul.” His mother twisted a napkin between her fingers, shredding it, piece by piece. “And Neil promised. Took my hands, looked me in the eye and promised.”

				“And you believed him?”

				She nodded. “He was scared. Truly terrified when he found out how close he came to dying. He said he was done with that and he’d stay away from the people he was involved with.”

				“People like that don’t just let you walk away.”

				She swiped a few stray tears. “I made him go to counseling. Told him I’d tell your dad if he didn’t. Neil didn’t like it, but he did it. I thought he was doing better.” She flicked a glance at him and shoved the napkin pieces away. “I searched his room every day and never found anything else. He had that good job at the construction company. He was going all over the city working and he seemed happy enough. Every once in a while he’d get an out-of-town job. He was doing well. I thought.”

				School had never been Neil’s strong point, and their parents hadn’t pushed the issue when he’d dropped out to work full-time. As long as he was working, they were happy to let him live with them until he saved enough to go out on his own.

				“Then one afternoon, he’d just come home from an out-of-town job. I checked the bathroom and found a little pouch of white powder. When I asked him about it, he took it and said it wasn’t what I thought. He was just holding it for a friend.” Tears clouded her blue eyes and she swallowed hard. “I’m not stupid, Jordan. I figured he was using again. He denied it, of course, but I knew.”

				“Oh, Mom, why didn’t you say something?”

				“I hadn’t said anything to your father the first time. This time I was going to say something, and Neil knew it. He stormed out and I never saw him again.” Her voice cracked on the last word. Jordan squeezed her fingers and she took a steadying breath. “He left to go on that trip to Mexico. I was trying to figure out how to tell your father before Neil came home. The next call we got was from Neil saying he was in jail, that he was being wrongly held. And then later, from the police saying he was dead.”

				“You kept that from me?”

				Jordan and his mother swiveled as one to see his father standing in the doorway, face pale. The sick look in his eyes shouted his betrayal. Jordan’s stomach sank.

				His mother sighed and nodded. “I did. And before you say anything, I thought long and hard about it before I did it. I was scared your heart couldn’t take it.”

				“Then we have a lot to talk about.”

				“I guess we do.”

				Jordan rose. “I’m sorry.”

				“Why did you decide to tell us this now?” his mother asked.

				Before Jordan could answer, his father asked, “It’s because of Katie Randall, isn’t it?”

				Jordan considered acting like he didn’t know what he was talking about, but couldn’t do it. “Part of it’s about her. I won’t lie, I’m interested in dating her and getting to know her better.” He paused and rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been debating whether to say anything to you since I read the autopsy report.”

				“Wish you’d said something before now,” his dad said.

				Jordan looked him in the eye. “No, you don’t.”

				Tears filled his father’s eyes, and he blinked them back. “I’m not sure I believe it.”

				“I know. It’s hard to swallow.” He glanced at his mother, who stared at her hands. “Talk to Mom. Work it out. Don’t let Neil’s death destroy you two. He may have been into some bad stuff, but he loved you guys.” A sob broke from his mother’s throat, but she nodded her agreement.

				Jordan hugged each parent, letting them cling a little longer than usual. “I’m sorry.” He couldn’t seem to stop apologizing. Because he really was sorry. Sorry Neil had gotten into drugs. Sorry his mother had carried such a burden. Sorry his dad was feeling betrayed by his new knowledge. And sorry Neil was dead.

				“Could we pray together?”

				His mother’s shaky question rattled him. Of course they needed to pray. He nodded and pulled his father to his feet. The man stood silent, refusing to say anything, but Jordan’s mother gripped his hand and he didn’t pull away. Jordan prayed from his heart, asking God’s divine intervention in this painful way. And forgiveness for all involved.

				“Amen.”

				“Amen,” his mother whispered.

				Jordan looked at his parents. “I was wondering if Katie could come in.”

				His mother looked startled. “What?”

				“She’s in the car.”

				“All this time, you’ve left her there?”

				Jordan felt heat rise from his neck. “I needed to talk to you first.”

				“No.” Jordan’s father took a deep breath. “I’m not ready to see her.”

				“But Dad, I told you what happened. It’s not Katie’s fault.”

				“She still arrested him and put him in that cage with those animals.” Stubborn pain glinted in the man’s eyes and Jordan knew it might be hopeless to argue, but he had to try.

				“Because Neil was driving drunk. He even took a swing at her. You’re still in denial, Dad. You’ve got to realize that continuing to blame Katie for Neil’s decisions isn’t going let you heal. It’s just going to keep your bitterness boiling until one day it’s out of control and you have nothing left except that bitterness.” Jordan knew he sounded harsh, but coddling his parents and handling them with kid gloves hadn’t helped them move on. Still, he took a deep breath and softened his tone. “Think about it, Dad. You’re going to grow into a bitter old man if you don’t let this go.”

				His father jerked as though Jordan had reached out and punched him. He turned on his heel and left the room.

				“Give us some time.” His mother took a deep breath. “I have a feeling we’re going to be talking a lot over the next several hours. Probably days.”

				Jordan nodded. Maybe she was right. Seeing Katie right now wouldn’t be good. They both needed to process what they’d just learned about their dead son.

				He gave his mom another hug. “Call me if you need to. I’ll check on you later.”

				She nodded and Jordan headed for the front door, hoping Katie wasn’t ready to kill him for making her wait so long.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOURTEEN

				Katie was ready to kill the man. She was sore all over and had a headache that wouldn’t quit. Thankfully he’d left the car running with the heat on, or she’d be freezing, too. It was only the fact that she was warm that kept her from biting his head off when he slipped into the driver’s seat and gripped the steering wheel.

				Then she got a glimpse of the pain on his face, and her anger melted like ice cream on a hot summer day. She reached over and placed a hand over his. “Are you going to be okay?”

				In one move he pulled her into a hug, burying his face in her neck. Stunned, she sat there, then wrapped her arms around his shoulders. A shudder went through him. “That was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I’ll be all right. I just pray they will be, too.”

				The need to comfort him swept over her and she just let him cling to her in spite of the physical pain his embrace caused her.

				He shifted to place lips over hers. A light kiss at first, as though he was saying thank you. She felt his deep sorrow, the tightly leashed control on his grief—and his unspoken need for comfort. She kissed him back and let time stand still.

				When he lifted his head, he sighed and closed his eyes. “Thank you for being here.”

				Katie cleared her throat, trying to dislodge the lump of tears that had gathered. “Sure.”

				“They’re not ready to see you yet.”

				“So you don’t want me to go inside?”

				“No. I think it’s better if we let them digest everything I told them and try again another day.”

				She swallowed hard. “All right.”

				“Mom knew about Neil.” The words sounded forced, painful. Then they registered.

				“She knew?”

				He nodded. “And she kept it from my dad. He’s not happy with her.”

				“Oh, dear. I’m so sorry. Are they going to be all right?”

				“I hope so.”

				He cranked the car and backed out of the carport. Katie touched his arm and pointed at his mother, who was walking toward them. He stopped the car in the driveway. “She’s got something.”

				Jordan’s mother approached the vehicle, carrying two cups with lids. Her smile was strained, but at least it was there. Jordan rolled the window down and she handed him the cups. “Hot apple cider.”

				Jordan passed one to Katie. Stunned, she took it. “Thank you, Mrs. Gray.”

				Jordan’s mother bit her lip, then sighed. “You’re welcome.” Then she leaned in and pressed a kiss to her son’s forehead. “Please be careful.” She flicked a glance to Katie and once more offered a wobbly smile. “Goodbye.”

				“Bye.”

				Then she was back in the house and Katie was left staring at the front door. “Wow. Didn’t expect that one.”

				“Tell me about it,” Jordan murmured. But Katie could see the hope in his eyes and for the first time since Neil’s death, she thought forgiveness might come from his parents.

				Katie’s phone rang as they pulled away from the house. She glanced at the number and did a double take. Her lieutenant. “This is Detective Randall.”

				“Katie, how are you feeling?”

				“I’m sore and banged up, but nothing that will keep me down for long.”

				“Good, good, I’m glad to hear it. I was wondering when you plan to come back to work.”

				Katie swallowed. She’d planned to take advantage of every minute of leave she could get to work on Lucy’s case, but... “I have four days of medical leave, but do you have something you need me to cover?”

				“We’re having a rash of crime here and I’m short staffed because of the flu. If you’re able to help at all, I’d appreciate it. I’ll give you some time off later. If the doc says no go, I understand. I don’t want you to push it.”

				She was going to push it, whether it was working on Lucy’s case or one he had for her. “Tell me what you need.”

				“I’ve got a dead body dumped off the highway along I-85 North. Gregory’s already on his way. Can you meet him there?”

				Katie bit her lip. She didn’t want to be interrupted, but she knew she needed to do this for her boss. “I can be there in ten minutes.”

				“Thanks, Katie. I owe you.”

				“Sure.” She hung up and looked at Jordan. “I need you to drop me off.”

				“Leave is up, huh?”

				“Yes. For now. If I was truly incapacitated, it wouldn’t be an issue, but I’m not.”

				“You’ll be with your partner and a whole slew of other law enforcement personnel, right?”

				“Right.”

				“It still may not be safe. I mean if he’s got a sniper rifle—”

				“Doesn’t matter. I’ve got to do my job. I’m not going to let him take this from me, too. You can stay, if you want.”

				He narrowed his eyes as he thought, and at first she thought he might decide to stay. Then he shook his head. “You should be safe enough at the crime scene, and your buddies won’t want me hanging around.”

				“We’re not a territorial group.” He scoffed, and she laughed. “Okay, okay. I wouldn’t mind you there, but you might get a few looks from the others.”

				“I may go back to my office and look at the pictures from the neighborhood again.”

				“Call me if you come up with anything?”

				“Absolutely.”

				Jordan dropped her at the crime scene, scoped out the area for the next twenty minutes, and when he didn’t find anything or anyone that posed a danger to Katie, he headed for the office. He had an idea he wanted to implement.

				Once in the office, he pulled Lucy’s file and went straight for the pictures. He studied them one by one and gave a grunt of satisfaction when he thought he found what he was looking for. He picked up the phone and called Danny Jackson.

				“Jackson here.”

				“Jordan Gray. I was wondering if you’d have a few minutes to talk about Lucy Randall.”

				A heavy sigh filtered through the line. “You still gnawing on that one like a dog with a bone, aren’t you?”

				“Yes, I guess I am.”

				“Then all right. But you gotta come to me. I’m down at McGee’s Café.”

				Jordan grimaced. A thirty-minute drive. “All right. Don’t leave, it’ll take me half an hour to get there.”

				“I’m not going anywhere. Got nowhere to go.”

				Jordan gathered the photos and slid them back into the file. Then he grabbed his phone and sent a text to Katie, letting her know what he was doing. And begged her to stay with someone in order to ensure her safety until he got back.

				She sent him a text assuring him she was surrounded by law enforcement and would let him know when she was finished. He tucked his phone into his pocket and sent up a prayer for her safety. And for God to bring closure to this search for Lucy—one way or another.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FIFTEEN

				Katie did her best to keep her back from being exposed to any place she thought might be a good spot for a sniper to draw a bead on her. Out on the highway, trees lined the road for miles. Lots of hiding places. She noticed Gregory keeping an eye on her and the area around them, too. He said, “You all right?”

				“I’ve been better, but I’m making it.”

				“Mom wanted to have flowers delivered, but you’d already been released. I told her to send them on to the hospital, you’d probably be back tomorrow.”

				She gave him a light punch on his arm. “You’re hilarious.” She pointed. “Who do we have here?”

				He turned serious, all business now. “You’re not going to believe it.”

				She lifted a brow. “Try me.”

				“It’s Norman Rhames.”

				Katie gaped for a full two seconds, then snapped her mouth shut. She rubbed her head and stared down at the body. “You’re right. I don’t believe it. I take it the lieutenant didn’t know who he was when he sent me out here?”

				“Nope. We just got confirmation on his identity about a minute before you drove up.”

				“I’ll keep my hands off the investigation since there’s a possible connection to Wray, but since I’m here, will you tell me what you know?”

				“He was shot in the back of the head. Execution style.”

				Katie narrowed her eyes. “Now that’s just shouting for an investigation. I want to know the connection between Norman Rhames and Wesley Wray.”

				Gregory pursed his lips. “You don’t think it’s a coincidence?”

				“There’s no way this is a coincidence.”

				He nodded. “I agree.”

				Katie got on her phone and called Jordan. He answered with, “Are you okay?”

				In spite of the seriousness of the situation, Katie almost had to smile at his instant question. “What makes you ask that?”

				“Cute.”

				“I’m also fine. Guess who our dead guy is?”

				“Who?”

				She filled him in. “You want to use your FBI contacts and see if you can find a connection between Wesley Wray and Norman Rhames sometime before Christmas?”

				Katie felt a little disloyal to her department, but the FBI had more resources than a local department. With one phone call, Jordan would probably find what she wanted to know within the hour.

				Her phone buzzed and she lifted a brow at the name that popped on the screen. “Hello, Detective Miller, what can I do for you?”

				“You working that dead body on the highway?”

				“I am.”

				“Heard it on the scanner. Thought you were on medical leave.”

				“I did, too.”

				He gave a half laugh, half snort. “Flu’s swept through this department like a tsunami.” He paused. “I got to thinking about your sister’s case.”

				She stepped to the side out of the way of the crime scene unit that had just arrived. “Why’s that?”

				Gregory shot her a curious look that she ignored. She kept her back to a tree and let her gaze probe the area. Nothing set off her alarms. No rustling leaves, no shadowy figures. Nothing. Her muscles relaxed a fraction.

				“Because you won’t leave it alone and...” He paused.

				“And?”

				“And I might not have put some things in the notes that should have been there.”

				Her stomach knotted. “Why would you do that?”

				“I didn’t do it on purpose,” he snapped. “I was going through a bad time that year. But that wasn’t your sister’s fault, and she deserved a better investigation than she got.” He paused and she thought she heard him swallow. “If you’ll meet me somewhere, I’ll do my best to tell you everything I remember. I don’t know if it’ll do any good, but I’ll tell you. And give you the notes that I made. I only have one copy and I don’t want to fax them or email them anywhere. I don’t want anyone stumbling across them.”

				The rough edge to his voice captured her attention one hundred percent. She looked around. “When and where can we meet?”

				Another pause. “This can’t get out, Katie. If it’s known I didn’t exactly do my job, my name will be mud around the department. No one will look at me the same. I don’t want anyone to know we’re meeting. This has to be completely confidential or it’s going to come back to bite me.”

				“I won’t say a word, Frank. I just want to find my sister.” She stuffed down the anger she wanted to heap on this man’s head. She couldn’t blast him. Not yet. Not when he might have more information on Lucy. She looked around. “Give me another thirty minutes. Where do you want me to meet you?”

				He gave her the address, and she memorized it. “I’ll see you shortly.”

				* * *

				Jordan pulled into the parking lot of the local pub. His buddy at Quantico had promised to get back to him within an hour with the connection between the two parolees. If he could find one. Jordan figured he would.

				Katie sounded like she was fine, and Jordan offered up a prayer for the Lord to keep her that way.

				He stepped inside the restaurant and spotted Danny Jackson at the bar nursing a drink and watching a football game on the television hanging from the wall. Jordan slipped onto the stool beside him. “Thanks for waiting for me.”

				“Like I said, I didn’t have anywhere else to be. My wife died last year after a two-year battle with cancer, and I’ve just been going through the motions until I can join her.”

				“Sorry to hear that.”

				Danny shrugged. “I always thought I’d be the one to go first, you know?”

				“Yeah. In our line of work, odds aren’t exactly great for us to reach retirement age.”

				Danny grunted. “You didn’t come here to chew the fat with me. What are your questions?”

				Jordan didn’t take offense at the man’s gruffness; he figured that was just part of his personality. He’d seen too much, lived through some bad stuff and watched his wife die. The man had a right to be a little rough around the edges, he supposed. But he couldn’t just let it go. “You think God’s finished with you? That you don’t have purpose anymore?”

				Danny stilled. Then took a sip of the drink. “Funny you should say that.”

				“Why’s that?”

				“Because I was just wondering that very thing last night.”

				“So you believe in God?”

				“More now than I used to. My wife was a believer.” He shook his head. “She didn’t want to leave me, but had no doubts where she was going when she took her last breath.”

				“I’m glad you can take comfort in that.”

				“I do. Not everyone can say the same for someone they’ve lost.”

				Jordan thought about Neil. While his brother had made some really rotten choices toward the end of his life, he’d given his heart to God at a middle school summer church camp. Jordan had no doubt that Neil was in heaven; he just wished he hadn’t gone quite so soon.

				He shoved thoughts of Neil away and focused on the man next to him. “But the Lord’s left you here. Guess there might be a reason for that.”

				“Might be.”

				“And that reason might have something to do with Lucy Randall.” He phrased it as a statement and waited.

				A heavy sigh escaped the man and he rubbed a callused hand over his eyes. “It might.”

				Jordan took a stab in the dark. “Why don’t you tell me what’s been bothering you for the last fourteen years?”

				Danny jerked like he’d been shot.

				Bull’s-eye.

				Danny stared at him a minute, then finished his drink. “Come on.”

				“Where are we going?”

				“To my truck, where we can’t be overheard because the conversation we’re getting ready to have never happened. Understand?”

				“Gotcha.”

				Jordan followed Danny out to the man’s oversized pickup truck. He had a fishing rod hanging on the gun rack on the back window of the king cab. Jordan climbed in the passenger seat and shut the door.

				Danny cranked the truck and turned the heat on, but didn’t move to put it in gear. “Ask me your questions.”

				“What is it you don’t want to tell me? What are you afraid of?”

				Danny barked a harsh laugh. “I’m not afraid of anything, son. Fear isn’t keeping my mouth shut. Haven’t you ever heard of a thing called loyalty?”

				Jordan blinked. “Loyalty? To whom?”

				* * *

				Katie glanced at her watch and headed for her car. She was running later than she’d expected, especially with Gregory harassing her about needing an escort to wherever she was going.

				She felt bad about putting him off, but she needed to talk to Frank, and Frank obviously didn’t want an audience. If she had someone with her, he might clam up and she’d never learn what he wanted to tell her. However, she could let Jordan know what was going on. She shot him a text and waited for it to send.

				Glancing around, she wondered if she was being watched, if someone planned on following her. With a shudder, she climbed into her vehicle.

				If someone followed her, she and Frank would take care of it. Thirty-eight-year-old Norman Rhames hadn’t had a chance. The medical examiner’s off-the-record deduction had been that in all likelihood Rhames died from the gunshot to the back of his head. The lack of defensive wounds on his hands said he hadn’t put up a fight. Katie wondered if he’d trusted whoever it was that had killed him.

				Possibly.

				But it wasn’t the same person who’d killed Wesley Wray, because that had happened while the man was locked up.

				She checked the area one last time. Gregory waved to her and stood watching with a frown on his face as she pulled from the gravel edge of the highway and merged with the traffic.

				Nerves danced along the top of her skin and she kept her eye on the rearview mirror.

				* * *

				Jordan sat back as the answer hit him. “Loyalty to your former partner. Frank Miller.”

				“Yeah. Frank.”

				“What was Frank’s problem?”

				Danny ran a hand over the gray stubble on his chin. “His problem was his personal life. More specifically, his wife and family.”

				Jordan nodded. “It happens.”

				“His wife was going to leave him. Gave him the whole line of grief about how he’s always working and never home, yada yada.”

				“I feel for him. He sure didn’t need that on top of the stress of the job.” Jordan shook his head. Not every officer’s wife felt that way, but too many of them did and those in law enforcement had a high rate of divorce.

				Danny seemed to relax a fraction at Jordan’s understanding words. “Well, she wasn’t a prize when he married her, but she was a looker, and I guess that’s what attracted him to her.”

				Jordan thought about Katie’s beauty. While he appreciated the outward package, it was her heart and inner beauty that drew him like a magnet. “So Frank was a bit distracted from the investigation.”

				Danny nodded. “Distracted is a kind word. It was weird, too, because he pushed for the case. It had originally been assigned to two other detectives, but Frank wanted it. The other detectives sure didn’t care. As overloaded as we all were, they gladly passed it on to us.”

				“Why was that?”

				“He said he needed all the work he could get. Said he couldn’t shut his brain off so he might as well do some good.” Danny rubbed his chin. “And he did. He worked a ton of hours, slept at his desk, solved a lot of cases.”

				“But not Lucy Randall’s.”

				“No. Not Lucy’s.” He frowned. “I’d never seen Frank so messed up. He finally told me what was going on. His wife had filed for divorce six months prior and then just four months before we got Lucy’s case, his niece drowned at summer camp. Frank loved that little girl like she was his own. His sister and her husband had let him stay with them until he could get set financially, and he and Jenny really bonded during that time.”

				Danny took a swig of his drink and sighed. “He and his wife didn’t have any kids, which turned out to be a good thing in the end. So not only was he struggling with the demise of his marriage, but his sister turned into a raving madwoman, wild with grief.”

				Jordan swallowed and pinched the bridge of his nose, his heart going out to the man. “That’s awful.”

				His phone vibrated, indicating a message. He’d check it in just a minute. He didn’t want to do anything to cause Danny to clam up.

				Danny said, “I told him to focus on the case, that if he just put all of his energy into solving Lucy’s kidnapping, he could get his mind off of his troubles for a while.”

				“Did it work?”

				“Seemed to. For a while.” Danny chewed a toothpick and stared out the window.

				“What else?”

				A heavy sigh left the man. “We questioned a witness, and she talked about a car being at the scene.”

				“A gray sedan?”

				Danny lifted a brow. “Yes. I documented it and put it in the report, then in the file. The next day it was gone. When I asked Frank about it, he just shrugged and said he didn’t know what I was talking about. I documented it again and put it back in the file. A week later it was gone again. I demanded an explanation, and Frank dodged it. Said he didn’t know and to quit bugging him about it.”

				“What’d you do?”

				“I dropped it for the moment. We weren’t getting anywhere on the case, anyway. Didn’t seem like a big deal.”

				Jordan pulled out the picture Mrs. McKinney had given him, then the ones taken the day of the kidnapping. “Take a look at this.” He handed Danny Mrs. McKinney’s picture. “This was shot a few days before Lucy was taken. The lady who took this picture spent a lot of time outside while the car was parked there. On this particular day, it was her son’s birthday and they’d given him a skateboard. He was out there having a blast while his mom took pictures to put in her scrapbook.” He handed him another picture. “This was taken by the crime scene photographer the day of the kidnapping.”

				Jordan tapped the photo. “This is one of the officers’ vehicles. It’s parked in the drive, but tell me that’s not the same car in both pictures. The one on the street and the one in the drive.”

				Danny set them side by side and studied them for a full minute. “Yeah, they could be.”

				“The woman who took this picture said that the car behind the kid was parked there for hours at a time for two weeks. She even called the cops and they blew her off.”

				Danny looked at the pictures again. “It looks familiar.” He swallowed hard. “That’s a cop car.”

				“That’s what I thought. I just want to know which cop was driving it.”

				His phone buzzed and he checked the caller ID. “I gotta take this. Why don’t you see if you can pull the driver of that car from your memory.”

				Danny grimaced and Jordan turned his attention to the caller. “Seth, what do you have for me?”

				“You wanted a connection between Mr. Wray and Mr. Rhames and I’ve got one for you.”

				Excitement quickened his pulse. “What is it?”

				“The only connection I could find is that they have the same arresting officer.”

				* * *

				Katie pulled into the parking lot of the warehouse and cut the engine of her rental. Gregory pulled in behind her and she rolled her eyes.

				Katie slipped her phone into the back pocket of her jeans and walked up to Gregory. “What are you doing?”

				“I was concerned.” He crossed his arms and frowned down at her. “You wouldn’t tell me where you were going. I was concerned.”

				“Look—” She had to get rid of him. If Frank showed up, he’d be mad as fire. And she might never learn what he knew about Lucy. “I need you to disappear for a while. I’m meeting a CI and I don’t want you scaring him off.”

				“A confidential informant? For which case?”

				“Which case do you think?”

				The light went on for him. “Ah.”

				“Now go, will you?” She glanced at her watch. “He’ll be here any minute.”

				“Are you sure? Let me stay as backup.”

				“I don’t need backup with this one.” She hesitated. “All right. But get out of sight, will you?”

				Relief crossed his features. “Okay.”

				He left and Katie leaned against her vehicle. She checked her phone. No response from Jordan. That was weird. She texted him again.

				A black sedan pulled into the parking lot. Frank pulled up beside her and climbed from his car.

				“I guess this is as private a place as any,” she said.

				Frank shook his head. “Move your car out of sight. I’m going to do the same. I don’t need someone saying they saw us meeting.”

				Katie sighed and dropped her arms. “Fine.”

				Once the vehicles were moved to Frank’s satisfaction, he said, “Let’s go inside, I’m freezing.”

				Her phone buzzed and she pulled it from her pocket. Frank looked back. She said, “It’s a text from Jordan wanting to know if I’m all right. We must have crossed texts.”

				“So tell him you’re fine. You’re a cop, Katie, and you act like you need a babysitter.”

				Katie’s head shot up. “Someone’s tried to kill me, Frank. Not once, but several times. Excuse me for appreciating friends who want to help look out for me.”

				Frank shrugged and entered the warehouse. Katie rolled her eyes and followed.

				* * *

				Jordan tucked his phone back into his pocket once he finished the call with Seth and checked for any messages from Katie.

				



				Meeting a CI at warehouse on Buckley. Says he has info on Lucy. Will call when I’m done.

				



				Satisfied she was still all right, Jordan processed what he’d just learned. Before he told Danny what Seth had just revealed, he wanted an answer from Danny. He pushed. “Whose car, Danny?”

				“I can’t say for sure.”

				“But it looks like...” He waited.

				Danny slammed a fist on the steering wheel. “Frank’s, all right? It looks like the car Frank and I used to drive.”

				Jordan pulled his phone back out and texted Katie, asking her who the CI was. Then he decided to forget the texting and dialed her number. When he got her voice mail, he said, “Frank knows more about Lucy’s kidnapping than he’s letting on. Be careful and let me know you got this message.” He looked at Danny. “I just learned that Frank was one of the many arresting officers of Wesley Wray and Norman Rhames. Both of whom are dead.”

				“That’s odd.”

				“Very. Everything is coming back to Frank Miller and I want to know why. Call him and tell him you need to meet him.”

				“No.”

				“Do it or you’ll go down as an accessory.”

				“Accessory? Accessory to what?”

				“Kidnapping.”

				“Kidnapping! He didn’t take that girl. Sloppy police work maybe, but not kidnapping. You’re crazy!”

				Jordan leaned in. “I don’t know if he took her or not, but I think he did.” He shrugged. “Even if I’m wrong and he didn’t take her, he covered up something in relation to it and you helped him. Now call him!”

				Danny flexed his fingers on the wheel, then reached for the phone he’d tossed in the cup holder. He dialed the number.

				“Put it on speaker.”

				“It’s his number.”

				“Just put it on speaker and do it now.”

				Danny did. Frank’s voice came on the line. As a message. “You know what to do.” Beep.

				Danny hung up.

				Jordan sighed. “Call his office, please.”

				Danny dialed the number. Voice mail again.

				Jordan pinched the bridge of his nose. “Will you show me where Frank lives?”

				“Yeah. You want to follow me?”

				“That would be great, if you won’t try to lose me.”

				Danny shot him a perturbed look. “I won’t.” But he didn’t move.

				“What is it?”

				“You really think Frank had something to do with that kidnapping?”

				“It looks that way.”

				Danny swallowed hard and looked at the streetlight. “I thought he was just stressed out. He wouldn’t have any reason to kidnap a kid. Where would he keep her?”

				“Let’s see if he’s home. When we find him, we can ask him.”

				Jordan climbed out of the truck and into his vehicle. His mind centered on Katie and what her reaction would be if Jordan was right. He sent her another text asking her to call when she could, then pulled out onto the two-lane road to follow Danny.

				* * *

				Katie looked around. The warehouse had been empty for about four months. She remembered when this particular shoe business shut down. The machines still stood as though frozen in time. Or waiting for someone to start them up again.

				Crates and boxes stacked to the ceiling had letters and numbers on them that probably meant something to the previous workers.

				“Frank? You find anything?” She spun to look behind her, wondering where he’d gone.

				A loud crack sounded and sparks flew from the nearest machine. Stunned, yet moving on reflex, Katie dove behind the nearest stack of crates. “Frank! Are you okay?”

				Katie yanked her weapon and her phone. Fumbled the phone and watched it skitter under the crate. She dropped to her knees and shoved a hand after the device. Her fingers found it as another bullet pierced the wood about chest high.

				“Frank! Frank, are you all right?”

				When he didn’t answer, Katie’s blood ran cold. Had something happened to him? Was he lying hurt? But both shots had been in her direction. Had she been followed to the warehouse? With a smooth move, she slid the phone from under the crate and into her palm. She pressed 911.

				The phone rang, then the call dropped.

				“Stupid metal buildings,” she muttered.

				Her ears strained to hear the slightest noise that would indicate her attacker was near. She needed to move. She needed to find Frank.

				“Katie, I’m over here.”

				Katie headed in the direction of his voice.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIXTEEN

				Jordan pulled to the curb behind Danny and climbed out of his car. Danny walked up to the door and rapped on it.

				Nothing.

				“Use your key,” Jordan said. It was a wild guess, but one he was gratified to see paid off. Danny lifted a brow, then without another word, flipped the keys on his chain to the one that fit the door.

				He pushed the door open and Jordan stepped inside. Neatness and order greeted him.

				“I’m only doing this because if you’re right, then I’ve been aiding a kidnapper all these years.”

				Jordan grunted. “You didn’t know.”

				“I knew something was up, but I didn’t bother to find out what.”

				True, the man had let things slide, but if he’d been aware of the real story, he would have probably done things differently.

				And Lucy Randall might have grown up with her family.

				Jordan pushed those thoughts aside and started looking for something...anything...that would give him a hint about what Frank had done with Lucy. “You going to help me search?”

				“Yeah.” The big man sighed and started down the hall. He disappeared into the first bedroom on the left.

				Jordan searched the den, scoped the kitchen, then walked down the hall to the bedroom Frank had set up as an office.

				A big executive-type desk sat against one wall with a leather chair pushed to the side, like Frank had just gotten up to get a cup of coffee and would be right back. His laptop screen saver flipped family pictures. Jordan jiggled the mouse.

				The screen saver disappeared and a box popped up asking for a password.

				Jordan left the computer and went for the drawers, checking his phone. No return text from Katie yet.

				“You know if we find anything, it’s not going to be admissible in court.”

				“I know. I’m not planning on taking anything, but Katie doesn’t have enough for a search warrant yet.” He paused. “I don’t think. They might issue one based on the pictures of the cars, but I doubt it.”

				“I tried Frank’s phone again. It went straight to voice mail.”

				Jordan opened the next drawer and pulled out a file labeled Jenny. “Who’s Jenny?”

				“His niece. The one who drowned.”

				Jordan opened the file and stared at the picture on top. “Danny, how old was Jenny when she died?”

				“Seven. Or eight. I forget.”

				“Have you ever seen a picture of her?”

				“Yes. He used to have a picture of her on his refrigerator and one on his desk. After she drowned, he removed all the pictures. Like it was just too painful for him to see them.” He scratched his head. “I don’t even remember what she looks like now.”

				Jordan flipped the picture over. “Her obituary’s taped to the back.” He turned back to the picture, then pulled out his cell phone and scrolled until he came to the picture of Lucy Randall. “Look at this.”

				Danny looked. And sucked in a deep breath. “They could pass for twins.”

				Jordan looked at Danny. “You think you could find the address of Frank’s sister?”

				“Probably.”

				Jordan’s phone buzzed. Katie’s answer, FRANK, sent fear exploding through him.

				* * *

				Katie ducked as another shot came her way. “Frank!”

				Chills of fear raced all over her. Frank was shooting at her.

				She had to get out of the warehouse to get a cell signal or she was going to die.

				She had to move, change locations. Find a better hiding place. Something. She took a deep breath and darted for the next stack of crates, expecting to feel the burn of a bullet entering her flesh. The shot came, but he missed. When he moved to get a better angle, she got a glimpse of him.

				“Frank, stop! Why are you shooting at me?” She flipped her phone on silent.

				“Because you keep sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong!”

				Lucy.

				“She’s my sister. Why don’t you want me to find her?”

				Another shot. She ducked, noticed she had one bar and punched in 911 on her cell phone again.

				It rang once, twice. “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

				“I’m—”

				The phone blipped the sound of the dropped call and Katie bit back a groan. She quickly typed a text to Jordan, then one to Gregory. A footstep squeaked to her left. She caught her breath and moved toward the edge of the crates.

				“Where’s my sister? Where’s Lucy?” she called and moved as silently as she could down a passageway made of crates toward the window to her right.

				Another shot cracked the wood where she’d just been. But Frank wouldn’t answer. She figured he was doing his best to hunt her down and didn’t want to give away his location by opening his mouth. Fine. Two could play that game. She did her best to regulate her breathing, control the fear racing through her. If she could get to the window, maybe she could find a signal.

				* * *

				Jordan’s phone beeped, indicating a text message. He read aloud, “Need help. Two-four-five-six Buckley. No signal.” Terror shot straight through him.

				Danny glanced at him and frowned. “Katie?”

				“Yeah.” Immediately, he dialed her number. Straight to voice mail.

				“That doesn’t sound good,” Danny said.

				Jordan punched in the number for Katie’s partner. Gregory answered on the second ring. Jordan snapped, “Katie’s in trouble.” He gave the man the address.

				Gregory said, “I got her text. I’m on the way. I just got a report about shots fired there.”

				Jordan punched a text back to her.

				



				On the way.

				



				A sick feeling engulfed him. Please, God, let her be all right.

				* * *

				Katie fired back in the direction the last shot had come from and thought she heard sirens in the distance. It was hard to tell. It might just be the ringing in her ears. She prayed it was sirens. Her nose itched. The smell of gunpowder filled the air and she had to hold her breath to ward off a sneeze.

				A crate fell to her right and she spun, then darted toward it and to the right behind the crates next to it. Had Frank pushed one over trying to trap her into exposing her location? Or was it an accident?

				Either way, she stayed put, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth. She looked at her phone. Still not a good enough signal to make a phone call. The window was too far, with too much open space between her and it.

				And where was Frank?

				Another shot sent shards of wood raining down on her. One piece sliced the skin on the back of her hand and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. Blood dripped. Another hard piece grazed her forehead and she blinked as she hit the cement floor.

				Come on, come on, where are you, Gregory? Jordan?

				She couldn’t hold Frank off forever. She scuttled toward what had once been a break area with a kitchen. The appliances were gone, but the granite countertops were still there, as well as the cement base they sat on.

				Her phone vibrated. She glanced at the screen.

				



				On the way.

				



				Relief filled her. Blood dripped from her hand and she pressed it to her jeans, trying to stop the flow.

				Gritting her teeth, she did her best to ignore the pain that bit at her. Her entire body still ached from all the trauma it had been through in the last few days. She’d pushed herself hard and was paying for it.

				God, please. Don’t let this man kill me.

				* * *

				Jordan led the way to the address Katie had texted him. When he pulled up, he flashed his FBI badge to the officer on crowd-control duty. Knowing a gunshot came from the warehouse, all he wanted to do was rush the place. Common sense and training held him still. Worry for Katie ate a hole in his belly.

				Danny raced toward the doors, ignoring the shouts for him to stop. Jordan flashed his badge again and took off after the man. “Danny! Wait!”

				Danny ignored him. He pulled open the door and stepped inside the warehouse. Jordan pulled his weapon as the SWAT team descended. He followed Danny inside and let the door close behind him.

				“Frank!” Danny’s voice held a desperation that made Jordan wince. “Frank, are you here?”

				“Get out of here, Danny! This doesn’t concern you.” His voice echoed, but Jordan thought it originated from the left. He started moving in that direction, using the crates as shelter.

				“There’re cops all over the place,” Danny called out. “They have evidence placing you at the kidnapping. I don’t want you to die, and that’s how this is going to end if you don’t come out.”

				“Mind your own business, Danny.”

				“Why’d you do it, Frank? Why’d you take her?”

				“Shut up! Just shut up!”

				Jordan glanced around. Frank was hiding, but he had a good idea of where the man was. While Danny kept Frank’s attention, Jordan slipped behind the nearest crate and stopped to listen.

				* * *

				Katie froze at the new voice. Danny Jackson. She moved to the left and found herself closer to the window. When Frank had answered Danny, his voice had been scary close. She backed up, stepping carefully, her goal no longer the window, but Frank.

				Help was here. She needed to help them help her.

				She turned, silent and watchful. Where was he? Her fingers gripped her weapon. The safety was off. Step by slow step, she moved.

				A scuff from behind. She turned and came to an abrupt stop when a vise dropped over her head and closed around her throat. Adrenaline rushing, Katie dropped her phone, but years of training sent her into defense mode. She stepped backward into her attacker, jabbing with her elbow.

				He deflected the blow and jammed his gun into her ribs. She gasped and stilled. Her heart beat with fear and anger.

				“I took those courses, too, remember?” he hissed into her left ear.

				“So what now, Frank? You know how this is going to play out. You either let me go or we’re both going to wind up dead.”

				“I’m not ready to die yet.”

				“Then let me go.”

				“I’m not going to prison, either.”

				Terror curled in her belly.

				“Frank!” Danny Jackson’s voice again.

				Frank stiffened and tightened his grip on her throat. She choked and he loosened it slightly. “Now we’re going to walk out of here and get in the car and go.”

				“They’ll just follow.”

				“Then we’ll lose them.”

				“What did you do?” she whispered. “What did you have to do with her kidnapping? Why did you botch the investigation?”

				* * *

				Jordan could hear Katie’s pained questions. Frank didn’t answer her. He peered around the edge of the crates, could hear the negotiator on the megaphone. Frank didn’t answer. In fact, he acted like there wasn’t a whole city of cops outside the building.

				He had a tight grip on Katie’s throat, and Jordan could see the man’s weapon pressed against her side. His heart thudded, and he took a deep breath. One shot. He’d only get one shot. He’d better make it count.

				The SWAT team was useless without windows. If they couldn’t see the perp, they couldn’t shoot him.

				“Frank, come on, man, talk to me.”

				Danny was in full cop mode, shrugging off his retirement like he’d never left. Jordan just prayed the man could talk some sense into his former partner while Jordan figured out a way to disarm Frank. Or shoot him.

				“Frank! They’ve got evidence that you kidnapped Lucy Randall,” Gregory joined in.

				Jordan spun back and stepped around the crate so he could see the door. Gregory had slipped into the warehouse along with four SWAT members. He turned his attention back to Katie. She had gone perfectly still. “You? You kidnapped her?”

				Whispered curses slipped from Frank’s lips. “I had to.”

				To Jordan, it looked as though Frank’s grip wasn’t quite as tight. Everyone talking to him had distracted him.

				Jordan raised his weapon and closed one eye as he centered the muzzle on Frank’s lined forehead. But the man had a gun on Katie. If Jordan shot, would Frank’s hand spasm and pull the trigger?

				Frustration gripped him.

				He shifted and tried to catch Katie’s eye.

				She saw him and her eyes widened.

				Then she wilted straight to the floor, as though her legs had given out.

				Frank cursed and held her by her chin. He looked up just as Jordan pulled the trigger.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVENTEEN

				Katie felt Frank jerk and dropped the rest of the way to floor. She rolled and kicked out, clipping his knees and bringing him down beside her.

				Before she could blink, Jordan was on the man and rolling him to his stomach, yanking his hands behind his back. “You’re under arrest.”

				“You shot him. Oh, please tell me you didn’t kill him,” Katie said.

				Frank groaned, and Katie felt a giddy shot of relief.

				Jordan grunted as he clipped the cuffs onto Frank and hauled him to his feet. “I was going to, but figured we’d never find Lucy if I went with a head shot. You dropped at just the right time and I caught him in the shoulder. Nice moves.”

				“Thanks. Glad he didn’t pull the trigger when I slumped.” She stood in front of Frank and felt a strange mixture of emotions. And detachment. “Where’s my sister?”

				Frank shook his head and grimaced. The amount of blood covering his shirt said the shoulder wound probably needed to be looked at pretty fast.

				Law enforcement had them surrounded. Gregory looked at her. “You all right?”

				“I’m alive, so I guess that means I’m just fine.”

				He nodded. Katie waved paramedics over and Jordan helped Frank onto the gurney. None too gently, she noticed. Frank cried out and sucked air between his clenched teeth.

				Katie noticed Danny Jackson staring at Frank. When he saw her watching, he shook his head. “I didn’t know, I promise.”

				Katie stepped up to the gurney and looked down at the man who’d ripped her family apart. “Why?”

				He opened his eyes and glared. “It doesn’t matter now, does it?”

				“Of course it matters!” Her fist balled and she was ready to slug him. “Where is she? Is she alive?” The question ripped from her. Frank looked away and Katie grabbed his good shoulder and shook it. He gasped. “Is she alive!”

				He met her gaze. “No. She’s not.”

				Her knees buckled, and she felt Jordan’s hands catch her on her way to the concrete. “No. No, no, no. Please...”

				Jordan helped her back to her feet and away from Frank. She couldn’t stop the sobs that choked her. Jordan held her, then shook her. Why wouldn’t he just let her give in and have a moment of grief?

				“Katie! Listen to me!”

				She hiccupped and shuddered. “What!”

				“I don’t think she’s dead.”

				Katie drew in a ragged breath and stared. “Why?”

				“Because of what we found at his house.”

				“You searched his house?”

				“Yeah. And now that we got him on all kinds of charges including attempted murder, we won’t have any trouble getting a search warrant.”

				Katie wiped her eyes and sniffed. “What’d you find?” She watched the ambulance pull away from the parking lot.

				“Evidence that he took Lucy.” He gripped her hands. “His niece died a few months before Lucy was snatched. Danny talked about how inconsolable the family was and how Frank nearly fell apart, but that the job was the only thing that kept him going.”

				“So he took Lucy as an attempt to replace his niece?”

				“That’s what we think.”

				“So where is she?”

				“I’m going to take a wild guess and say he took her and gave her to his sister.”

				“Where do they live? Let’s go.”

				Jordan checked his phone. “I’ve got her address right here.” He placed a hand on her arm to stop her from heading to the car. “Let me call and see if she’s home.” He looked around. “Plus, you’re not done here.”

				Katie took another breath and closed her eyes. She had to get herself together. Hope flared like a spotlight, bright and piercing. Lucy might be alive. If she was, she’d just celebrated her twenty-first birthday two weeks ago. And she might even be somewhere close by. Her fingers itched to pick up the phone and call her parents, but she couldn’t do that until she knew for sure. She wouldn’t dare take a chance on raising their hopes only to have them dashed.

				It seemed to take forever, but Katie managed to get through the wrap of the crime scene, giving her statement and chugging a bottle of water.

				Impatience zipped through her. She looked at Jordan. “Are you ready?”

				“She apparently still lives with her par—” He shot her a look. “The family that she—” He held his hands up.

				Katie bit her lip. “I guess they’re her parents now, aren’t they?”

				Jordan nodded. “I’m sorry. I know this is a hard one, but she’s lived with them for fourteen years. If they raised her as their own, then yes, she probably thinks of them as her parents.”

				“Okay. I know you’re right. I’ll just have to remember that.” She paused. “In fact, we probably should talk to her parents first and ask them the best way to approach telling Lucy the truth about her past.”

				Jordan pressed the phone to his ear. “She’s not answering her phone.”

				“Then I’ll sit outside her house until someone comes home.”

				The four-hour drive to Raleigh, North Carolina, passed mostly in silence broken by Katie’s phone calls to the Banks residence every thirty minutes.

				Katie was glad for Jordan’s company. He drove to the address he’d gotten from his buddy at Quantico. Bill and Lindsay Banks lived in an older middle-class neighborhood with a lot of ranch-style houses on one-acre lots. The Banks’ still hadn’t answered when Jordan pulled to the curb of the house.

				Katie’s phone rang, and she glanced at the ID, then at him. “It’s my parents’ number.”

				“Go ahead and answer it. We’re just going to be doing a waiting game for the next little while. I’ll step out of the car and give you some privacy if you want.”

				Katie shook her head and clicked the phone off. “No. I don’t want to talk to them yet. I want to be able to tell them I found Lucy and when they can see her.”

				“You think finding Lucy is going to make your mother love you again?” He asked the question softly and she winced. He grimaced. “Never mind. I’m sorry.”

				“No,” she said, her voice low. “It’s a valid question. The answer is—I don’t know.”

				“But you keep trying.”

				She gave a sad smile. “I don’t know how to stop at this point.” She took a deep breath. “However, I do think I’m going to have to come to terms with the fact that my mother may never change, and I’m going to have to figure out a way to accept that.”

				“And forgive yourself for Lucy’s kidnapping?”

				Another wince. “Yes.” She shot him a look. “Just like you need to forgive yourself for the death of that little girl.”

				Jordan’s fingers flexed on the steering wheel. “I know it wasn’t my fault. In my head I know that.”

				“I understand. I’ve finally come to see that Lucy’s kidnapping wasn’t my fault. I didn’t cause it. Someone else chose to do that and blaming myself is exactly the wrong thing to do. God doesn’t blame me. My mother may blame me, but God doesn’t, and that’s what I have to get through to my heart.”

				“You’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

				“I have.” She gripped his hand. “Jordan, that little girl’s death wasn’t your fault. God doesn’t blame you.”

				His throat worked and he nodded. “I’m starting to see that.” He glanced at her. “Thanks to you.”

				Her phone rang and she jerked. “My dad again.”

				“Answer him, Katie. Talk to him.”

				With a deep sigh, Katie pressed the button. “Hello?”

				“Hi, Katie, I hope this is a good time.” Her mother’s voice echoed in her head. For a moment, shock held Katie speechless. Her mother had called her.

				She cleared her throat. “Hi, Mom. I have time. What can I do for you?”

				After a slight hesitation, her mother said, “I wanted to know if you’d like to come to lunch on Sunday.”

				Katie felt tears spring to her eyes. “I would love to, but—” She bit her lip. No sense in pushing things too soon. She’d ask her father about her mother’s out-of-character behavior later.

				“But why am I calling?”

				“It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad you did.” She swallowed hard against another rush of tears.

				“It does matter and maybe this isn’t the time or the way to handle it, but to put it bluntly, I’m tired of being afraid.”

				“What?”

				Her mother cleared her throat. “Your father told me what happened with you. How someone threatened to hurt you if you didn’t stop looking for Lucy.” A sob and then a shaky breath filtered through. “And it was like a slap in the face. Since the day you decided to become a cop, I’ve been preparing myself to lose you, too. When your father told me what you were going through, with the fire, then the car wreck, it was a wake-up call. I’ve been consumed by fear and I refuse to live that way any longer. And I needed to tell you.”

				Katie sat stunned, unable to think, breathe, move. She finally let out a small gasp.

				“I owe you an apology, Katie, and I didn’t want to tell you this over the phone, but I didn’t want to wait another minute, either. I love you and I’m so sorry for not being the mother you needed.”

				Tears rolled down Katie’s cheeks. How long had she waited to hear those words? A car pulled into the Banks’ driveway and Katie sucked in a deep breath.

				“I love you, too, Mom. Thank you for calling and telling me. I needed to hear it.”

				They hung up with promises to get together soon. Katie looked at Jordan, still in shock. “Did that just happen?”

				“Sounds like it.”

				“Could you hear?”

				A light flush highlighted his cheeks. “Sorry, but yes. Every word.”

				“She loves me,” Katie whispered. “I did all I could to earn her love, but she didn’t care about all that stuff.”

				“You can’t earn love, Katie. And I think that’s a hard lesson for all of us to learn sometimes. Love is a gift and you can’t earn a gift.”

				“Ephesians two, verse eight,” she whispered.

				“What does it say?”

				“‘For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.’” Katie lifted her eyes to his. “She just offered me the gift of her love, a love I was trying so hard to earn, and I’m about to explode.”

				Jordan reached out and placed a hand under her chin. Her eyes met his very intense and direct gaze. “What’s not to love?” he asked softly.

				Katie wondered if she’d ever be able to draw a deep breath again. Her heart felt too full. Like it had grown several sizes and was squeezing her lungs. “What are you saying?”

				“I’m saying...we have a lot to talk about. After you figure out if your sister is here.”

				Katie almost started laughing at the timing of everything. Instead, she gave a hiccupping sniff and took the tissue Jordan handed to her. “Let me get myself cleaned up and then we can go in.” She mopped and scrubbed, then inspected the damage in the visor mirror. “It’s a good thing I don’t normally wear makeup,” she muttered.

				Jordan smiled and opened his door. “Ready?”

				“As I’ll ever be.”

				She climbed out of the car and walked toward the house.

				* * *

				Jordan took a deep breath as he stood beside Katie and watched her rap on the front door. This was it. They had no idea if Lucy was here or not. But someone was home.

				Footsteps sounded and then they were face-to-face with a woman in her late forties. Jordan thought about the profile Seth had sent him. One he’d had to skim fast. But he recognized Lindsay Banks.

				Katie smiled. A quick twitch of her lips. “I’m Katie Randall. I was wondering if I could have a moment of your time.”

				“What’s this about?”

				“It’s about your daughter.”

				“Lucy?”

				“Um...yes, ma’am. Lucy.” Jordan heard her choke on the name, but she forced it out.

				“Is she all right?” Stark terror stood out in the woman’s eyes.

				Jordan said, “She’s just fine as far as we know, but we have some information we need to share with you. Is she here?”

				“No. She’s at work.”

				Jordan could tell they were scaring the poor woman to death. Katie apparently sensed it, too. “Mrs. Banks, could we just come in and sit down?”

				“I’m sorry, I don’t let strangers in my house.”

				Katie sighed and flicked a look at Jordan. She pulled out her badge and showed it to the woman. Mrs. Banks sucked in a deep breath and pressed a hand to her lips. “Do I need to call my husband?”

				“If you’d like to. He needs to hear this, too.” It might be better to have both of them there. Were they in on the kidnapping? Did they know what Frank had been up to? Her gut said no, Frank acted on his own, but Katie wanted to know that for sure.

				Mrs. Banks stepped back and opened the door. Jordan followed Katie and the woman into a formal living area. She gestured to the couch, but didn’t sit. Katie took one end of the sofa and Jordan slid into one of the straight-backed wooden chairs. He figured Mrs. Banks would feel better without him looming over her.

				She crossed her arms and let her gaze swing back and forth between them. “Now, what’s this all about? Is Lucy in trouble?”

				“Not at all,” Jordan said. “Are you going to call your husband?”

				She hesitated. “Tell me what this is about first.”

				Katie ran a hand through her hair and sent up a silent prayer for the right words. “Mrs. Banks, we know you lost a daughter when she was seven years old.”

				The woman’s eyes went wide and she sank into the nearest chair. “Yes. That’s right.”

				“And we know soon after that you took in a young girl about the same age.”

				“Yes. Lucy. Her parents were killed in a fire and there were no other living relatives.” She gave a small laugh and rubbed her head. “It’s just amazing how it all happened, really. I was grieving for Jenny.” Her eyes teared up. “I still do, but—” a tremulous smile curved her lips “—my brother, Frank, is a detective in Spartanburg. Frank appeared on my doorstep with little Lucy, saying she needed a home. When I saw her, I couldn’t say no.” She sighed. “She saved my life.” She twisted her fingers. “You see, I couldn’t have any more children after Jenny, so...she was my world and when she died...”

				Katie reached over and patted the woman’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Banks. I can’t imagine how awful that was for you and Mr. Banks.”

				Katie had a sneaking suspicion that the Banks’ had no idea that Frank had kidnapped Lucy. “Did you not see news reports on Lucy? I know she made CNN and other major news networks.”

				Mrs. Banks grimaced. “We don’t watch the news. Too depressing.”

				A fact Frank would have known.

				Mrs. Banks closed her eyes. “I don’t talk about Jenny’s death very much, simply because it was a horrible time.” When she opened her eyes, her grief faded and she smiled. “But Lucy was—” She paused. “Lucy was our gift straight from God.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHTEEN

				Katie cleared her throat, but the knot that had developed refused to budge. She talked around it. “Mrs. Banks, we have reason to believe that your Lucy is really Lucy Randall.”

				The woman’s forehead creased. “Who’s that?”

				“A young girl who was taken from her home fourteen years ago.”

				“Taken.” Mrs. Banks gaped. “And you think—”

				“Ma’am, I know this is hard to process, but we have evidence that Frank Miller kidnapped Lucy Randall and gave her to you.”

				Jordan’s soft words filled the room.

				“Evidence?” she whispered. “No. Oh, no, please...”

				“Would you like to call your husband? There’s more.”

				With a shaky hand, Mrs. Banks pulled a cell phone from her jeans pocket and dialed a number. “Bill, there’s a bit of an emergency at home. I need you to come.” She listened. “No. I’m not hurt. Just come and drive carefully. You don’t need to speed.” She hung up and looked at Katie, then Jordan. “What’s this evidence?”

				Katie exchanged a glance with Jordan and decided to just be honest. “Frank’s been arrested for murder and attempted murder. We have someone who puts his unmarked car at the scene of the kidnapping, and he basically admitted to taking her.”

				The woman’s face went a pale gray. Katie had to contain herself from demanding Mrs. Banks get on the phone and call Lucy and tell her to come home. First she had to help these people deal with this shock. Then she could see Lucy.

				“Frank? Arrested?” She sounded dazed.

				Katie bit her lip. The news was too much. She should have had Mrs. Banks call her husband right away. She slid over and took the woman’s hand. “We’ll wait for your husband to get here to finish this.”

				She nodded and for the next twenty minutes, they sat. Just when Katie thought she couldn’t bear the silence a minute longer, the front door opened and Mr. Banks bolted into the house. “Linds? Where are you?”

				“Here, Bill.” Mrs. Banks stood and her husband whirled. His salt-and-pepper hair was askew, as though he’d run his hands through it repeatedly on the drive home. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

				“They think Lucy is—” She couldn’t say another word as sobs overtook her.

				Bill Banks looked at Katie and Jordan. Katie introduced herself and began the story once more.

				When she finished, the couple simply stared at her in shock.

				“So you’re saying my birth family is still alive?” A soft voice from the dining room grabbed their attention. Katie jumped to her feet.

				Mrs. Banks cried out. “How much did you hear?”

				“All of it. Daddy called and said there was something wrong at home and he wasn’t sure what, but it sounded serious. I came right here. I heard you talking and didn’t want to interrupt and—” she spread her hands “—I heard everything.”

				Katie stared at the young woman. A stranger and yet...familiar, too. “Lucy,” she whispered.

				Lucy looked at her. “So I was kidnapped?” She stared at her parents. “You told me they were dead. That they all died.” She wrinkled her brow. “I remember them, you know. In snatches and bits and pieces, but I remember them.”

				Mrs. Banks sobbed against her husband’s shoulder.

				Katie sucked in a deep breath. “Lucy, what do you remember about that day?”

				“He took me from the yard. He was very nice, but very firm. He was a police officer and told me I had to go with him. So I did.” She swiped a hand through her hair. “He became my uncle. Uncle Frank. I remember being sad and missing my family. My sister. Katie.” She whispered the name, and Katie bit back a sob.

				“That’s me. I’m Katie,” she said softly.

				Lucy’s brow rose and her eyes narrowed as horror entered them. “You’re my sister?”

				“Yes.”

				“I was kidnapped.”

				Katie nodded. “And I’ve been looking for you ever since.”

				Lucy’s gaze flew from Katie to Jordan to her parents and back to Katie. “I need to sit down.”

				She slid to the sofa next to her mother, and Katie restrained herself from reaching out and touching the girl. Lucy hugged her mother, then crossed the room to her father and wrapped him in a tight hug. She looked at Katie. “I want to see your evidence. If what you say is true, I want to know beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

				Katie nodded. It seemed to be all she could do.

				Tears in her eyes, Lucy smiled, then moved to wrap Katie in a tight hug. “I’ve missed you.”

				Katie let a sob slip out as she hugged her sister back. “And oh, how I’ve missed you.”

				Lucy drew in a deep breath and looked at her parents. Katie followed her gaze. They looked shell-shocked. Katie knew what she had to do. She looked at her sister. “Take your time and reassure them, then call me.” She pulled a card from her pocket and slid it in her sister’s hand.

				Lucy’s tears spilled over, but she simply nodded as Katie turned to leave.

				Jordan slipped his hand over hers and gave her a squeeze. She squeezed back and made it out the door and into the car before she turned, wrapped her arms around his neck and cried her happiness into his shoulder.

				And bless the man, he let her do it.

				After about ten minutes, he started mopping her face with a tissue. “Come on, Katie, I’m going to need an oar to steer the car if you keep this up.”

				She sniffed and sat away from him, taking the tissue and finishing the job. “I’m sorry, I’m just so happy and almost unwilling to believe it’s true. We found her.”

				He handed her a bottle of water. She eyed it suspiciously. “How long has this been in here?”

				He laughed. “Since last night. It won’t kill you, I promise.”

				She took a swig and sighed. “I need to call my parents.”

				“Yes.”

				Katie took out her phone and dialed her parents’ number. Her mother answered on the second ring. “Hi, Mom. I’ve got some news for you.”

				“News? What kind of news?”

				“We found Lucy.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

				Katie looked around the dinner table. Christmas Day had arrived with snow flurries and cold temperatures, but inside her parents’ warm house, Katie marveled at her mother’s bright eyes and happy smile. She kept coming back to the sight of Lucy sitting between her birth parents, with the parents who’d raised her sitting across the table.

				Jordan sat to her right. And wonder of wonders, his parents had agreed to join them. His father wasn’t falling over himself to be pleasant to Katie, but at least he could be in the same room and not cast blame.

				Jordan said his parents had spent many hours working out the fact that his mother had chosen to keep Neil’s secret. They were going to counseling to deal with everything, including accepting that Katie didn’t deserve Paul’s blame. And he was beginning to see the light.

				Katie just shook her head. Never in a million years would she have pictured this scene. And yet here they all were.

				Tears threatened and she rose on the pretense of carrying some empty dishes into the kitchen.

				Jordan followed her. She put the dishes into the sink and felt his hands fall on her shoulders. He turned her to face him. “All you all right?”

				She looked up into his eyes and felt her heart kick into overdrive. “I’m more than all right. I don’t have the words to describe how I feel right now. I feel overwhelmed with how everything worked out.” A tear slipped down her cheek and he brushed it away. “This isn’t the normal ending to a kidnapping.” She blinked. “I really believed she was dead, Jordan.”

				“I know. I did, too.”

				“And I keep having trouble wrapping my mind around the fact that we found her.”

				“I know.”

				“You know how Lucy’s other mother said that Lucy was her gift from God? Well, reuniting our family is another gift.”

				“God’s done some amazing work over the last few weeks. One of those things was keeping you alive to enjoy this moment.” He pulled her to him and buried his face in her neck. “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been killed.”

				She pushed him back and cupped his cheeks with her palms. “I think I love you, Jordan.”

				He blinked, then gave a laugh and grabbed her around the waist to lift her so they were nose to nose. “I know I love you, silly woman.”

				He kissed her, a long, thorough kiss that left her breathless. She grinned. “I’m so thankful God sent me to Finding the Lost.”

				“Will you marry me?”

				She gaped. “Marry you?”

				“What? Too soon?”

				“No. Yes. Maybe. No.”

				He grinned. “So which one do I pick?”

				She laughed through her tears. “Yes.”

				“Soon?”

				“Soon.”

				“Awesome.”

				He planted another kiss on her lips, and she clung to the happiness and blessings God had chosen to bestow upon them.

				She pulled back. “Not every day is going to be this wonderful, you know.”

				“I know, but let’s enjoy while it lasts.”

				“I’m good with that.”

				She kissed him again, knowing her future was bright and God’s love was enough to get them through whatever came their way. God’s unconditional love. A love she couldn’t earn, but which was freely given.

				A love she accepted with a grateful heart. A love she planned to pass down to her children and her children’s children. Children. The thought made her weepy again. Oh, yeah, she wanted children. Jordan’s children.

				Jordan pulled back and kissed her nose. “Merry Christmas, Katie.”

				“Merry Christmas, Jordan.”

				* * * * *

				

				Keep reading for an excerpt from FORCE BY NATURE by Dana Mentink.

			

		

	
		
			
				Questions for Discussion


					1. Katie Randall’s little sister disappeared from their front yard fourteen
						years ago. She has blamed herself ever since. Do you think she was
						irresponsible in leaving her sister to help her neighbor? Have you made a
						mistake in your past that had serious consequences you still blame yourself
						for?

					2. Jordan Gray only works cold cases. He has
						his own past mistakes to overcome and forgive himself for. He feels like
						it’s his fault a child died, which is why he no longer works current
						abductions for the FBI. He joins Finding the Lost and meets Katie. Do you
						think the timing is coincidental, or do you think God sometimes places
						people in our lives at just the right time for a specific purpose?

					3. Katie has dedicated her life to finding her
						sister. She feels like she is unworthy to have happiness until her sister is
						found. Is there something you’re so passionate about that you would put your
						life on hold to “fix” it?

					4. Jordan is attracted to Katie, but his
						parents blame her for Neil’s death. He doesn’t want to do anything to upset
						his parents, so he has to fight his attraction for Katie. Have you ever been
						in a situation where you didn’t want to hurt someone so you put your own
						feelings aside?

					5. More than anything, Katie wants to be loved.
						Why do you think she feels the way she feels?

					6. Katie does her best to earn her mother’s
						love and each time she does something her mother still doesn’t love her.
						It’s like being rejected over and over. If you were in Katie’s shoes, would
						you keep trying or would you give up? Why?

					7. What is your favorite scene in this
						story?

					8. Who is your favorite character in the
						story?

					9. Detective Frank Miller was going through a
						very hard time, with his marriage crumbling and his niece dying. He made a
						decision to kidnap a child in order to save his sister’s life and pull her
						out of her depression. What did you think about Frank after you found out
						his reasons for taking Lucy? Did you feel sorry for him at all? Why or why
						not?

					10. Were you surprised Katie’s sister, Lucy, was
						still alive?

					11. When Katie finally finds her sister and has
						to tell her sister’s “parents” that they have “adopted” a kidnapped child,
						they are devastated. Did you feel compassion for this couple? Why or why
						not?

					12. Katie finally realizes that she can’t earn
						her mother’s love any more than we can earn God’s love. We will never be
						good enough or do enough right things to make God love us. He chose to love
						us so much that He sent His son to die for us. Katie’s mother finally tells
						her why she pushed her away for so long and tells Katie she loves her. Her
						mother’s confession and subsequent offer of love frees Katie up so much. But
						what if Katie’s mother hadn’t come around? What if Katie had to go through
						the rest of her life without her mother’s love? Do you think she would have
						found peace at some point? Especially with Jordan by her side?

					13. Jordan’s mother kept her knowledge about
						Neil from her husband because she was scared it would bring on another heart
						attack. Do you think her reasons were valid? That she did the right thing?
						Or do you think she should have told him? (Remember, she just lost her son,
						and losing her husband because she told him the truth about Neil would have
						destroyed her.) What would you have done in her shoes?

					14. What about Jordan? Should he have kept the
						truth about Neil’s activities from his parents? Do you think letting them,
						most specifically his father, believe that Neil was wrongly arrested was the
						right thing to do? To spare their feelings? Or do you think it prevented
						their healing?

					15. Were you surprised by who the villain was?
						If so, who did you think was the bad guy?


			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Thank you so much for joining me on this journey, not
					just to find Lucy, but to discover the unconditional love of an amazing God and
					His free gift of eternal life to those who would accept it. I’m so glad His love
					is something I can’t earn. Why? Because I could never do enough to earn a love
					like that. Having to earn God’s love is a setup for failure. Just like Katie
					couldn’t earn her mother’s love, we can’t earn God’s. Katie had the choice to
					accept her mother’s love in the end—or reject it—and she chose to accept it. As
					a result, it set her free in an emotional sense. God’s love sets us free from
					death. I pray you now have this love and have accepted His priceless gift.

				Again, I hope you enjoyed the story and drew closer to God as a
					result of reading it. I love to hear from my readers. Feel free to find me on
					the internet at www.lynetteeason.com and sign up with my newsletter if you’d
					like to be notified of upcoming dates for my books to be released. I’m also on
					Facebook at www.facebook.com/lynette.eason and Twitter @lynetteeason.
					God bless you and until next time,
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				ONE

				Something about the man silhouetted on the
					dock made Antonia Verde’s body hum with tension. His aviator sunglasses caught
					the waning Florida sunlight as he peered at his sleek cell phone, his mop of
					sandy hair tousled around his face by a steady breeze. No different than any
					other tourist basking in the warmth of a late November afternoon, Antonia told
					herself, eyeing him from the beach below.

				The waves, green-gold and fueled by an approaching storm,
					slapped at her ankles. The air held a sharp scent of rain, roiling clouds
					speckling the white sand with shadows. Perhaps it was the threat of inclement
					weather that made her jumpy. But it was an incoming tropical storm, nothing
					more, hardly a source of concern for a lifelong Floridian, and she’d wanted a
					quick sketch of the agitated surf.

				More likely her uneasy feelings were a by-product of what she’d
					recently survived. Having just returned from San Francisco, where she was almost
					buried alive in an earthquake-ravaged opera house, she had a right to be
					jittery. Not to mention the fact that she’d had the uncanny feeling she’d been
					followed on her way home from the airport by someone in an expensive car. All
					she’d seen of him was a flash of an arm through the partially rolled-down
					window, a split-second glimpse of his face. Who would follow an out-of-work
					artist driving a beat-up Ford?

				I’m just on edge, that’s all.

				Memories from her disastrous trip needled her. So what if San
					Francisco had been a catastrophe, netting her no job and no money to help her
					sister set up a new life away from Mia’s terrible soon-to-be ex-husband. She was
					alive and ready to find a steady job if it killed her, and nothing—especially
					not her own paranoia—was going to delay that. Still, she wished she could rewind
					the afternoon and make a different decision, to choose to linger in the shabby
					old family home with the cracked tile in the kitchen and the screen door that
					didn’t quite close. There were plenty of flaws in that house, but the biggest of
					all was that it was simply a house now, not a home. That was what had driven her
					out to the beach, the solace of waves, the healing salt air.

				She sucked in a deep breath, pulled her long black hair back
					from her face and squared her shoulders. Common sense returned in a rush.

				Why shouldn’t she march right out of the water and climb up to
					the dock where she’d left her sketch pad and pastels? The man with the cell
					phone was just a tourist, gazing out across the waves toward the tiny resort
					island accessible only by boat, shrouded here and there by clusters of
					mangroves. It was the place where Antonia did not dare allow her glance to
					wander. Isla Marsopa. Porpoise Island.

				Reuben Sandoval was there, she’d heard, still trying to
					resurrect the dilapidated resort. She knew Reuben was advertising for a painter,
					someone to create a beautiful fresco for his hotel, but she would rather walk
					across a bed of burning coals than become involved with him again. There was
					only a tiny part of her that did not echo with memories of Reuben, and she was
					desperate to keep that smallest bit intact.

				The man looked up from his phone perusal, eyes flicking across
					the pristine white sand, then returning to settle on her. What was it about him
					that struck her as familiar? She bent and made a pretense of examining the ivory
					perfection of a lady slipper shell. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him
					dial his phone, eyes glued to her as he did so, and flick a glance toward his
					watch.

				It hit her. His chunky gold watch, worn low and loose on his
					slender wrist, caught the sunlight. Could it be the same watch worn by the
					driver who had trailed her for miles from the airport? He’d passed her at times,
					eyeing her so closely it made her blood run cold, before he fell back to trail
					her some more. Her heart thudded. Was he sent by her brother-in-law, hoping she
					would lead him to where her sister was in hiding after her release from jail?
					Hector would do anything to get his daughter, Gracie, back, and to punish Mia
					for taking her. After a long moment, the man tucked the phone in his pocket,
					straightened his sleeve and walked away toward the end of the dock.

				Relief and embarrassment tumbled inside her. Wrong about the watch, Antonia. Plenty of guys have
					gold watches, and she couldn’t see it clearly from this distance. She was truly
					paranoid. After having a drug runner for a brother-in-law and her sister thrown
					in jail for attempted murder, maybe it wasn’t such an unexpected turn of
					events.

				She dug her toes into the sand, drawing comfort from the
					sensation that there was ground under her feet, even if she couldn’t see it
					through the agitated water. With a sigh that was caught up by the spiraling
					wind, she headed back toward the dock, stopping suddenly when the man appeared
					on the beach, his leather shoes out of place, scuffling through the sand.

				Her pulse skipped faster as he put himself between her and the
					dock. She looked for someone else, anyone else, but the beach was quiet except
					for the slapping of the waves.

				Antonia, take control. The solution
					was easy. No need for panic. She would swim a mile or so down the coast to
					another perfect cove that was much more popular, storms notwithstanding. She’d
					come back later for her art supplies. She was wearing a tank top and shorts
					instead of a swimsuit, but no matter. This man in his leather loafers and blazer
					was not about to follow her into the ocean. Problem solved.

				She sloshed out to deeper water and paddled past the sheltered
					cove. The pull of the tide was strong, but so was she. Ignoring the spray tossed
					by the wind that stung her eyes, she kept a steady pace until she was a good
					fifteen feet in. In the distance the swaying cabbage palms that dotted Isla
					Marsopa bent under the increasing pressure of the storm. The familiar twinge
					twisted her gut as she thought about her past with Reuben Sandoval, exploring
					that tiny paradise.

				Keep swimming, she told herself fiercely. Paralleling the
					shore, she fought the tumbling waves, making her arduous way up the coast,
					intermittently treading water to preserve her strength. In the distance she
					caught sight of the dock where Reuben kept his beloved boat and, for a painful
					moment, she wondered if he had painted over the name on the stern, Black-Eyed Beauty, his nickname for her.

				Her black-eyed beauty was not enough to help him see the truth
					about his brother. Even when Hector Sandoval tried to kill her sister and Mia
					acted in self-defense, Reuben took his brother’s side and turned his back on
					Antonia and Mia, insisting to the police Hector had left the drug trade behind
					when their father died five years prior. She had to admit Hector had been
					convincing; both she and her sister believed he was on the straight and narrow,
					too, for a time. How wrong they’d been. Every one of them. The mistake had cost
					Mia everything, and Antonia the man she had loved more than anyone else on
					earth. Black-Eyed Beauty—now the name stung like
					salt in a fresh wound.

				She didn’t have time to wallow in any more painful memories as
					she heard an unexpected sound, the throb of a Jet Ski engine. Swimming in little
					circles, she tried to locate the source, but the waves made it difficult. Over
					the cresting foam, she caught a glimpse of a Jet Ski moving slowly, the driver
					twisting his head around as if he were looking for something.

				Not something. Her nerves sizzled.

				Someone.

				Her.

				She suddenly realized this person was somehow connected to the
					gold watch man on the beach. Either that or she was completely crazy.

				But the man on the Jet Ski was not out for a relaxing evening
					jaunt.

				Her plan to swim up the coast was in serious jeopardy unless
					she could outwait him, outlast his game of cat and mouse. Tucking her chin low,
					she began to tread water, waiting for the cat to lose interest.

				* * *

				Reuben Sandoval tried again to sew a patch on the canvas
					awning that protected his boat from the elements. The material frayed, giving
					way like sand through his fingers until he threw the patch down in disgust. The
					thing was beyond repair, a feeling he’d begun to have lately about everything in
					his life.

				The Isla Marsopa Hotel was deteriorating faster than he could
					patch it together. Ironic, since his brother, Hector, had enough money—the
					riches left behind by their father—to transform Isla into a place that would
					rival the finest hotels in Florida. But Hector would not touch Isla because it
					had been their mother’s, and Reuben would not ask for the same reason. And
					others. Their family had fractured neatly down the middle the night their mother
					snatched the boys from their father, Arlo, to pull them away from the drug
					trade, only to die less than a year later in a car accident. It had taken Reuben
					many years to understand her decision to leave, and his brother never had. One
					thing he knew with absolute clarity: he would not touch one penny of their
					tainted inheritance.

				Reuben meant to restore the three-story Victorian jewel on his
					own, with whatever money he could earn from his struggling citrus grove. How
					could he not? Yes, the hotel was ramshackle and the guest bungalows outdated,
					but the grounds looked out on an ocean panorama that was unparalleled, and the
					rest of the island was a nature preserve, which ensured its wild beauty would
					remain unspoiled. Accessible only by boat, the island curved gently,
					embracing—it seemed to Reuben—the mangrove islands and lagoon in its sandy arms.
					With its old-world charm, Isla was the perfect getaway, and he knew it was the
					reason his mother had clung so desperately to this one asset left to her by her
					father. It was, quite simply, breathtaking.

				Something bumped against his leg, and he bent to give the aged
					tabby a scratch. “Hey, Charley. Didn’t go fishing today, so I don’t have a treat
					for you. Weather’s not good, buddy.”

				Charley pushed against Reuben’s hand, poking at him with a
					sandpapery nose. The cat ought to understand about bad weather. His mother found
					the half-drowned kitten shivering under an overturned boat in the wake of
					Hurricane Charley that blasted down on the island. Reuben cast an uneasy glance
					at the sky.

				“Going to blow into a hurricane,” a gravelly voice said.

				Reuben wasn’t surprised he hadn’t heard Silvio approach. The
					grizzled old man seemed sometimes to be part of the sand and surf and
					wind—always there, always had been. Behind him trailed a black man with an
					affable grin.

				“Is that your vote or from the National Hurricane Center?”
					Reuben said.

				“Don’t need anyone to tell me. Know it.”

				Reuben nodded to the younger man. “You think so, too, Gav?”

				Gavin scooped up the cat, which purred in delight. “Dunno. I’m
					from San Diego, remember? This hurricane stuff is your department. I’m just here
					to collect the meager pittance you provide me. Once I earn my master’s, I’m
					settling permanently in the Golden State. It’s safe there.”

				“Yeah, those earthquakes are a piece of cake,” Reuben said.

				Gavin waved a hand. “They’ll clean up from that last one
					eventually. It’ll cost a chunk of change, though, and speaking of change...”

				Reuben laughed. “Yeah, I remember.” He fished a crumpled check
					from his pocket. “It’s payday.”

				“Muchas gracias, Señor Sandoval,”
					Gavin said.

				“De nada, Señor Campbell, and your
					Spanish is horrendous, by the way.”

				With a smile, Gavin turned to go. Reuben wanted to let him.
					There was so much to do on the island, and there would be significant damage to
					repair after the storm receded, his mind added grimly, but he could not risk any
					lives. “Gav, take the extra boat and get back to the mainland. I’ll contact you
					after the storm passes.”

				Gavin squinted. “I’m okay. I can hunker down in a bungalow
					until it’s over.”

				Reuben shook his head. “This isn’t a run-of-the-mill storm.
					I’ll send Silvio and Paula with you.”

				“Ain’t going,” Silvio said. “Haven’t secured all the windows.
					We’ve got a day or two yet anyway.”

				Reuben doubted Paula, Silvio’s wife, would be interested in
					leaving any more than her husband.

				Gavin crossed his arms. “What if I say I ain’t going
					either?”

				“I’d say I’m your boss and you’re fired.”

				Gavin broke into a wide smile. “When you put it that way...
					I’ll go get my pack. Call you after the storm passes.”

				Reuben cast an eye along the surf again, surprised to see
					someone on a Jet Ski plowing through the choppy water.

				“I’ll take care of the windows,” Silvio said.

				“There’s no way I can crowbar you off this island, is there,
					old man?” he said, a mixture of love and exasperation blowing through him.

				Silvio scratched his chin. “’Course not. You should go. I’m
					tougher than you, boy.”

				Reuben laughed. After losing two fingers and sight in his left
					eye in Korea, Silvio just might be right. “But your wife is tougher than both of
					us put together, and if she’s staying, I guess we all are.”

				Silvio sighed, the clouds painting odd shadows on his wrinkled
					face.

				They both turned to follow the progress of the Jet Ski, which
					seemed to be puttering in aimless loops.

				“Always one with no sense,” Silvio said. “Some tourist gonna
					get himself drowned for sure and wash up here for me to deal with.”

				Reuben had to agree. If it was idiotic to stay on the island
					with an approaching tropical storm that was likely to morph into a hurricane, it
					was lunacy to be out prancing around on a Jet Ski at such a time.

				The guy continued to travel in circles, stopping every so often
					to peer down into the water.

				“Engine trouble maybe?” Reuben hazarded.

				Silvio answered with a snort. “More likely doesn’t know how to
					run the thing. Rented it thinking he was going to be some sort of expert.” He
					plucked at a hair in his sparse beard.

				Reuben was already moving toward his boat. The little
					nineteen-foot Bowrider was not much to look at and certainly not enough to
					enchant resort guests, but it was plenty able to get this nut back to land
					before he drowned himself.

				“Leave him be,” Silvio muttered.

				Reuben eyed the sun, which was beginning to sink into a clouded
					horizon. “Only another half hour before sunset.”

				“Too bad. He can learn to respect the ocean the hard way.”

				Gruff words from the guy who was following Reuben on board and
					helping him cast off. As they motored out, Reuben fought the wheel to keep the
					boat steady against waves determined to drive them off course.

				The man seemed oblivious to their approach. He wore no life
					jacket over his massive, bare shoulders, water lashing his face, which was still
					too far away to see clearly. Stupid, but sturdy.

				Reuben was amazed at how quickly the storm had worsened even in
					the past half hour. The Jet Ski driver had no doubt been taken by surprise as
					well, though he continued to meander rather than making for shore. “Hey,” Reuben
					called over the sound of the engine.

				The man didn’t hear him.

				Reuben edged the boat closer, ten feet away, until the guy
					looked up, face slack with surprise. “We can take you back,” Reuben shouted.
					“Climb aboard and we’ll tow the ski.”

				The man didn’t react. Reuben assumed he hadn’t heard and was
					about to repeat the message when the craft abruptly turned around and sped off
					toward the Florida coast, heaving on the angry waves.

				Reuben shot a look at Silvio, who was shaking his head. “Told
					you. Thickheaded. He’s got to learn the hard way.”

				Reuben’s stomach tightened for some reason he could not fathom.
					He did not think the man had been circling in the midst of a storm for pleasure.
					There was something intense about the hostile stare, the tight mouth—something
					cold and hard. Contrary to Reuben’s assessment, the guy was obviously quite
					competent on his Jet Ski.

				Silvio patted his shoulder. “Come on, boy. Enough good deeds.
					Back now. Got to batten down.”

				Reuben snapped out of his reverie after one more look at the
					departing jet skier, who was nearly out of sight. He was ready to push back
					toward Isla when something caught his eye, a glimmer of color that did not match
					the angry gray of the sea. He looked again and saw only the roiling surf.

				“Let’s go,” Silvio repeated.

				“Hang on,” Reuben said, wiping the spray from his face. “I saw
					something.” Seconds ticked into a full minute. Another glimmer—yellow. Something
					yellow. His heart contracted. A swimmer?

				“Hold her steady,” he shouted to Silvio as he climbed to the
					edge of the boat and over the metal railing, which was heaving so violently he
					could not hope to fish the woman, or whatever it was, out of the water.

				“Ya crazy, boy?”

				Reuben ignored him as he pinpointed the location of the yellow
					flash and dove in. The violence of the water disoriented him, and he closed his
					mouth to keep from swallowing. Now he could see nothing but a wall of ocean,
					pitching and heaving around him. He did a slow circle, salt stinging his
					eyes.

				Silvio’s right. You are crazy. It
					had probably been a plastic bag or a towel lost by a careless beachgoer,
					certainly not a woman. He turned to swim back to the boat when he saw it again,
					only this time he was not imagining it.

				Out of the gray surge he saw a woman’s raised hand, silhouetted
					for a moment against the waning sun. Then the waves rose up between them and she
					disappeared.
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				Stormswept: Finding true love in the midst of nature’s fury

			

		

	
		
			
				The pull of the tide was strong, but so was she.

				She sloshed out to deeper water and paddled past the sheltered cove. In the distance, the swaying cabbage palms that dotted Isla Marsopa bent under the increasing pressure of the storm. The familiar twinge twisted her gut as she thought about her past with Reuben Sandoval, exploring that tiny paradise.

				Keep swimming, she told herself fiercely. Paralleling the shore, she fought the tumbling waves, making her arduous way up the coast, intermittently treading water to preserve her strength. In the distance, she caught sight of the dock where Reuben kept his beloved boat, and for a painful moment, she wondered if he had painted over the name on the stern, Black-Eyed Beauty, his nickname for her.

				Over the cresting foam, she caught a glimpse of a Jet Ski moving slowly, the driver twisting his head around as if he was looking for something.

				Not something. Her nerves sizzled.

				Someone.

				Her.
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				He calmed the storm to a whisper and stilled the waves.

				—Psalms 107:29

			

		

	
		
			
				To the brave men and women of the U.S. Coast Guard.
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				ONE

				Something about the man silhouetted on the dock made Antonia Verde’s body hum with tension. His aviator sunglasses caught the waning Florida sunlight as he peered at his sleek cell phone, his mop of sandy hair tousled around his face by a steady breeze. No different than any other tourist basking in the warmth of a late November afternoon, Antonia told herself, eyeing him from the beach below.

				The waves, green-gold and fueled by an approaching storm, slapped at her ankles. The air held a sharp scent of rain, roiling clouds speckling the white sand with shadows. Perhaps it was the threat of inclement weather that made her jumpy. But it was an incoming tropical storm, nothing more, hardly a source of concern for a lifelong Floridian, and she’d wanted a quick sketch of the agitated surf.

				More likely her uneasy feelings were a by-product of what she’d recently survived. Having just returned from San Francisco, where she was almost buried alive in an earthquake-ravaged opera house, she had a right to be jittery. Not to mention the fact that she’d had the uncanny feeling she’d been followed on her way home from the airport by someone in an expensive car. All she’d seen of him was a flash of an arm through the partially rolled-down window, a split-second glimpse of his face. Who would follow an out-of-work artist driving a beat-up Ford?

				I’m just on edge, that’s all.

				Memories from her disastrous trip needled her. So what if San Francisco had been a catastrophe, netting her no job and no money to help her sister set up a new life away from Mia’s terrible soon-to-be ex-husband. She was alive and ready to find a steady job if it killed her, and nothing—especially not her own paranoia—was going to delay that. Still, she wished she could rewind the afternoon and make a different decision, to choose to linger in the shabby old family home with the cracked tile in the kitchen and the screen door that didn’t quite close. There were plenty of flaws in that house, but the biggest of all was that it was simply a house now, not a home. That was what had driven her out to the beach, the solace of waves, the healing salt air.

				She sucked in a deep breath, pulled her long black hair back from her face and squared her shoulders. Common sense returned in a rush.

				Why shouldn’t she march right out of the water and climb up to the dock where she’d left her sketch pad and pastels? The man with the cell phone was just a tourist, gazing out across the waves toward the tiny resort island accessible only by boat, shrouded here and there by clusters of mangroves. It was the place where Antonia did not dare allow her glance to wander. Isla Marsopa. Porpoise Island.

				Reuben Sandoval was there, she’d heard, still trying to resurrect the dilapidated resort. She knew Reuben was advertising for a painter, someone to create a beautiful fresco for his hotel, but she would rather walk across a bed of burning coals than become involved with him again. There was only a tiny part of her that did not echo with memories of Reuben, and she was desperate to keep that smallest bit intact.

				The man looked up from his phone perusal, eyes flicking across the pristine white sand, then returning to settle on her. What was it about him that struck her as familiar? She bent and made a pretense of examining the ivory perfection of a lady slipper shell. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him dial his phone, eyes glued to her as he did so, and flick a glance toward his watch.

				It hit her. His chunky gold watch, worn low and loose on his slender wrist, caught the sunlight. Could it be the same watch worn by the driver who had trailed her for miles from the airport? He’d passed her at times, eyeing her so closely it made her blood run cold, before he fell back to trail her some more. Her heart thudded. Was he sent by her brother-in-law, hoping she would lead him to where her sister was in hiding after her release from jail? Hector would do anything to get his daughter, Gracie, back, and to punish Mia for taking her. After a long moment, the man tucked the phone in his pocket, straightened his sleeve and walked away toward the end of the dock.

				Relief and embarrassment tumbled inside her. Wrong about the watch, Antonia. Plenty of guys have gold watches, and she couldn’t see it clearly from this distance. She was truly paranoid. After having a drug runner for a brother-in-law and her sister thrown in jail for attempted murder, maybe it wasn’t such an unexpected turn of events.

				She dug her toes into the sand, drawing comfort from the sensation that there was ground under her feet, even if she couldn’t see it through the agitated water. With a sigh that was caught up by the spiraling wind, she headed back toward the dock, stopping suddenly when the man appeared on the beach, his leather shoes out of place, scuffling through the sand.

				Her pulse skipped faster as he put himself between her and the dock. She looked for someone else, anyone else, but the beach was quiet except for the slapping of the waves.

				Antonia, take control. The solution was easy. No need for panic. She would swim a mile or so down the coast to another perfect cove that was much more popular, storms notwithstanding. She’d come back later for her art supplies. She was wearing a tank top and shorts instead of a swimsuit, but no matter. This man in his leather loafers and blazer was not about to follow her into the ocean. Problem solved.

				She sloshed out to deeper water and paddled past the sheltered cove. The pull of the tide was strong, but so was she. Ignoring the spray tossed by the wind that stung her eyes, she kept a steady pace until she was a good fifteen feet in. In the distance the swaying cabbage palms that dotted Isla Marsopa bent under the increasing pressure of the storm. The familiar twinge twisted her gut as she thought about her past with Reuben Sandoval, exploring that tiny paradise.

				Keep swimming, she told herself fiercely. Paralleling the shore, she fought the tumbling waves, making her arduous way up the coast, intermittently treading water to preserve her strength. In the distance she caught sight of the dock where Reuben kept his beloved boat and, for a painful moment, she wondered if he had painted over the name on the stern, Black-Eyed Beauty, his nickname for her.

				Her black-eyed beauty was not enough to help him see the truth about his brother. Even when Hector Sandoval tried to kill her sister and Mia acted in self-defense, Reuben took his brother’s side and turned his back on Antonia and Mia, insisting to the police Hector had left the drug trade behind when their father died five years prior. She had to admit Hector had been convincing; both she and her sister believed he was on the straight and narrow, too, for a time. How wrong they’d been. Every one of them. The mistake had cost Mia everything, and Antonia the man she had loved more than anyone else on earth. Black-Eyed Beauty—now the name stung like salt in a fresh wound.

				She didn’t have time to wallow in any more painful memories as she heard an unexpected sound, the throb of a Jet Ski engine. Swimming in little circles, she tried to locate the source, but the waves made it difficult. Over the cresting foam, she caught a glimpse of a Jet Ski moving slowly, the driver twisting his head around as if he were looking for something.

				Not something. Her nerves sizzled.

				Someone.

				Her.

				She suddenly realized this person was somehow connected to the gold watch man on the beach. Either that or she was completely crazy.

				But the man on the Jet Ski was not out for a relaxing evening jaunt.

				Her plan to swim up the coast was in serious jeopardy unless she could outwait him, outlast his game of cat and mouse. Tucking her chin low, she began to tread water, waiting for the cat to lose interest.

				* * *

				Reuben Sandoval tried again to sew a patch on the canvas awning that protected his boat from the elements. The material frayed, giving way like sand through his fingers until he threw the patch down in disgust. The thing was beyond repair, a feeling he’d begun to have lately about everything in his life.

				The Isla Marsopa Hotel was deteriorating faster than he could patch it together. Ironic, since his brother, Hector, had enough money—the riches left behind by their father—to transform Isla into a place that would rival the finest hotels in Florida. But Hector would not touch Isla because it had been their mother’s, and Reuben would not ask for the same reason. And others. Their family had fractured neatly down the middle the night their mother snatched the boys from their father, Arlo, to pull them away from the drug trade, only to die less than a year later in a car accident. It had taken Reuben many years to understand her decision to leave, and his brother never had. One thing he knew with absolute clarity: he would not touch one penny of their tainted inheritance.

				Reuben meant to restore the three-story Victorian jewel on his own, with whatever money he could earn from his struggling citrus grove. How could he not? Yes, the hotel was ramshackle and the guest bungalows outdated, but the grounds looked out on an ocean panorama that was unparalleled, and the rest of the island was a nature preserve, which ensured its wild beauty would remain unspoiled. Accessible only by boat, the island curved gently, embracing—it seemed to Reuben—the mangrove islands and lagoon in its sandy arms. With its old-world charm, Isla was the perfect getaway, and he knew it was the reason his mother had clung so desperately to this one asset left to her by her father. It was, quite simply, breathtaking.

				Something bumped against his leg, and he bent to give the aged tabby a scratch. “Hey, Charley. Didn’t go fishing today, so I don’t have a treat for you. Weather’s not good, buddy.”

				Charley pushed against Reuben’s hand, poking at him with a sandpapery nose. The cat ought to understand about bad weather. His mother found the half-drowned kitten shivering under an overturned boat in the wake of Hurricane Charley that blasted down on the island. Reuben cast an uneasy glance at the sky.

				“Going to blow into a hurricane,” a gravelly voice said.

				Reuben wasn’t surprised he hadn’t heard Silvio approach. The grizzled old man seemed sometimes to be part of the sand and surf and wind—always there, always had been. Behind him trailed a black man with an affable grin.

				“Is that your vote or from the National Hurricane Center?” Reuben said.

				“Don’t need anyone to tell me. Know it.”

				Reuben nodded to the younger man. “You think so, too, Gav?”

				Gavin scooped up the cat, which purred in delight. “Dunno. I’m from San Diego, remember? This hurricane stuff is your department. I’m just here to collect the meager pittance you provide me. Once I earn my master’s, I’m settling permanently in the Golden State. It’s safe there.”

				“Yeah, those earthquakes are a piece of cake,” Reuben said.

				Gavin waved a hand. “They’ll clean up from that last one eventually. It’ll cost a chunk of change, though, and speaking of change...”

				Reuben laughed. “Yeah, I remember.” He fished a crumpled check from his pocket. “It’s payday.”

				“Muchas gracias, Señor Sandoval,” Gavin said.

				“De nada, Señor Campbell, and your Spanish is horrendous, by the way.”

				With a smile, Gavin turned to go. Reuben wanted to let him. There was so much to do on the island, and there would be significant damage to repair after the storm receded, his mind added grimly, but he could not risk any lives. “Gav, take the extra boat and get back to the mainland. I’ll contact you after the storm passes.”

				Gavin squinted. “I’m okay. I can hunker down in a bungalow until it’s over.”

				Reuben shook his head. “This isn’t a run-of-the-mill storm. I’ll send Silvio and Paula with you.”

				“Ain’t going,” Silvio said. “Haven’t secured all the windows. We’ve got a day or two yet anyway.”

				Reuben doubted Paula, Silvio’s wife, would be interested in leaving any more than her husband.

				Gavin crossed his arms. “What if I say I ain’t going either?”

				“I’d say I’m your boss and you’re fired.”

				Gavin broke into a wide smile. “When you put it that way... I’ll go get my pack. Call you after the storm passes.”

				Reuben cast an eye along the surf again, surprised to see someone on a Jet Ski plowing through the choppy water.

				“I’ll take care of the windows,” Silvio said.

				“There’s no way I can crowbar you off this island, is there, old man?” he said, a mixture of love and exasperation blowing through him.

				Silvio scratched his chin. “’Course not. You should go. I’m tougher than you, boy.”

				Reuben laughed. After losing two fingers and sight in his left eye in Korea, Silvio just might be right. “But your wife is tougher than both of us put together, and if she’s staying, I guess we all are.”

				Silvio sighed, the clouds painting odd shadows on his wrinkled face.

				They both turned to follow the progress of the Jet Ski, which seemed to be puttering in aimless loops.

				“Always one with no sense,” Silvio said. “Some tourist gonna get himself drowned for sure and wash up here for me to deal with.”

				Reuben had to agree. If it was idiotic to stay on the island with an approaching tropical storm that was likely to morph into a hurricane, it was lunacy to be out prancing around on a Jet Ski at such a time.

				The guy continued to travel in circles, stopping every so often to peer down into the water.

				“Engine trouble maybe?” Reuben hazarded.

				Silvio answered with a snort. “More likely doesn’t know how to run the thing. Rented it thinking he was going to be some sort of expert.” He plucked at a hair in his sparse beard.

				Reuben was already moving toward his boat. The little nineteen-foot Bowrider was not much to look at and certainly not enough to enchant resort guests, but it was plenty able to get this nut back to land before he drowned himself.

				“Leave him be,” Silvio muttered.

				Reuben eyed the sun, which was beginning to sink into a clouded horizon. “Only another half hour before sunset.”

				“Too bad. He can learn to respect the ocean the hard way.”

				Gruff words from the guy who was following Reuben on board and helping him cast off. As they motored out, Reuben fought the wheel to keep the boat steady against waves determined to drive them off course.

				The man seemed oblivious to their approach. He wore no life jacket over his massive, bare shoulders, water lashing his face, which was still too far away to see clearly. Stupid, but sturdy.

				Reuben was amazed at how quickly the storm had worsened even in the past half hour. The Jet Ski driver had no doubt been taken by surprise as well, though he continued to meander rather than making for shore. “Hey,” Reuben called over the sound of the engine.

				The man didn’t hear him.

				Reuben edged the boat closer, ten feet away, until the guy looked up, face slack with surprise. “We can take you back,” Reuben shouted. “Climb aboard and we’ll tow the ski.”

				The man didn’t react. Reuben assumed he hadn’t heard and was about to repeat the message when the craft abruptly turned around and sped off toward the Florida coast, heaving on the angry waves.

				Reuben shot a look at Silvio, who was shaking his head. “Told you. Thickheaded. He’s got to learn the hard way.”

				Reuben’s stomach tightened for some reason he could not fathom. He did not think the man had been circling in the midst of a storm for pleasure. There was something intense about the hostile stare, the tight mouth—something cold and hard. Contrary to Reuben’s assessment, the guy was obviously quite competent on his Jet Ski.

				Silvio patted his shoulder. “Come on, boy. Enough good deeds. Back now. Got to batten down.”

				Reuben snapped out of his reverie after one more look at the departing jet skier, who was nearly out of sight. He was ready to push back toward Isla when something caught his eye, a glimmer of color that did not match the angry gray of the sea. He looked again and saw only the roiling surf.

				“Let’s go,” Silvio repeated.

				“Hang on,” Reuben said, wiping the spray from his face. “I saw something.” Seconds ticked into a full minute. Another glimmer—yellow. Something yellow. His heart contracted. A swimmer?

				“Hold her steady,” he shouted to Silvio as he climbed to the edge of the boat and over the metal railing, which was heaving so violently he could not hope to fish the woman, or whatever it was, out of the water.

				“Ya crazy, boy?”

				Reuben ignored him as he pinpointed the location of the yellow flash and dove in. The violence of the water disoriented him, and he closed his mouth to keep from swallowing. Now he could see nothing but a wall of ocean, pitching and heaving around him. He did a slow circle, salt stinging his eyes.

				Silvio’s right. You are crazy. It had probably been a plastic bag or a towel lost by a careless beachgoer, certainly not a woman. He turned to swim back to the boat when he saw it again, only this time he was not imagining it.

				Out of the gray surge he saw a woman’s raised hand, silhouetted for a moment against the waning sun. Then the waves rose up between them and she disappeared.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO

				Antonia realized the error in her plan. Though the water was in the seventy-degree range, her teeth had begun to chatter and the inactivity left her chilled and numb. She couldn’t see the man on the watercraft at the moment, but she knew he could stay on that Jet Ski much longer than she could tread water. It was too far to shore, and even Isla Marsopa was impossible for her to reach without being seen.

				Panic began to edge up in her gut as the waves slapped harder at her face and shoulders. She was beginning to lose her sense of direction as the cold gripped her. At one point she thought she heard a motor, but the roaring sea confused her ears. The sky was dimming. Soon it would be too dark for him to spot her, but it would also be impossible for her to find her way back to shore.

				She would be adrift, gradually sucked under into a dark void until her lungs filled with water.

				Antonia knew there were many more lives hanging in the balance than her own. If she died, who would help support Mia and Gracie? Who would send the small payments to their mother, who had moved into a trailer home in Jacksonville when she could no longer manage the house? Antonia tried to quell the panic and kicked harder to keep her chin above water. Soon she would have no choice but to make for Isla Marsopa and hope she could avoid detection. She did not allow herself to imagine what Reuben would say if she managed to make it to his shore.

				What seemed like an endless amount of time went by before she realized she could not even hear the Jet Ski anymore, nor could she spot the driver’s bulky form over the cresting waves. Had he really gone? A wall of water obscured everything else from view. She did not dare believe it, but gone or not, she had to make for Isla before she drowned. She remembered her father’s voice, patient and soft, teaching her to swim when she was a child. Let the water hold you up, Antonia. Don’t fight it.

				She tried to relax, but her fear had risen high enough to override good sense. Forcing her arms into action, she pushed in what she hoped was the right direction. Waves sucked and pulled at her and every stroke was a fight. Chin down, she fought as hard as she could against the ocean, but, like her father also reminded her many times before he passed, The ocean always wins.

				She would not let it win now. Teeth gritted, she kicked hard and cut through the waves, making what she thought was good progress until she stopped to rest and felt herself being sucked back toward the mainland, in spite of her efforts to tread water.

				Father God, help me.

				It was dark now, and a spatter of rain had begun to fall. Her ears rang with the sound of the ocean. Ahead she imagined she saw a light. Had she gone farther than she thought? Was it the light from the old hotel? A boat? With a final burst of energy she fought her way toward it until her arm came into contact unexpectedly with something soft and pliable. She grabbed at it, but her fingers slipped loose.

				Then a hand took hold of her wrist, and she felt herself being towed along. Poor light and the spray of surf and rain made it impossible to see who was dragging her along, but she knew it did not matter anyway. Staying in the ocean meant death. She tried to kick her feet and help her rescuer, but her legs had become so cold and numb she was a helpless weight.

				Then there was a boat. Cold metal. Calloused hands reaching down. Strong arms holding her up. Wind teasing goose bumps onto her skin. A familiar old man plucked her from the ocean, leading her to a seat and wrapping a musty blanket that smelled faintly of trout around her shoulders.

				She was shaking so badly that her vision blurred. Blinking hard and clamping her jaw shut to keep her teeth from rattling, she shook the hair from her face and looked into the broad cheekbones, the full lips, the chin with a scar and those eyes that held so many secrets. Reuben Sandoval stood on the heaving deck, water dripping from his cropped hair, molding the T-shirt and shorts around his lithe body.

				She was too cold to feel surprise, shock, dismay or any other emotion. It was as if she had landed in a strange dream and the only functioning part of her body was the part that said, Thank You, God, that I am alive.

				Reuben knelt on the deck and looked intently at her, as if he were trying to convince himself what he saw was real. He said something in a voice so low she could not hear it over her chattering teeth. He reached toward her, and for a brief moment she felt a combined terror and longing. Instead of embracing her, he pulled the blanket more firmly around her shoulders.

				Then he took the captain’s chair next to her and asked Silvio, the old man whom she recognized, to take them back.

				Back where?

				To the mainland where her small battered house waited?

				To the dock where she remembered suddenly she’d left her art supplies?

				To Isla Marsopa, she realized through her confusion.

				To the island where her heart had been torn apart by a storm fiercer than any hurricane.

				* * *

				Reuben should have felt deep shock at finding it was Antonia Verde he’d just fished out of the Atlantic Ocean, but for some reason, he felt more confusion than anything else. Antonia was never far from his thoughts or his memories in the year they’d been apart. Reminders of her lingered in the warm sand where they’d hunted for shells. They survived in the crisp air that made her hair dance across her laughing face and the Florida sun that bronzed her perfect skin. He’d known she’d returned; he’d heard as much from his brother.

				Hector kept it simple. The little traitor is back, Reuben. Look out.

				Mia had energetically sought to destroy his brother and excuse her own mistakes by accusing Hector of attacking her, forcing her to defend herself. Upon Mia’s release from jail, she’d taken Gracie and run, leaving his brother desperately missing his little girl. Reuben suspected that Antonia knew perfectly well where her sister was holing up and was probably even helping her. Still, the sight of her shivering, clutching the blanket around herself as if it were some sort of armor, twisted his stomach. The traitor, the lush-lipped, silk-skinned traitor who killed him on the inside, still charged his body with a rush of feeling.

				“I need to go back to the mainland,” she said, after a few stuttering attempts to speak.

				“Too dark,” Reuben said.

				She looked as though she wanted to respond, but the shivering turned into full-on trembling and she hunched deeper into the blanket.

				Fine by him. Silence was probably the better of many options that would lead to angry words. Again. Curiosity burned inside him and he longed to question her, but instead he helped Silvio tie up to the dock after they fought the waves back to Isla Marsopa. Silvio helped Antonia out, and Reuben followed them into the main house, where a light shone in the lower level.

				Paula met them in the lobby. Her red hair had long ago faded, overcome by gray, but her eyes sparked in her tan face. “Antonia Verde?” She blinked with recognition. “What happened out there?”

				“Let’s get her something warm to drink,” Reuben said, temporarily staunching the explanation that he, too, was eager to hear.

				Reuben gestured toward a wooden chair and fetched another blanket as Paula heated some water for tea. He was relieved that they hadn’t lost power yet. The generator had been fussy and he hadn’t had time to tinker with it.

				Paula wrapped a nubby wool blanket around Reuben’s shoulders and handed them each a cup of hot tea. Antonia clutched hers with both hands, delicate fingers cupping the mug and holding it close to her chest.

				“Gotten yourself into more trouble, I see,” Paula said. “And dragged Reuben along.”

				Antonia looked up, and a tiny flash of spirit returned to her features. Reuben felt a swell of relief and something else deep in his core.

				“I didn’t ask for anyone’s help,” Antonia said.

				Paula sniffed. “Reuben isn’t the kind to let a person drown, even if that person is an enemy.”

				Antonia stiffened. “I’m sorry to cause trouble.”

				Gavin came in, a pack on his shoulder. “I was ready to head back to the mainland, but I couldn’t find you....” He broke off when he saw Antonia. “Who are you?”

				“Antonia Verde,” she said through chattering teeth.

				Gavin’s eyebrows shot up. “Here I thought you were trying to get people off this island, Mr. Sandoval.”

				Reuben would have laughed in different circumstances. “Storm’s worse. You’ll have to bunk here for the night, Gav. I’ll take you back at first light.”

				Gavin shrugged. “Sure thing. One more of Paula’s meals will make it worthwhile.”

				Paula’s face broke into a rare smile. “You’re a flatterer, Mr. Campbell.”

				“My grammy says flattery will get you nowhere, but I find it usually scores me a second piece of pie.”

				Reuben worked out a plan. “Paula, can you get the Seabreeze ready? It’s the only bungalow that’s relatively decent.”

				“If that’s what you want,” Paula said. “Mr. Campbell, set the table for dinner, please.”

				Gavin sighed. “If I could only convince her to call me Gav.” He set about plopping silverware haphazardly on the oval dining table.

				Paula gave Antonia a final glare and went out, Silvio following.

				“Thanks, but there’s just no way I can spend the night here,” Antonia said.

				“Unless you’re going to swim back, I don’t see much of a choice for you.” Reuben kept his tone level. “What happened?”

				She avoided looking at him. “I swam out too far.”

				“I got that. Who was on the Jet Ski, and what did he want with you?”

				She sipped tea without seeming to taste it. “I don’t know. I think he might have been sent by a guy who followed me from the airport earlier. He was watching me from the beach, so I thought I’d swim up the coast and avoid them both.”

				Two guys? He felt a tightening in his gut. “Why are they after you?”

				Antonia put the mug down on the antique trunk that served as a coffee table, her hands trembling. “Like I said, I don’t know. It could be just my imagination.”

				It was unlike her to be guarded. “Better call the cops.”

				Antonia shook her head, sending droplets of water through the lamp-lit lobby. “It’s nothing. Probably a misunderstanding.”

				“Don’t think so. Cops are a good idea.”

				Her eyes flashed at him. “The cops already believe I lied to support my sister, and so do you.” The words wobbled a bit at the end, and he saw her swallow hard.

				He took the brunt of it, the anger that flowed from her and was nearly a match for his own. He spoke lower, hoping Gavin wasn’t hearing every word. “Keep the past out of this.”

				“I’d be happy to.” Antonia stood, discarding the blanket, chafing her arms to warm up. He remembered the softness of those arms, tender, loving, and the memory awakened an ache deep inside. He stood, too, walking to the window and looking out toward the restless sea. He drew close to her, close enough to imagine he could feel the warmth of her skin, hear the soft purr of her breathing. Close, but far enough away to remember what she’d done.

				“Stay the night. I’ll take you back in the morning if the storm will allow.”

				Antonia was staring at the spotted junonia shell nestled on the marble fireplace hearth. “It’s the same one, isn’t it?” she said, voice low.

				He didn’t answer.

				She traced a finger over the broken edge, and he was drowned in the memory. Happy times, her finding the lovely specimen, him ready to throw the broken shell back into the surf.

				“No, keep it,” she’d insisted. “It’s been damaged, but that makes it more beautiful.” She’d kissed him and run off to find another shell, leaving the broken junonia in his fingers.

				He’d loved her for that, for finding beauty in the brokenness. He watched now as she carefully replaced the shell on the mantel and turned to face him with none of the tenderness he had yearned for in those black, beautiful eyes.

				“I’ll walk you to the bungalow,” he said.

				Gavin made no comment as he watched them go.

				* * *

				Antonia could not see much as they made their way over the dark path, wind chilling her even further. She was relieved to find that Paula and Silvio had gone, leaving a lamp on to illuminate the wood flooring and stonework above a tiny fireplace. A little settee with cheerful blue-striped cushions complemented the azure bookcase. It must be Paula’s work as Reuben was color-blind, which was why he usually wore all black to make the matching easier. Or maybe the decor was another woman’s contribution. Not hard to believe; Reuben was a poet at heart, gorgeous, loyal, and in the past one look from his chocolate eyes made her weak in the knees.

				She swallowed the thought.

				Reuben cleared his throat and shoved his hands into his pockets, a gesture she knew he’d learned in his childhood.

				“Paula left you a change of clothes.”

				Antonia saw the faded Gators sweatshirt and pants. The housekeeper hadn’t handed them over cheerfully, she was sure, but Antonia was in no position to be fussy. She could not wait to exchange her soaking garments for dry ones.

				Reuben opened a small cupboard and handed her a flashlight. “Storm may take out our electricity, but we’ve reinforced the walls so it’s more up to code than the main house.”

				He turned to go.

				“Thank you,” she blurted. “I mean, thank you for getting me out of the water and, um, letting me stay here—just until morning.”

				He smiled—a shy grin, like a teen after his first kiss. She could not look away from his lips, expressive and sculpted perfectly. Tender, she remembered, and loaded with promises. Promises he could not keep.

				“You’ll be our last guest of the season.” Something sad flickered across his face.

				“You haven’t made much progress on the hotel?”

				“Dry July and August and frost last December messed up the oranges. Not a lot of cash to funnel into this place. I managed to fix up two rooms in the main house and this bungalow, so we’ve had only a few paying customers.”

				His gaze ran over the wooden beams.

				The irony confused her. Hector was rolling in money, yet Reuben struggled. But when push came to shove, she reminded herself, he had his brother’s back, not yours.

				“I’ll be ready first thing in the morning,” she said, trying for a stronger tone than a dripping wet, exhausted woman should command.

				“We’ll get you there as soon as we can. By morning we should have a better forecast on the storm.” He hesitated. “Nee...”

				The endearment cut at her, and she saw that he regretted the slip.

				Memories flitted through her mind.

				“Why are you staring at me?”

				His smile, those lips. “The light in your eyes, it’s like the sky just before the sun rises.”

				She looked feverishly around the room. “Nice. Nice place.”

				“Antonia, your life isn’t my business anymore, but if you were scared enough of that man on the Jet Ski to risk drowning, you should talk to the cops. I can arrange...”

				“No,” she said quickly. “I don’t want you to arrange anything. I’m sorry I wound up here, Reuben. Believe me, it wasn’t my intention. I appreciate your help, but I’ll go tomorrow.”

				“And then disappear again.”

				“That’s what you want, isn’t it?” She swallowed. “The best thing for both of us.”

				His gaze hardened, and she knew what was coming. “Where’s Gracie?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Yes, you do. You’re helping your sister break the law. Ironic, since that’s what you accused my brother of doing.”

				“She asked me to help her do what she had to do because Gracie’s life is more important than your brother’s selfishness.”

				“It’s not selfish to want to see your child. He loves Gracie.”

				“He put her in danger by getting back into the business. He attacked her mother.”

				“He didn’t...” Reuben broke off, the muscles around his jaw working. “There’s no point getting into it now.” He exhaled. “You will probably never believe this, but he misses Gracie, and so do I. More than I can say.”

				Without another word he opened the door and walked into the night.

				She watched him from the window, standing behind the curtain in case he might turn around again and catch her there. He stopped at the bend in the path, looking not back at the bungalow, but straight ahead at the delicate peaked roof of the main house, wondering perhaps how it would escape the storm without damage. It struck her that she’d never considered how Reuben might have felt about losing Gracie. She should have known. In happier times she’d seen him spend hours on the floor stacking blocks or clomping around on his hands and knees pretending to be Gracie’s trusty palomino. Her throat tightened and tears pricked her eyes.

				But Mia was right. Hector was dangerous, and she could not allow him back into her life. And that meant Reuben, too.

				All around, the island twisted and bent under the increasing threat. It seemed to her that nothing on Isla Marsopa escaped unscathed. His mother died on her way to the island. Reuben was chained to a disastrously expensive repair. And Antonia herself would never be able to picture Isla without remembering what she had most treasured...and lost.

				Her vision blurred and she blinked hard as the darkness swallowed Reuben up. Tomorrow she would choose to face the wrath of the storm, no matter how strong, rather than revisit the tattered wreck of her past with Reuben. It would be kinder for both of them.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE

				Reuben was prowling the hotel grounds long before sunup, and the massive cloud wall illuminated by the moon didn’t bode well for the coming day. The scenario was all too grimly familiar. He and everyone else from Jamaica to the eastern seaboard had been tracking the progress of the monstrous storm, which started as a tropical wave that ballooned over the west coast of Africa before strengthening into a depression. From there it burgeoned into a tropical storm that parked for a while over the Caribbean Sea, taunting almost, before launching itself into what the National Hurricane Center had officially deemed a bona fide hurricane. It would strike land in less than forty-eight hours.

				He swallowed a sick feeling. Hurricane Charley had been a Category 4 with wind speeds of 130 miles per hour. The hotel had barely survived. This approaching menace, which had now been named Hurricane Tony, was projected to equal or surpass that rating.

				He arrived in the kitchen and grabbed a piece of the succulent green banana and pork patties left over from Paula’s delectable meal the night before. She’d been cooking all his favorites lately. The worse things got, the more Paula cooked. As he savored each bite, he decided to make a renewed effort to get her and Silvio off the island. And, of course, Antonia. His thoughts wandered to the tiny bungalow.

				He wondered if she had been warm enough. Perhaps he should have lit a fire or brought her a snack.... He mentally chided himself. Over and done. She’s not yours to worry about. As he wrestled the front door open to round up boards and nails, he stopped short. A boat was moored next to his. An expensive cabin cruiser that looked out of place against the rickety dock. He froze, thinking whoever had been after Antonia the night before had come to finish the job.

				He’d sprinted a yard down the path toward the bungalow when a voice stopped him.

				“Slow down before you hurt yourself.”

				His brother stood at the side entrance to the hotel, a cigarette held between his slender fingers. He flashed a lazy smile. “We need to talk, brother.”

				Reuben sighed in relief and joined Hector on the veranda, where he got a better look at the bruise darkening his cheekbone. “What happened?”

				Hector shrugged and shot a look at the roiling sea. “Inside. No need to stand in the rain.”

				“Lose the cigarette,” Reuben said.

				Hector did so without the usual flippant comment.

				Reuben followed his younger brother inside, suddenly colder than he had been moments before. The hotel lobby was gloomy, quiet, as though the old building itself was waiting for the storm to land.

				Hector paced in front of the bay window, and Reuben let him do so without interruption. You couldn’t hurry Hector, no matter how hard you tried.

				When he’d gazed out at the wind-lashed palms for a while, and then seemingly studied every inch of the pine molding and floors, he turned around. “There’s trouble coming. I tried to keep it from you, but it’s bigger than me.”

				Reuben braced himself. That his brother would admit to weakness was the most telling thing. He was not talking about the storm. “Who?”

				Hector broke off, eyes narrowing as the floorboards creaked. “Who’s that?”

				Gavin came into the room, his expression sheepish. “Sorry. Didn’t want to interrupt.” He held up his pack. “Thought the boat was leaving.”

				Reuben introduced Gavin to his brother.

				“A pleasure,” Hector said in a voice that indicated it was anything but.

				“I’ll just go back upstairs. Call me when you’re ready to go.” He left.

				Hector waited a long moment before he resumed. “It’s Garza. He wants Isla.”

				Reuben steeled himself. “He’s always wanted it.” It was the perfect hub for him to get his drugs into Florida. The Garza family, led by Frank Garza, was in tight with the Colombian drug lords who flew their products to the Bahamas, using a number of ingenious methods to get it to prearranged spots in the ocean where speedboats would pick it up. What Garza needed was a piece of land with few people to interfere, within close proximity to the mainland, from which he could set loose his fleet of speedboats for any given operation, so many that the coast guard could not possibly nab the one vessel that held the illicit cargo.

				“He’s decided it’s time to acquire it. Now.”

				Reuben groaned inwardly. Plenty of dark shallow shoals around Isla where boats could lead authorities on a goose chase if it came down to it. Isla was perfect. Garza had sent people before with offers to buy. When he’d declined, one of Reuben’s bungalows had mysteriously burned down and his best boat had been scuttled. “I told him to his face that Isla was mine and I won’t sell it at any price, and he’s not going to bully me into handing it over.”

				“And he believed you,” Hector said with a wry smile. “That is why he means to take it without your permission.”

				Reuben studied his brother. “So he’s asked you to persuade me?”

				“I refused, of course. My guy, Benny, arrived before they got too far into trying to convince me, but he knows we are close and so he asked me to tell you as a courtesy. I guess he thinks since we were in the same business together once, I will understand the urgency of his request. I do. He’s dead serious, Reuben.”

				“I can’t believe this. I’ll go to the cops.”

				“If you wish, but you and I both know that’s a waste of effort. You can never get any proof to stick on Garza. He’s like Teflon.”

				Reuben’s mind raced. He forced himself to say it. “Hector, you’re clean, right? You weren’t trying to leverage your way back into the business using Isla?” He waited for his brother to face him, to look deep into his eyes and proclaim he had not returned to running the cocaine trade that had made his father rich.

				Hector’s eyes burned, and Reuben knew he’d made a mistake. “It was not enough to have my wife almost kill me because she didn’t believe me? I’m to repeat it over and over to you, brother?” Hector closed the gap between them. “I made a promise to you. I was out of it. I promised Mia, too, but she wouldn’t believe me, and now I have no wife and she took my child.” His voice cracked slightly. “My wife, my daughter. Don’t tell me it will cost me my brother, too.”

				Reuben gripped his brother’s shoulder. “No, it won’t.”

				Hector allowed a tight smile, his gaze wandering around the aged kitchen. He touched the bruise on his cheek. “Isla is a wreck, you know. Maybe it’s not worth it.”

				Anger flamed inside Reuben’s gut. It was worth everything. The old hotel and the island on which it barely stood were their mother’s legacy, the shining piece of hope she held on to when her husband took up drug running, when he turned into someone she could no longer respect. “I won’t let it go.”

				“Our mother wouldn’t, either,” Hector spat, “and now she’s dead.”

				The past crackled between them like lightning. “We’ve been through this. She wanted more for us.”

				He shook his head. “She ran.”

				“She felt she had no choice.”

				“Our father loved her, worshipped her, like I did Mia.”

				“Our father worked for drug runners.”

				“Yet she did not mind the nice clothes, the private schools for her boys, the trips. She didn’t protest about those things, did she?”

				“She stopped respecting him, Hector, and that was the end.” He added quietly, “You can’t force someone to love you.” That lesson was ground into him, at least.

				Hector did not answer.

				A palm branch slapped against the window. Reuben took a deep breath and stepped back. It was not the time. “I’m not giving Isla to anyone.”

				Hector sighed. “I know, and I would be disappointed if you gave in. I just needed to warn you. There’s more coming at you than a hurricane, and you were never the ruthless type.”

				Ruthless, Reuben thought, is a relative term. Though he wanted nothing more than to live a quiet life with his orange groves and to shuttle guests to and from the island, it might be necessary to fight.

				I’m not afraid of a fight, little brother.

				Not afraid at all.

				* * *

				Antonia hurried through the rain to the main house, hoping there might be some instant coffee she could help herself to before anyone else awoke. Truth was, she was hungry, too, but she would not take food from Reuben. It seemed wrong to take anything from him now.

				Letting herself in quietly, she saw Reuben standing, hands on hips, face a mask of irritation or concern, she could not tell. She stopped in the doorway, uncertain. She’d just made up her mind to turn around and go see if she could find Silvio and convince him to ferry her without involving Reuben when, to her horror, Hector stepped out of the shadows, seeming not the least bit surprised to see her.

				“Like the cat that keeps coming back,” Hector said, giving her the once-over.

				Antonia straightened, wishing she didn’t look quite so much like a half-drowned tabby. “I didn’t come back. I had an accident. Reuben is giving me a lift back to the mainland.”

				“He isn’t hard enough to hold a grudge,” Hector said, eyes narrowing. “But I am.”

				Reuben moved between them. “Not now.”

				Hector shrugged. “We are finished with our talk. Don’t stay here, Reuben. It’s dangerous.”

				Antonia noted the look between the two Sandovals.

				“I’m going up to the cupola. I want to see this monster storm approaching. Maybe I will stay here and ride it out.” Hector walked close to her to pass by. She felt her nerves go taut, and she cemented her feet to the floor.

				“You know that I will find my daughter,” he murmured.

				“No,” she shot back. “You won’t touch her.”

				He smiled. “Oh, yes. I will spend every penny and every remaining minute of my life until I find Mia, and then she will return to jail for stealing my daughter from me.”

				Antonia felt her fingers balling into fists. “You won’t get a chance to hurt them again.”

				“When Mia tried to kill me, she ended her right to be Gracie’s mother.”

				“She figured out you were dealing drugs. You attacked her and she defended herself. She paid for that decision by going to jail, but now she’s free and you have no hold on her anymore.”

				“You and your sister, you are trash, from a family of peasants.” Spittle gleamed on his lips.

				It felt as if she had been slapped. Her father had been a fisherman, her mother a seamstress. Hardworking people who toiled every day of their lives to provide for their girls. And Hector, the man who never had an honest job, would dare to speak of them with such disdain?

				Through the anger that nearly blinded her, she realized Reuben had stepped between them. He was inches from Hector. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

				Hector’s eyes flashed. “She’s...”

				“I don’t care,” Reuben said in a quiet voice that had the current of danger running through it. “You will not speak to her that way,” he repeated.

				Antonia felt the tension ribboning through Reuben’s back, through the set of his muscles, the squaring of his jaw. She felt a flash of gratefulness.

				Hector offered a half smile. “I was right. In spite of everything, you still have feelings for her.”

				Reuben flushed. “I will not tolerate you disrespecting her, or any other woman, in my presence. We weren’t raised that way.”

				Hector looked once more at Antonia and then stepped back. “I’m going up now.” He left.

				Reuben sighed. “I’m sorry about that.”

				She was breathing hard, trying not to cry. Gracie, sweet two-year-old Gracie. How could Mia keep her safe with Hector determined to find them?

				Reuben’s brown eyes were soft, and he put a hand on her forearm. She pulled away.

				“Don’t. We both know you think he’s right.”

				“No.” Reuben shook his head. “He’s not right, and even if he was, he doesn’t get to speak to you like that.”

				She gulped as he stroked a hand over her hair with the lightest touch. “No one will disrespect you around me.” His fingers trailed down her hair, onto her shoulder and dropped away, leaving a trickle of sparks behind. “Ever.”

				She breathed hard, trying to gain some control over her stampeding emotions. Quickly she gripped his hand and then released it.

				He turned away. “We’ll get you out of here as soon as it’s full light.”

				Skin still tingling, she grabbed hold of the threads of common sense. Hector was bad, and supporting him made Reuben bad, too. She found that she had twirled a strand of her black hair tightly around her index finger. Quickly she let it go. “I’ll wait in the bungalow.”

				“You don’t have to. Stay here.”

				She wanted to stay, to sit in the worn cushioned chairs in this place that had once been a charming respite, to put away the horrible memories and remember the precious ones, like the chipped junonia shell that now caught the feeble light of dawn. Instead she turned a bit unsteadily and headed into the storm-charged morning.

				* * *

				Reuben went through the motions mechanically; downing a glass of orange juice, trying unsuccessfully again to persuade Silvio and Paula to leave the island, compiling a mental list of things to purchase on the mainland when he dropped off Antonia. Nails, more water, extra batteries, and then back to the island to secure the boats as best he could. None of the preparations dispelled the discomfort he felt at his brother’s visit. Trouble was coming from all fronts. He could not protect his brother; Hector would find a way to take care of himself. But he could, at least, deliver Antonia out of the battle zone. She would never understand why he supported Hector. It cut him. She, like everyone else, would forever believe the Sandoval boys guilty of their father’s sins.

				He knew Hector, knew his faults and weaknesses, but he also knew how his brother defended him when they were teens, stood up for him against a crowd of people who believed him guilty of taking advantage of a local girl. The hatred of the community who was all too willing to accept that he’d done it. The sideways looks and sneered remarks of peers who believed the girl’s story. Cops with an eagerness to convict him glittering in their eyes right up to the moment when they decided they had no evidence to hold him. All because his last name was Sandoval. And when the half dozen boys cornered him at his uncle’s orchard and began to beat him, it was his brother who stood there beside him, taking the punishment, knee-deep in the melee until the cops arrived and broke things up.

				That was the real Hector. Wasn’t it?

				“Enough,” Silvio said.

				Reuben jerked from his thoughts to find Silvio pointing at the water jug he was filling to overflowing in the sink. He turned off the tap. “I’m taking her back now.”

				“Good,” Paula said.

				Silvio chided his wife. “She doesn’t deserve that.”

				Paula didn’t answer as she brushed a kiss on Reuben’s cheek. “Hurry back. Don’t want you caught in the storm.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” Reuben said. He gestured to Silvio to follow him outside and told him about Garza’s threat. “You should take Paula away.”

				“I’ll tell her, but she won’t budge.”

				Reuben experienced twin pangs of both tenderness and worry. The emotions quickened his pace as he hurried to the Black-Eyed Beauty, his breathing edging up a notch when he saw Antonia waiting there, black hair ribboning around her like wings.

				Gavin joined them and stood uncharacteristically quietly on the dock a few paces behind. He’d have to be blind and deaf not to pick up on the tension between the two of them. He merely whistled to himself and looked at the birds wheeling above the water.

				Hector’s boat was gone, and Reuben felt a surge of relief. His brother was a distraction he could not afford. He marveled at the thick wall of black clouds, massed like soldiers on the horizon. This hurricane would not retreat until Florida had experienced the full weight of its power. There were no leisure craft to be seen out in the open. The water empty of the usual ocean lovers. Normally he relished the early morning quiet, but now it bothered him. He thought about calling Silvio to make sure he’d locked up, but was annoyed to discover he’d left his cell phone at the hotel.

				“Look there,” Gavin said, jerking his chin toward the expanse of sea between Isla and the mainland. Just past a clump of black mangroves, a sixteen-foot skimmer tossed up and down on the waves. His gut tightened. Garza had an arsenal of men and boats. Had he decided to start his campaign of intimidation already?

				“Whose boat is that?” Gavin asked.

				“Not sure.” Reuben sent up a prayer that he would be able to deliver Antonia out of the nasty business. She’d been entangled in his family long enough. Their love was irreparably ruined, but he did not want to see her hurt. He would not allow it.

				He blew out a breath when he realized the boat was anchored against the heaving waves. Ridiculous to be out in such weather, but the captain was certainly not one of Garza’s men poised to pursue Reuben. Not yet, anyway.

				Reuben sucked in a deep breath full of humid air. Exhaling slowly, he tried to summon up a sense of calm as he strode toward the Black-Eyed Beauty. The smell hit him, pungent and foul. Gasoline. Moving closer he could make out the puddles on the bottom of the boat, filming the seats, dampening the wooden boards under his feet.

				“Gas?” Antonia said, around his shoulder.

				The crack of a gun cut through her words. He had time to look up and see the incoming flare as it arced gracefully across the sky, splaying a shower of sparks in its wake. Time stood still, freezing him with terror for one endless second before adrenaline propelled him into action. He turned and shoved Gavin off the dock and into the water.

				“Swim, both of you,” he yelled, grabbing Antonia’s hand and yanking her to the edge of the dock.

				She opened her mouth to scream or shout a question, but there was no time. He pushed her off the dock, her slender body neatly cleaving the water.

				When she surfaced, he yelled, “Swim away from—”

				The boat exploded behind them as the flare ignited the gasoline, fiery splinters spiraling around, painting golden arcs in the chaotic wind.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOUR

				Antonia felt bits of wood raining down, knifing into the water around her. She could not understand at first what had happened. Hot embers landed on her shoulder, burning through the wet fabric of her shirt. An eerie, orange glow lit Reuben’s face, and she could see lines of grief there, illuminated for a moment by the remnants of the Black-Eyed Beauty that crackled behind her. The sadness there took her by surprise, the naked sorrow now turning to something else before her eyes, something harder, something dangerous.

				She swiveled in the water to get a look at the burning boat, which glowed like a torch floating on the restless sea. Another flare sailed through the sky and ignited the other boat docked there, a smaller motorboat that caught fire with a whoosh.

				Acrid black smoke blossomed around them. Reuben grabbed her wrist and tugged her away, his grip so strong it hurt. He hauled her until they were out of range of the falling debris.

				“What happened?”

				Reuben’s expression was impossible to read in the weak light, but the intensity of his command was not. “No time now. Swim hard. That way.”

				Gavin spat out a mouthful of water. “He’s right. Do it.”

				She struck out in the direction he’d pointed, away from the dock and back toward Isla, headed for the gap in the mangrove fringe that proved the most direct route. Waves crested over her head leaving her breathless. The lightening sky proved a small measure of help, silhouetting the island against a backdrop of steel gray clouds, obscured here and there by the heavy foliage.

				Part of her mind wanted to mull over the loss Reuben had just experienced. She’d been on or around boats all her life. Her father, a fisherman by trade, was on the ocean nearly every day until his death, and she’d been toted along with him from the time she was a toddler. She knew boats like she knew the vibrant colors of an ocean sunrise or the sound of the beach at night when there was no one around but the scuttling crabs. They were more than wood and engines. They were beloved by their owners, cherished, nurtured...and mourned.

				Just swim.

				It took all her strength to fight through the water, and even with every ounce of determination she found herself slowing against the storm-strengthened surf.

				“Hold on to me. I’ll tow us.”

				She turned off the arguments materializing in her brain and clung to the waistband of Reuben’s pants as he charged through the surf. Against her fingers, she felt the muscles of his back working, strong from hours of hard labor in his orange fields and hotel restoration. He’d always been strong. She’d never beat him at arm wrestling, not once besting him on their sprints around the island. She paddled as best she could to help propel them forward.

				When she could feel the water shallowing out around them, she let go and began forging her own way toward the beach. Wind plastered her hair to her face and left her shivering as they slogged out of the surf; Gavin reaching out to help her. She longed to throw herself down on the sand, just for a moment, to allow her lungs to catch up, but Reuben grabbed her cold hand.

				“Come on.”

				He was nearly sprinting, and she marveled that he still had so much stamina after their frantic swim. Something was fueling him with an unnatural energy. Fear? Sorrow? Anger. The realization scared her. She scrambled after him, past the packed sand and through the ripple of ornamental grasses and clustered palms thrashing in the wind. Charging under the stately oaks dripping with Spanish moss and finally across the green lawn, they made it to the graveled path to the hotel veranda. Slamming through the front door, Reuben locked it behind them.

				Silvio stood there with a phone in his hand, mouth gaping and eyes agog.

				His wife ran into the room holding a pair of binoculars. “What happened? We heard an explosion. Silvio was trying to call you.”

				“Someone blew up my boats,” Reuben snarled.

				Antonia had seen Reuben angry before only a few times. Anger was not an emotion to which he succumbed to often, but now rage flickered in his eyes like a wakening giant. Snatching the phone from Silvio, he stabbed in the numbers. “I’m calling the cops. The guy doused the dock in gasoline and fired a flare from out there on a skimmer.”

				Paula’s face went slack with horror. “What?”

				“Who would do that?” Antonia finally managed around her chattering teeth. His eyes locked on hers, but he did not answer.

				“I’d sure like to know the answer to that,” Gavin said.

				A sinking feeling flooded Antonia’s stomach. Hector’s mob connections. Crime swirled around his family like a dark, fetid wind. Reuben must have read her thoughts because his mouth twisted.

				The cold took over her body, leaving her shivering in the Isla Hotel lobby for the second time in as many days, the lazily turning ceiling fans cooling her even more.

				Gavin absently picked up Charley and cradled the cat to his chest while staring at Reuben. “This kind of thing happen to you often, Mr. Sandoval? Pretty dramatic for a guy who grows oranges and runs a hotel on the side.”

				Something glittered in Gavin’s eyes, a calculating look that surprised Antonia. Then again, the kid had a right to be suspicious after nearly being blown up right along with them.

				Reuben paced as he waited, muscles in his clenched jaw rippling. “This is Reuben Sandoval. I need to talk to an officer about an attempted murder. Someone just blew up my boats. No, no one is injured. I am positive it was not an accident.” He paused. “Myself, an employee and...a guest I was ferrying to the mainland.”

				Antonia didn’t know why the word hurt. They were not anything more than that, two people thrown together by chance. She was a guest on his island, an unwanted one.

				Gavin set the cat down and Charley made his way to Antonia, sniffing at the water puddling around her shoes. She reached down to pet him, but the animal avoided her damp fingertips. Instead he sat a safe distance away tucked next to a conch shell on the bottom shelf of a massive bookcase, regarding her with an appraising look. I don’t know what’s going on, either, she wanted to say. Ask your owner.

				Reuben made three dripping orbits around the lobby with Paula following, trying to thrust a towel around his shoulders. “Yes,” he snapped into the phone. “I understand that, but this is urgent. I know there’s a hurricane about to make landfall.” He blew out a breath. “All right.”

				He pocketed the phone. “They’re prepping for the storm. They can’t send an officer out now, but someone will attempt to get here as soon as possible.”

				“That right?” Silvio lifted a bushy eyebrow. “They don’t believe you, do they?”

				“No. Cops are not going to believe anything from a Sandoval.” He kicked at a box sitting on the floor, punching a hole in the cardboard and making Paula jump. “They destroyed my boats.”

				Antonia heard something in his tone that made her think he knew exactly who had done it. Paula interrupted her thoughts by going to the closet and getting down a basket of clothes. “Leftovers from the absentminded guests. Go change. Again.”

				Gavin had already gone upstairs to do the same.

				This time she didn’t bother to protest, squelching meekly into the tiny bathroom connected to the lobby. Avoiding her reflection in the mirror, which was no doubt ghastly, she changed into the faded jeans that were a size too big and the short-sleeved polo shirt in a pastel-pink color that she would never wear under other circumstances. Paula had even managed a man’s navy windbreaker, which extended past her thighs. There was nothing to be done about her sandals except to put them on again. Feeling marginally better, she returned to the lobby.

				She found Paula in the kitchen, putting a kettle on to boil. Reuben and Silvio stood on the wide veranda, even more spacious since Reuben had removed all the quaint rockers, binoculars raised to their eyes.

				“Do you see the skimmer?” she said, staying well back near the white-painted house to avoid the driving rain.

				Reuben did not look at her. “No.”

				Silvio spoke quietly. “Could be he’s headed back to the mainland.”

				“Or could be he’s staying out of open water, hiding out in the lagoon.”

				“Dangerous,” Silvio said. “With the storm coming.”

				“He’s got a reason to finish the job,” Reuben said.

				Antonia came closer. “What reason?”

				A quiet voice interrupted. Hector strolled into the room, his face drawn. “His boss told him to convince you. He will carry out his orders, destroying everything until you capitulate.”

				Convince Reuben? She took a step backward, a reflexive action.

				Reuben appeared just as surprised. “I thought you left.”

				“I sent Benny back. I wished to stay, to give you a hand with the hurricane preparations.” He flashed a distracted smile. “Now I see that you need another kind of help.” His smile vanished. “I did not imagine they would act so quickly, so blatantly, believe me. I would have dragged you off this island if I thought...”

				Reuben and Hector locked eyes and Antonia could see that Reuben was struggling with some internal decision.

				She felt lost. Someone blew up Reuben’s boat because their boss ordered them to. She wanted to press, but Reuben turned his back to her and spoke to Silvio. “We have to get her off this island, and Paula, too.”

				“That’s not going to happen now, and you know it as well as I do.” Silvio jutted his chin at the ocean. “Both your boats just went up in flames.”

				“The police...”

				Hector laughed. “The hurricane makes landfall within hours. Police aren’t coming.” His tone was bitter. “Not for a Sandoval. We’re all trapped right here, like it or not.”

				Paula called from the kitchen. “We’ll be fine then. If the cops can’t make it because they’re busy with evacuations, then this crazy man who blew up your boat won’t be able to call for reinforcements, either.”

				“Unless they’re already here,” Reuben said so softly Antonia almost didn’t hear him.

				* * *

				Reuben shut down his worry long enough to focus on the practical. Hector was helping Silvio board up the windows on the third story. Paula was cooking something and retrieving all the potted plants from the veranda and balconies. Gavin had gone to make sure all the lower-level windows were secure. None of them could be budged from their duties, arsonist or no arsonist, except possibly Gavin, and he had no choice at the moment. That left Antonia to deal with.

				If indeed it was Garza’s man who had tried to strand him here, he would not give up because of a storm no matter how intense. Since he could not get Antonia and Paula off the island, they were—to coin a phrase—sitting ducks. Paula would never leave Silvio’s side, but he figured Antonia would be safer the farther away she was from him.

				He herded her along in front of him on the path to the bungalow, her pace slower than he would like as she picked her way around puddles, ignoring the rain. Antonia was a dreamer, an observer, walking through life as if the world that unrolled before her were meant to be studied and captured in memories or on canvas. He’d loved that about her, but right now, it was driving him nuts.

				Along the way she peppered him with questions that he did not answer. Finally, she stopped him with a hand on his chest. His breathing ticked up a notch at the feel of her palm pressed against him. He found his own fingers curled around her wrist.

				“It’s because of your brother, isn’t it?” Her black eyes gleamed, defiant, even in the steady rain. “Whoever that was, he’s after you because of Hector.”

				“That’s immaterial.”

				“No, it’s not. Your brother is a criminal, Reuben, can’t you see that? He’s dragging you down.”

				“My brother is clean, Antonia. He got out of the business and he’s stayed out.”

				“And you believe that?”

				“I believe that. I’ve prayed every day for the past decade that Hector would go straight, and he has. He was trying to be a good father to Gracie.”

				“He attacked my sister when she said she was leaving.”

				“Mia had not a scratch on her. My brother was the one who needed stitches.”

				“She thought he was going to kill her and take Gracie.”

				“She thought wrong. Hector loves Gracie, and he knows she needs her mother.”

				Antonia’s eyes flamed, and there was a note of entreaty in her voice. “He went after my sister. She defended herself.”

				Reuben looked away. There was no time for this again. Not now and he shouldn’t have mentioned Gracie. “Okay, suppose that’s how Mia felt. She was scared. She believed she had to defend herself. I get that. Hector has a temper and he loses it sometimes. When Mia was released from jail they could have come to an agreement. All Hector wanted was to see his daughter.”

				“He’s lying about everything, and you’re too blinded to see it.”

				“Your sister is the one breaking the law by snatching Gracie from her father.”

				She shook her head, eyes hard. “He’s a drug runner, Reuben.”

				“That’s in the past, before he even met Mia. He made mistakes and I’ve forgiven him for that.”

				She looked away and wiped the moisture off her forehead. “He doesn’t deserve your forgiveness.”

				“Everyone deserves forgiveness, Nee. Didn’t you learn that in Sunday school?”

				His arrow hit the mark, and she turned on her heel and walked ahead of him on the path, the anger and disappointment simmering between them, thick as the storm-soaked clouds. When they reached the bungalow, he held the door for her and made sure the lantern and flashlight were functioning. He folded the heavy accordion hurricane shutters over the window and clamped them shut. Antonia stood on the porch watching, her long hair swirling in the wind.

				“This bungalow is the sturdiest thing we’ve got. Hurricane ties, nailed roof. It’s all up to code, so I’m optimistic.”

				“What about the main building?”

				Reuben shot a look at Isla, silhouetted against the sky like a grand lady, unaware of the disaster gathering around her. Built in the late 1800s, the beautiful three-story house had been damaged in past hurricanes, and repaired to the best of their ability at the time, but codes and materials had improved since then. There were always other items on the purchase list. He found it ironic that tourists came to Isla to experience a historic setting, yet they required all the expensive modern conveniences from Wi-Fi to flat-screen TVs. Isla was in desperate need of retrofitting, and now it seemed they were out of time. His stomach tightened as he pulled his thoughts back to the bungalow.

				“In the small closet there’s access to a shelter underneath the bungalow if it looks like it’s not going to outlast the hurricane. It will keep you safe from the wind, at least until it floods. Hopefully that won’t be for a while. There’s water and some food. You’ll be okay.”

				A fresh burst of wind rattled against the shutters. He handed her a second flashlight. “Lock the door and don’t open it unless it’s me or Silvio.”

				The fear flickered in her eyes. “You really think someone is coming?”

				He didn’t want to add to her fear, but he’d always told her the truth and he wasn’t going to start lying now. “Yes, I do. Garza wants the island, and he thinks he’s going to force me to give it up.” He hesitated. “I don’t want you involved in this, but I’m worried that you already are.”

				She sucked in a breath. “The man on the beach and the one on the Jet Ski. You think they were Garza’s men?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Why would they think scaring me would influence you? Everyone knows we’re not together anymore.”

				Reuben felt the flood of feelings well up from deep in his soul. Not together, but you’ll always be a part of me. “Enemies will use anything, even the past. Maybe they thought they could still get to me through you.”

				Her eyes locked on his. “Can they?”

				He wished desperately at that moment that Antonia was still on the side of friend. Of all the things they had been to each other, he missed that friendship the most, the comfort of having someone on his side who knew him completely and loved him anyway. With the rest of the world he’d always had to wonder if friendly folks were cordial as a way to keep on good terms with the Sandoval family or out of fear of his brother.

				Past history. Hector was out of that life, though he’d never convince Antonia of that.

				“Keep the door locked,” he repeated before thrusting a bag into her arms. “Paula made up this food for you.”

				Antonia blinked. “I thought she hated me.”

				He shrugged. “She can’t stand the thought of anyone hungry.”

				Antonia sighed. “So I’m supposed to stay shut in here while you fend off this man who just blew up your boats and tried to scare me on the beach?”

				“When the police make it here it will all be over. They’ll get you back to the mainland.”

				She took a step toward him, and he saw the beads of water imprisoned, trembling in the strands of her hair like tiny crystals. “What will happen to Silvio, Paula and Gavin while I’m tucked safely away in this bungalow?”

				“Nothing.”

				“How do you know that?”

				“Because I’m going to find the guy who blew up my boats before he finds them.” And you.

				Antonia jerked and he thought her face went a little paler, but it might have been a trick of the shadows from the waving palms outside. “Wait for the police. Please, Reuben.”

				“Won’t get anybody here until after the storm.”

				She toyed with the zipper on her windbreaker. “He’ll kill you. You’re an orange grower, not a commando.”

				He saw his own grim smile reflected in the dark pools of her eyes. “One thing about the Sandovals is they know how to survive.”

				He waited in the rain until he heard the sound of the lock sliding home.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FIVE

				Antonia tried to rest but succeeded only in rolling around on the tiny bed until she couldn’t stand it anymore. She reached for her phone and was reminded that she had left it on the dock, tucked safely amidst her art supplies before she came up with the idiotic idea to swim away from the man on the beach.

				She tried to find a crack in the hurricane shutters through which she could peer out, but there was none, so she settled for pacing the wooden floorboards. They thought they could still get to me through you.

				The idea both horrified and intrigued her. She’d been swept into Reuben’s world in spite of her deepest desire never to see him again. Then why did it stir in her soul, the thought that he might still care about her? It shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter. The past would stay in the past, and if Garza thought she and Reuben still meant something to each other he was mistaken.

				She flipped on the small TV and watched dire news predictions about Hurricane Tony. Winds would top 110 miles per hour. Extensive flooding expected. Power outages were certain. At least Mia was safe, somewhere. She wished she could talk to her sister, face-to-face, to see her wide smile and the dimple that showed so often in happier times. Mia refused to tell her where she was, so she would not be further involved. Ironic, since Antonia was now sharing the same island as the man Mia would sacrifice everything to save her daughter from.

				The hurricane will pass. I’ll get work and save up some money so Mia can find a new life. Someplace. Anyplace. And they would see each other again. She would reunite Gracie with her grandma, too, and it would lift their mother’s depression.

				A long-staunched flow of guilt surfaced again. Antonia had chosen to follow her passion, to go to art school instead of finding a good, solid mainstream job like the bookkeeping position that was offered to her by a family friend. It was all very well to follow one’s passion, until it left you with no steady income and without the means to support a family.

				With a sigh, she turned off the TV and peeked into the bag of food, extracting a fragrant rice dish that made her mouth water. She’d forgotten her hunger, but it returned now with a vengeance and she ate every morsel. Stomach full, she lay down again on the bed, staring at a wall, imagining the fresco she could paint there. It would be a panorama of what lay beyond the plaster, the wide Atlantic in the background, the foreground speckled with pockets of lagoon so breathtakingly blue it would dazzle the eye. And there would be a couple there, silhouetted by the tropical sun, hand in hand, delighted with each other and the God-made treasures surrounding them. The girl would have long dark hair and the man, eyes the color of chocolate. An ache settled into Antonia’s heart, and she turned her face away and slept.

				* * *

				The walls shook; shutters rattled. Antonia sat up, blinking herself back to reality. Her watch read nearly four o’clock. She pushed the TV power button and found only zigzagging static. The lights still worked, and she turned them on, all of them. She wanted to unfasten those horrible shutters, or even wrench open the front door, but she dared not. Years ago her father had made the same mistake during a much less severe storm, and the damage caused by the wind barreling in was extensive. And then there was the possibility of Garza’s man on the loose. She chewed her lip, trying to keep her mind off Reuben and what he might be up to at that very moment.

				More out of boredom than fear she decided to explore the shelter that would supposedly save her life if the bungalow was in danger of being swept away. She found the trapdoor in the bottom of the closet and heaved it open. A wave of stuffy, warm air swirled up and tickled her nostrils. A narrow ladder descended into the space, and she held the flashlight down to illuminate the narrow confines. It was small, only about six feet square, she estimated. No exit.

				A sharp ringing made her jump. It was the wall phone, an archaic-looking device, which didn’t seem to fit in the modernized bungalow.

				She picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

				There was no answer.

				“Who is this?”

				Finally, she heard a soft noise. A breath? A whisper? The phone disconnected.

				Her stomach contracted and a chill rippled through her. She stood, staring at the phone. The caller knew two very important things: the phone number of the bungalow, which meant it had to be someone on the island, and the fact that Antonia was there, alone, locked in.

				Her heart slammed into her ribs.

				Slowly she replaced the receiver.

				Who knew she was here?

				Silvio and Paula. Gavin.

				The man who had blown up the boats.

				Hector?

				She knew he would never give up trying to find Gracie. The only answer was for Mia to stay in hiding until Hector got in so deep he got himself arrested.

				I will spend every penny and every remaining minute of my life until I find Mia, and then she will return to jail for stealing my daughter from me.

				Hector knew full well Antonia was imprisoned here in the bungalow.

				Cold rippled up her spine.

				Perhaps he thought he could scare her into telling him where Gracie was. Or hurt her until she confessed.

				Antonia tried to think, ignoring the panic seizing her stomach. Hector couldn’t hurt her right here, with Reuben present.

				But Reuben might well be off in pursuit of the skimmer captain. Still, she did not think Reuben’s brother was the type to get his hands dirty, to do the torturing himself, but he was more than willing to pay people to do it, to rig an explosion that would terrify her and keep her prisoner on the island. Yet the accident might have ended Reuben’s life, too. Would Hector murder his own brother to get to her?

				But he hadn’t known she was on the island; that was unforeseen even to herself. She found that she had wound a strand of her hair tightly around her finger. She exhaled slowly and let it go.

				Paranoia. That might be the answer. She’d gone from experiencing the worst earthquake in California’s history to finding herself at the center of a howling hurricane. Only a few months before, she’d been there for the catastrophic shaker in San Francisco that trapped her in an abandoned opera house with a killer. Now Hurricane Tony. Disasters could wear on a person.

				She wished desperately that she could text her sister, the only way she could get a message to her. Instead she dialed her sister’s phone number and left a message, giving her sister both the hotel’s main number and the direct line to the bungalow. The storm seemed to be intensifying, from the sound of the wind howling and the pounding of rain on the roof.

				Reuben. Was he out in it? Scouring the island for his enemy? The phone was back in her hand before she could talk herself out of it. She wondered as she dialed if he still had the same cell number, the number that she’d been desperate to call so many times since the trial. One ring, two. Was it relief she felt or disappointment? Her finger hovered over the switch hook to disconnect when he answered.

				“Antonia?”

				“Yes.”

				“What’s wrong?”

				Could he still read the tiniest inflection in her voice? The shades of emotion that used to be as clear to him as a Florida sky? She forced a brave tone. “Someone called here. They didn’t say anything, just hung up.” She felt ridiculous saying it, like a child reporting about monsters under the bed.

				He was silent for a moment. “Maybe it was Silvio or Paula trying to call you. Phones are acting up. I’ll see if I can check with them.”

				She thought she heard the sound of palm branches crackling in the wind, but it might have been her imagination. “Where are you?”

				“Climbing the Anchor. To get a view of the island.”

				The Anchor was the remnants of a lighthouse, weathered nearly to ruins, where she knew Reuben and his brother had played for hours as kids. She remembered the sweeping view from the top, Reuben’s arm around her and the light in his eyes as he showed her the panorama and told of his childhood exploits like some adult Peter Pan showing off the island to his Wendy.

				It’s our ocean, Nee. Yours and mine, nobody else’s.

				Her laughter was snatched up by the wind and then silenced by his kiss, his hands cupping her wind-pinked cheeks, strong and gentle at the same time.

				She cleared her throat. “I can’t stand being locked up in here.”

				“It’s the safest place.”

				“But the call...”

				“Antonia, you’ve got to stay put. After—”

				The phone went dead and she stared at the receiver in horror.

				* * *

				Reuben talked on for a moment before he realized that their call had been disconnected. He immediately redialed with no success then called Silvio’s cell, which got him Paula for a few seconds before that connection was lost, too. The storm, no doubt, explained why he’d lost Paula, but the bungalow phone should still be up and running...unless the phone line had been cut?

				He stood looking up at the relic of a lighthouse, considering. From that vantage point he would be able to see most of the island, what wasn’t screened by palms or slash pines. He started up the crumbling stone steps and made it to the sixth before he stopped, turning around.

				You’re being a fool, Reuben. She’s fine.

				He was nearly certain it was a phone malfunction and he’d find a calm and collected Antonia pacing the floor.

				Still...

				As he descended the rocky slope, now slick with rain, he peered toward the main house and saw no comforting glow of light in the windows. Power down. Not unexpected. Silvio would have the generator working soon, if the old thing would cooperate. He chided himself for not purchasing a newer model.

				He raced down nearer the beach toward the bungalow. The trail gave him a vantage on the black mangrove islands below, which framed pockets of water ranging in depth from a half mile to five miles. Though it was only a little after five, the sky was nearly dark. The trees, usually teeming with birds, were eerily empty, the water quiet without the smack of feeding trout and redfish or the gentle splashes of the manatees that frequented the lagoon. The creatures all seemed to know that this was no ordinary storm careening toward them. They’d had the good sense to take shelter.

				It caught his eye, the shine of metal where it shouldn’t be, the odd corner protruding from behind the ruffle of leaves. There for a moment, the concealing foliage was swept aside by the wind and then pushed back into place. He stopped, flopped on his belly and took out his binoculars. There was just enough light left for him to make out the skimmer, revealed for a moment before it was lost again behind the vegetation.

				His breath caught. Proof positive. Garza’s guy was here, on Isla, instead of making a getaway after torching the boats. His pulse beat a tense rhythm in his throat. Now what?

				He dialed Hector’s number.

				“Where are you?” Hector said.

				“Near the lagoon. Skimmer’s docked here. Are you still at the house?”

				“Yes. Silvio is working to get the generator up. The thing is ancient.” He paused. “You won’t find Garza’s man if he doesn’t want to be found. He’s too well trained for that. Come here, I have a weapon. I can protect you.” There was a definite strain in his voice.

				Hector could protect him? It felt strange, stacked against all the years Reuben had struggled to shield his brother from his wrong choices. Strange, and comforting that Hector would risk his own life for his older brother, in spite of their past. “I’m the target. Better off not drawing him there.”

				“He won’t know that you’re playing the hero. He’d think you’d have the good sense to hunker down inside. Think it through. He’s coming here anyway, sooner or later.”

				Yes, he would be. On the island there were very few places to search. The main building, the boathouse on the far side of the island, a half-ruined lighthouse. His stomach constricted. And the bungalows.

				He’d made an error sending Antonia out there on her own. He prayed it wasn’t a fatal one.

				“I’m going to get Antonia. I’ll bring her there.”

				Hector sighed. “Don’t do it. She is your enemy, brother.”

				He didn’t reply. After stowing his cell phone, he sprinted up the path that curved away from the lagoon, slipping on the wet gravel. He’d seen tourists jogging on this path and considered it ridiculous. His own job tending the oranges was exhausting physically and mentally. The last thing he’d want to do on vacation was exercise, but it was not the laborers like himself who came to Isla. They were wealthy people who liked to experience roughing it without sacrificing too many luxuries, people like Frank Garza, who ran an empire using a cell phone and probably never left his comfortable chair.

				He gritted his teeth. Garza would steal Isla over his dead body.

				Just what Garza intended.

				His mind followed their reasoning. Break Reuben, and the island would be passed to Hector, who was in no position to argue because he knew what they would do next.

				Find Mia. Or Gracie.

				Thinking about his niece with her wide grin and big belly chuckle warmed a spot deep inside. “Uncle Booben,” she called him and it reduced him to jelly every time. If that little girl asked for a slice of the moon, he’d build a rocket ship to try and get it for her. Maybe someday Antonia could see how much both he and his brother loved Gracie, how much her absence was hurting them.

				He sprinted up over the path and down into the hollow that served as some protection for the bungalow. There was no sign of life from the little place, but then, he assured himself, there shouldn’t be. The hurricane shutters would make it hard to see any....

				Shock reverberated through his body.

				The clouds played strange shadows over the tiny front porch. His eyes playing tricks?

				No. The door of the bungalow was open, banging in the wind, rain blowing in through the opening.

				Reuben felt as if his feet were rooted into the mucky ground. He forced them to move slowly forward until he crept to the front porch, loosening his knife from its sheath. Rain collected in his hair and slithered down the back of his neck, cold, intrusive.

				He did not let his brain play out the scenario. If Garza’s man had found her...she would have fought. Two summers before, she and Mia were shopping in Miami when Mia’s purse was snatched. Her arm was caught in the strap and she went down. He came to find out later that Antonia had chased the man for six blocks and even tripped him once before he got away.

				That was the Antonia that Garza’s guy would have found.

				She would have fought.

				But she wouldn’t have won.

				Not against a mobster.

				He wedged his foot against the door and listened. Not a sound came from inside. Knife ready, he sprang through the doorway into the darkened room. No movement, nothing but shadows that confused his senses and made his nerves twitch. He fumbled for the shelf where he knew the lantern was kept and switched it to life.

				The tiny place was neat and tidy, no sign of disturbance except for the coverlet, which was flipped askew. A quick look revealed that no one was under the bed. He trained the light downward to the pine floor. A trail of wet patches marked out the passage of wet feet. Man or woman’s he couldn’t tell. The footprints led to the closet.

				Heart thudding, he followed.

				Antonia would have hidden in the shelter like he’d told her. There was only one bolt to fasten the hatch from underneath. Easy to kick through. Once inside, there was no exit. She’d trapped herself at his direction.

				To his surprise, the hatch was not bolted, nor did it show signs that someone had tried to force it from the outside. He found himself mumbling desperate prayers as he pulled it open.

				Something sparkled at him, something dark and viscous, pooling on the floor under the lantern light.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIX

				Antonia held the edges of the wound together to try to stop the bleeding. Her breath came in rasping gasps. There was no pain, not yet, only the sick, strong feeling of terror as she pressed herself against the rough bark of a tree. Rain blurred her vision, and the sudden movement on the porch made her realize someone else was there. She did not recognize the figure until he stumbled out, scanning wildly in all directions.

				She scrambled from her hiding place and ran to Reuben.

				His face went slack with surprise, and then myriad emotions that were too swift for her to track flitted across his face. Instead of speaking, he sheathed his knife and clutched her to his chest. She felt the mad hammering of his heart. For one inexplicable moment she savored his embrace and breathed in the scent of him.

				“I saw blood,” he gasped in her ear. “I thought it was yours.”

				She wriggled loose, sucking in a breath, and held up her hand. “It was.”

				His face hardened. “Tell me what happened.”

				She wished he would not look at her face with such laser intensity as she told him. “I heard someone talking, on a radio maybe or a cell phone. I knew it wasn’t you because the voice was higher pitched. After a while, he tried the door handle, which didn’t open, but he must have had a lock pick because it did after a few minutes.” Fear circled her mind again as she recounted it. “I had only enough time to open the closet and prop open the trapdoor to the shelter before I hid under the bed. When the guy came in, I hit him with a lamp, which is how I cut myself. Then I ran.”

				Reuben seemed to be in the grip of alternating emotions ranging from amusement to horror. “Nee,” he said. “Did it occur to you that you might be doing something dangerous? He could have killed you.”

				“Not with a lamp crashed over his head. I figured it would give me time to get away.”

				He took a deep breath. “And so it did.”

				“I hid in the bushes until he came out just a few minutes before you arrived. He talked on the phone again and headed off.”

				“Toward the main house?”

				“No. That way.” She pointed toward the far side of the island.

				Reuben frowned. “What did he look like, this guy?”

				“I only saw him from the back, but he had a slight build and longish hair, I think, down to his shoulders.” She broke off. “You look like you know who I’m talking about.”

				Reuben sighed. “I wish I didn’t. His name is Leland. He works for Garza. Some say he’s the next in line to run the empire. I think he’s the one who came here on the skimmer. Garza wants Isla, so he sent Leland to convince me to sign it over...or kill me if I won’t.”

				Razor-edged fear kicked up inside her. “But this is not the Dark Ages, Reuben. There are laws, even if...even if he did succeed in killing you, he can’t just take Isla for himself.”

				“No, Hector will inherit, and Garza will go after him.”

				“Hector got himself into that mess,” she snapped. “He was Garza’s competitor and now he’s brought all this trouble to you. He can take care of himself, as far as I’m concerned.”

				Reuben turned on her, his eyes glowing with anger. “That’s not how it works. They go after everyone. That’s why you’re not safe here, either. Hector refused to pressure me, and Garza knew the best way to get Isla is to come after me and the property will pass to my brother.”

				“And then I suppose Hector will just hand it over? Why?” she demanded. “For a hefty slice of the pie? Because he’s a mobster even though you refuse to see it.”

				Reuben looked at the building wall of storm hanging low over the ocean. “Because he’ll have no choice.”

				“Of course he...” The truth struck her silent for a moment. “Gracie,” she whispered. “They’ll find Gracie.” She turned her face to the storm, willing the rippling wind to wash the realization away, but it would not go. Gracie, sweet Gracie caught in the middle. The Sandoval family had sown the seeds of violence for so long and now they had taken root, growing and feeding on greed and power until it threatened to strangle a sweet little girl. Her heart constricted.

				“Come on.” Reuben took her good hand and guided her along the path. “Let’s get you to the house.”

				She stopped. “And then you’re going after Leland. That’s a ridiculous idea, Reuben, and you know it.”

				“I’m not looking to be a hero. I’m going to keep trying the police. Now that we have a name, maybe they’ll take it more seriously.”

				“You can do that from the house.”

				“I need to know his plans.” Reuben shifted. “We’re more than likely on our own for days. We’ll need some information if we’re going to survive that long.”

				Antonia tried to catch the strands of hair that whipped at her face, but her wounded hand made it too difficult. “It’s a bad plan.”

				“This from the lamp-crashing girl.”

				She allowed him a smile.

				“It’s the only idea I can come up with. As you said, I grow oranges for a living. I don’t get much opportunity to practice my cloak-and-dagger routine.” His expression softened for the briefest of moments. “I’ll call again after I make it to the Anchor and see if he’s alone.”

				“I’m coming.”

				“No. It’s safest in the main house. Silvio will know how to secure the place and Hector...”

				“Hector?” Her body stiffened.

				He nodded wearily. “I know you hate him, but he can protect you, at least until the police get here or the storm passes, whichever comes first.”

				“I’ll stay with you.”

				His eyes flared. “You’ll slow me down,” he said, an edge in his voice. “You’re hurt.”

				She grabbed an edge of the pink T-shirt and ripped off a strip with which she bound her hand, using her teeth to hold the length of the makeshift bandage. “Good to go. Let’s get on with it.”

				His chin went up, rain speckling his forehead. “Antonia, would you listen to reason? Leland is here to hurt or kill me, and standing next to me is the wrong place to be, don’t you understand that? You can’t help me. You can’t make me any safer by forcing yourself into this.”

				“I’m not helping you. I’m in it because of Gracie. I have to look out for her and my sister, thanks to the Sandovals.” She fueled the words with all the darkness that had lived inside her for far too long. They were barbed with anger and tipped with pain, and they found their mark. She saw it in his face, and for the tiniest moment, she felt shame. “Reuben...” she started, but he had already turned and pushed into the undulating waves of nut grass. She heard him talking into his cell phone, relaying to Silvio all that had happened.

				“He’ll come there. Soon,” Reuben said by way of signing off.

				Soon.

				She zipped her jacket further against the chill that swept through her body.

				* * *

				Reuben tried to rein in his emotions as he shouldered away the wet branches that hung low over the path to the Anchor. He was breathing hard. Antonia’s words echoing through his mind. It seemed she was right. They had landed squarely in the middle of this mess because Garza both wanted Isla and hated his brother. Their rancor went deep and wide, circling back to the time some years before when Hector took up their father’s mantle and expanded the business, making himself Garza’s direct competitor. He might as well have painted a target on his own chest.

				One evening, long before Hector met Mia, Reuben had arrived to visit their ailing father, a man who no longer even recognized his sons, and found Hector beaten, lying on the patio, his blood dribbling in rivulets into the chlorinated water. If timing had been otherwise, Hector would have bled to death. God spared his brother’s life, and Hector quit the business.

				It had taken nearly dying to make him give it up, this lifestyle that awakened a craving in Hector just as strong as the lust for cocaine that fueled the enormous drug trade. It was not the money, the expensive boats and homes. It was the power. Potent and heady, it gripped Hector so strongly it took nearly dying to free him from it. The beating knocked more sense into him than any of Reuben’s arguments and downright begging had. And it opened up a new life with room for love and family, the kind he’d found with Mia. God answered Reuben’s prayers, and Hector’s, too.

				Until it all went wrong.

				He hadn’t noticed anything severe at first—mild depression in his brother, a heightened anxiety maybe. Reuben knew it was in part the difficulty of being purposeless, being unable to find a legitimate business that kept his attention. Hector held to the notion that a man’s job was to pay bills and maintain the family, and though Hector had plenty of money, he did not have power or purpose anymore, and it rankled him.

				They kept to the path both Reuben and Antonia knew well. It rose in a looping irregular fashion along a route that sloped upward. It would take them to the side of the island where the land met the wide Atlantic, rather than the much quieter stretch that enjoyed protection, sandwiched as it was between Isla and the mainland. It wasn’t the most direct route to the lighthouse, but the heavy screen of oak and red bay trees would keep them hidden from Leland, he hoped.

				Antonia kept pace behind him. “Is it possible Leland left?” she called. “He doesn’t have the element of surprise anymore.”

				Reuben ducked under a dripping branch, holding it aside for her. “Skimmer’s still here. Leland is, too. He’s probably got a really bad headache now, though.”

				She laughed and it thrilled something inside him.

				“He deserved a lamp over the head, don’t you think?”

				“At least.”

				They emerged from the wood and began a quicker descent down a sandy path. The going was treacherous. Enormous puddles covered the narrow trail, leaving them to slog through as best they could. Antonia lost her sandal in the muck until she was able to fish it out. Reuben felt more acutely the power of the approaching storm, the naked vulnerability of this exposed island. Or perhaps it was their own vulnerability that pricked him.

				Something was not right.

				Leland had not made much of an effort to pursue Antonia after she bashed him.

				Bigger fish to fry, Reuben thought. You’re the primary target, remember?

				Still, he did not imagine Leland was the type to leave a witness unharmed. He stopped again, training a small pair of binoculars along the billowing masses of grass.

				“See anything?” Antonia said, closer to him than he’d realized, near enough to feel her hair brush his cheek.

				He moved away a pace and pocketed the binoculars. “No, nothing. But something’s off.”

				She sighed. “We’re marching up to a ruined lighthouse just before a hurricane hits in search of a mobster. What could possibly be amiss?”

				He laughed. “That about sums it up. Let’s go.”

				They approached the fifty-foot brick tower, edging by the ruins of the innkeeper’s house, which were now nothing more than a crooked pile of wooden struts. A piece of jagged brick, knocked loose from somewhere above them, fell near Antonia’s feet.

				“I won’t even ask if the Anchor is safe to enter,” she said, “because I think I already know the answer.”

				He knew it, too. The old lighthouse had taken the brunt of violent storms and the long, slow degradation of salt water, which gradually eroded everything but the brick tower and the iron cage at the top. His mother had loved the ancient thing because her father had taken her there often, where she would imagine she was the lighthouse keeper. In turn she had taken Hector and Reuben there, and they had acted out imaginary scenarios of their own. Recently they’d had to board up the doors to keep out curious tourists who might injure themselves.

				Reuben found the boards nailed across the door still performing their duty. He searched around for a makeshift tool, finding a flat metal rod that he used to pry out the nails. Antonia took a small flashlight from her back pocket to help him see.

				The boards came loose with a squeal, releasing a rush of stale, fetid air. Antonia stepped through and trained her light up into the tower. Crumbling cement steps spiraled upward into darkness. She started climbing immediately and he followed.

				They fell into silence, broken only by the sound of their own breathing and the ping of cement fragments grinding under their feet. Abandoned birds’ nests clung to the walls and rat droppings speckled some of the steps.

				Antonia stopped halfway up. “Catch my breath.”

				He was grateful as his own heart was hammering. Leaning against the cold brick, he felt the walls shudder occasionally. Would this be the storm that finally toppled the lighthouse? It would be the final irony that the sea would claim this grand lady who had done her part to protect ships from grounding on the shoals. Like his mother, who had left her husband to make a safer way for her sons.

				I’m glad you can’t see us now, Mom.

				He felt Antonia’s eyes on him and shook the melancholy thoughts away. “Last fifty steps to go.”

				His thigh muscles were quivering when they reached the promontory where the Fresnel lens glittered, the panes of glass fracturing their flashlight beam into crazy reflected sparks.

				Antonia sucked in a breath. “I forgot about the lens. I always thought it was beautiful, like some massive diamond or something.”

				“My mother would have agreed. She loved it.” He spoke louder over the rush of air whirling in across the iron railings. “There were some collectors who wanted it, but she insisted it belonged here.”

				He looked at Antonia, her chin cocked, gazing at the broken lens as if it contained all the answers of the universe. How utterly beautiful she was. How he would despise any man who believed himself worthy of her love.

				I thought you belonged here, too.

				She started to speak, but broke off abruptly.

				Following her gaze, he turned to face the Atlantic and words failed him. Across the choppy water, the sky was being consumed in the black maw, a wall of gray broken only by the electric flash of lightning. If there was thunder, he could not hear it over the pummeling wind and creak of the metal promontory.

				It was as if both of them, and the island itself, were about to be swallowed whole by a predator like those alien creatures from the science fiction novels he’d devoured as a child. He could not tear his eyes away from the horizon, lost in the last line of an old poem: “And I, cut off from the world, remain, alone with the terrible hurricane.”

				Antonia reached for his arm. That touch, those long fingers against his skin, felt like the only bit of reality, the one true thing in the entire surreal scenario. He reached for her hand and grasped it, turning away from the storm. He wanted to try for bravado, reassurance, something smooth that his brother would spill effortlessly, a joke perhaps. Instead he savored the feel of her satin skin in his calloused palm. “I’ve never seen a hurricane this powerful.”

				She did not pull away. “I haven’t, either. We’re in trouble, aren’t we?”

				“Yes,” he said simply. “It’s too late to get you off the island.”

				She offered a small smile. “I wouldn’t go anyway. You know me. Trouble magnet.”

				The promontory rocked under a sudden onslaught and she gasped. Without thinking, he pulled her close, pressed her forehead to his mouth and closed a protective arm around her back. “Just wind.” He thought she might have sighed.

				“What are the odds of escaping a massive earthquake only to run into a hurricane?”

				He did not want to speak in case his words would cause her to move away. Unbeknownst to Antonia, he’d contacted her mother when he’d heard about the earthquake and she told him Antonia had escaped unharmed. “Are you scared, trouble magnet?” he asked softly.

				“Yes, but at least I can see it coming. Earthquakes just happen. Out of the blue, your world is pulled from under you.”

				The sensation seemed all too familiar to him. Two and a half years ago he’d been a semi-impoverished orange farmer, rich beyond belief with a woman who loved him, a new niece and a brother on the straight and narrow. Now... He looked again over her head at the monster gaining strength on the horizon, pained when she stepped out of his arms to peer over the iron railing. He was about to lose it all. Again.

				“There,” she gasped.

				He joined her at the railing, noting her hand was clasped so tightly around the metal her knuckles glowed white. She pointed in the distance, to the cove where the boathouse squatted waiting patiently, he’d often imagined, for its turn at restoration.

				Only the barest outline of the peaked roof was visible now since the sun had given up and left them to the mercy of the storm. He strained to detect what had drawn her interest. “I don’t see...”

				A flash of light, there one moment, then gone, shone from one of the three square openings on the lower floor where the boats would be piloted in and secured to the sheltered slips. It was steadier now, small but clear in the gloom.

				“What would Leland want in the boathouse?” Antonia said.

				Reuben took his binoculars out but was able to add nothing to their meager store of information. “At least it’s something to tell the police.” At the exact moment he finished giving voice to the thought, another light shone, this time sparkling from the upper level of the boathouse.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVEN

				Antonia scurried down the staircase after Reuben as fast as she dared. He had his own flashlight out now, and the two beams picked up just enough of the chipped cement to guide them down the spiraling interior.

				“Leland’s got help,” she said, more to make sense of it for herself than to start a conversation.

				Reuben grunted something, but she couldn’t decipher it. “Where are we going?” she finally managed as they made it to the plywood opening and plunged back out into the rain. She asked again and this time his reply was clear.

				“Back to the main house. There’s no other choice.”

				She did not want to return to Isla and Hector, but she could not figure out any other alternative, with the boathouse home to more than one intruder and Hurricane Tony on the way. Truth be told the storm scared her more than she would admit, though she felt it might be a touch of cowardice for a girl who had lived on the ocean to fear a tropical storm turned hurricane.

				She’d been eighteen when Charley blasted the area, but instead of battening down with Mia and her parents, she’d been away, struggling to keep herself afloat financially, waitressing and bagging groceries to scrounge up tuition for her first year at art school. Her father had provided her cheerful reports about their condition until the phones had given up, but she remembered the minutes that ticked into hours, wondering if they had made it through unscathed. Later, she learned, her father’s boat had been reduced to splinters and part of their roof lost.

				She’d finished out the term and gone back for the second before she’d had to quit permanently. Two years of art school would have to do. Her earning power was needed to pay for her mother’s doctors’ appointments to treat her diabetes and, though her father would never have said it, to supplement his wages as a mullet fisherman after his equipment was destroyed. The large commercial outfits could recover from a hurricane. Men like her father could not.

				She blinked back the tingle of unexpected tears. He never had recovered, not really. The fiercely independent man could not provide for his family, and though they eventually were able to buy him another boat, by then he’d lost a few paces both physically and mentally. All her prayers and working part-time jobs and landing the occasional painting contract had not amounted to much, not enough to save him anyway.

				She was snapped out of her reverie as they headed once again into the woods and all her powers of concentration were required to keep her footing on the rocky path. Her hand throbbed and her body chilled in spite of the warm Florida temperatures, which even now hovered in the low seventies.

				They traveled on for the next half hour, Reuben detouring to the lagoon to examine the skimmer, which was still where it had been tied. There was nothing on board to shed any further light on Leland and his deadly mission, so they alternated walking and jogging back to the main house, arriving near seven o’clock. Reuben used his cell phone to call Silvio, who opened the door for them and then slid the bolt home behind.

				A small generator powered a lamp and a camp stove on which Paula was making something that caused Antonia’s mouth to water. Hector emerged in the main room, looking annoyingly fresh compared to Reuben, who sat heavily at the table and wiped his face with the towels Paula fetched for them both.

				Gavin trotted down the staircase. “You’re back. Finally. Thought we were going to have to go out after you. What happened?”

				“Have you caught the bad guy yet?” Hector said.

				Reuben shook his head. “Too many to catch.”

				Hector’s eyes widened.

				Silvio grunted. “More than skimmer guy?”

				“They’re using the boathouse as a base of operations.”

				Hector let out a breath.

				“What kind of operations?” Paula said, pushing the hair from her face with the back of her hand.

				“Yeah, what exactly is going on here?” Gavin said.

				Reuben didn’t reply.

				“They might be waiting out the storm,” Antonia suggested even though no one had asked.

				“When the storm is over, the police will come,” Silvio said. “They’ll move before then. I’ll try the police again.” He squinted at the tiny buttons of his cell phone and finally managed to push the correct keys. After a moment he clacked the phone down in disgust. “Nothing.”

				Nothing and no one. Antonia could see that the others had reached the same conclusion. They were indeed a very tiny island in the middle of a brewing storm.

				* * *

				Reuben locked eyes with Silvio.

				Silvio nodded slowly. “So we wait for them to come.”

				Gavin’s face went slack. “Are you saying there are some mobsters out there coming here to kill us?”

				“Not us,” Reuben said. “Me.”

				“Why?” Gavin stared at him. “I thought you were not involved in shady stuff.” His gaze shifted to Hector. “Starting up the family business again?”

				Hector took a step toward Gavin, who did not back down. “The family is no business of yours.”

				“Seems to me,” Gavin said softly, “that since I almost got blown up and now there are bad guys coming here, it is my business.”

				Reuben sighed. Gavin was right. “Short version is, Garza’s family wants Isla and they’ve got to go through me to get it. I’m sorry you all got stuck in the crosshairs. If there was any way I could get you out, I would.”

				Gavin whistled softly. “Should have made my vacation last week permanent. Coming back here might have been a tactical error.”

				“I’m sorry,” Reuben said again. “I’ll do everything in my power to fix this mess.”

				“Yes, that is the only option we have. Hold out until the storm has passed and the cops make it here. Windows are all secure except for the cupola so we can keep watch,” Hector said. “Women should stay on the lower floor.” He shot a disdainful look at Gavin. “And you, too, I suppose. You’ll all be safe there.”

				“Too late for that,” Antonia said. “Leland already found me in the bungalow.” She held up her injured hand.

				Hector quirked an eyebrow. “And yet here you are. Safe and sound. So much tougher than my brother gives you credit for. Spine of steel, like your sister.”

				She started to snarl a reply, but Paula cut her off. “Come here. I’ll tend to that hand.” Antonia allowed Paula to take her wrist and guide her to the sink. Reuben held a flashlight to add to the weak lamplight while Paula rinsed Antonia’s wound with water from a bottle, then added disinfectant from a first-aid kit she’d retrieved.

				Reuben patted Antonia’s palm with a clean cloth. It made her stomach jump to have her slender fingers in his grasp. Too many memories, too much pain. Still she held her hand steady and did not react.

				The touch doesn’t mean anything to him, so it shouldn’t mean anything to you, she reminded herself. Her mind prodded her with a memory of the two of them, standing together at the top of the lighthouse, staring at Hurricane Tony. She could not fathom the reason why God would have thrown them together once more. If Antonia didn’t know Him to be a loving father, she would almost have thought it cruel. Paula applied strips of first-aid tape to the gauze Reuben held to her palm.

				Antonia nudged him out of the way and took charge of holding the gauze herself. “I got it,” she said. “Thanks.”

				Paula finished taping and closed the first-aid kit with a snap. “We will not go into the storm shelter unless there is no other choice. Here,” she said, thrusting a bowl into Antonia’s hands and then Hector’s and Gavin’s. “Eat.”

				Hector laughed and took a spoonful of the spicy stew. “Delicious, as always, Paula. Even in the face of disaster, we shall be well fed.”

				“Don’t poke fun,” she said. “I know your mother would have done just such a thing.”

				Hector’s face darkened. He put the stew down.

				Paula tried to force a bowl upon her husband, but he was busy retrieving a shotgun from a locked safe in the back of the closet. Her mouth opened when she saw it.

				“Silvio...”

				“After Korea I never wanted to touch a gun again.” The weapon trembled slightly in his grip, and he stowed a box of cartridges in his pocket. “Only if I have no other choice,” he said to Paula before he put it down and took up his bowl and spoon.

				* * *

				Reuben’s mind reeled as he watched the steam rise from the pungent stew. “There’s got to be another way,” he mused.

				Gavin sat next to him. “All right. If I’m going to help in this incomprehensible situation, have you got a weapon for me?”

				Hector pursed his lips. “Do you know how to shoot? I would not think a master’s program in botany would cover gunmanship.”

				“My dad was army. He taught me enough.” Gavin cocked his head. “How’d you know I’m studying for a master’s in botany?”

				Hector did not smile, though his tone was light. “One hears things.”

				“Yes,” Gavin said. “One does.”

				“Hector has a gun. There’s the shotgun.” Reuben went to the closet and unlocked the safe, retrieving three sheathed knives, one of which he clipped at his waist. He handed one to Gavin and the other to Antonia. “All I’ve got.”

				The knife looked odd in Antonia’s hands, as if it carried a weight heavier than its actual mass. She put it down quickly.

				Please, Lord. Don’t let her have to use it. He tried to force the muscles in his jaw to relax. He was handing out weapons to a grad student and an artist, two people ill equipped to handle violence. Who was he kidding? He himself was an orange grower, not a secret agent or cop or marine. There had been school yard fights, some bruises and even a broken wrist, but nothing that would prepare him for the present scenario.

				Gavin contemplated his blade as he removed it from the sheath. “Bringing a knife to a gunfight. Puts us at a disadvantage now, doesn’t it?”

				Disadvantage is an understatement, Reuben thought as he got up and began to check the windows again, and Gavin took his place next to Paula at the sink, wiping the plates dry after she washed them. The windows were as secure as they’d been the last time he’d checked them, plywood boards still nailed in place, giving the grand hotel the appearance of a derelict tenement building. Would the structure hold? He was not sure. The storm shelter out in the back of the hotel would be their last option.

				Since prowling was getting him nowhere, Reuben settled on climbing to the cupola, once he ascertained Hector was safely shut in his room and not inclined to be antagonizing Antonia. He wanted to see if there was any further information to be gleaned. He didn’t think there was, but at least it was something to do.

				The staircase creaked and groaned under his weight as he fought the tiny door open and stepped into a blast of humid air. The aged wood railings enclosed a small hexagonal space, now puddled with rain and paint chips. A black sky, thick with storm, blotted out any starlight, and even the moon was lost in the darkness.

				The door behind him banged. Gavin joined him. They stood in silence for a moment.

				“That’s one bad-boy storm coming,” Gavin said.

				“Yeah.”

				Gavin picked at a paint chip on the weathered rail. “You’ve got bad boys on all sides, Mr. Sandoval.”

				Reuben heard the question buried beneath and waited for it.

				Gavin ticked off the items on his fingers. “Your father was a mobster, which is why your mother left, so says the gossip machine. Your brother is a mobster....”

				“Used to be. Not anymore.”

				Gavin paused. “My question is which side did you land on?”

				Reuben turned to stare at him, wishing he could see his face more clearly. “Tell me what you’re after.”

				“Is Garza going after you for Isla or because you crossed him?”

				“What you really want to know is if I’m in the business.”

				Gavin nodded slowly. “I guess that’s it.”

				Reuben bit back the tirade that flooded into his mind. “You don’t believe what I’ve told you.”

				“You have to admit, this isn’t exactly your typical island paradise, what with a couple of mobsters on the loose. All seems mighty coincidental to happen to a perfectly innocent guy.”

				“Some might say,” Reuben said, a seed of suspicion taking root into his gut, “it’s coincidental that a West Coast college boy decided to get a job here, working in this island paradise, for practically nothing.”

				“I guess some might.”

				Gavin did not look quite as young as Reuben had thought. Late twenties? Early thirties? He’d answered a help-wanted ad that Reuben placed in the local paper. Perfectly innocent. Wasn’t it?

				“My daddy told me you can judge a man by the people who surround him,” Gavin said, not smiling now. “You’re surrounded by bad dudes.”

				Reuben felt suddenly that the cupola was very small and the world around it larger than he’d ever imagined. Bad dudes. Like his brother? Like Gavin perhaps? “And my dad used to say the most dangerous enemies are the ones who look like friends.”

				“Yes,” Gavin said, voice low. He turned to head back into the house after one more calculating look at Reuben. “Your daddy was right about that.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHT

				Antonia wanted to go up to the cupola, to escape the smothering confines of the hotel. She waited for Gavin and Reuben to return. Gavin did, a thoughtful look in his dark eyes, but there was no sign of Reuben. She paced for a while then scratched Charley, who allowed it for a moment before attaching himself to Gavin.

				The need to escape grew stronger than her reluctance to be in close quarters with Reuben so she finally headed toward the staircase to the cupola.

				Before she made it out of the room, the phone rang, startling everyone.

				“It’s working again,” Paula cried.

				“Not for long,” Gavin muttered.

				Paula answered it, and her face screwed up in thought before she held it out to Antonia.

				“It’s for me?”

				Paula nodded, lips thin. “It’s someone named Lulu.”

				Antonia grabbed the phone. Lulu was her sister’s nickname, a secret they’d shared since childhood. “Lulu?”

				“Antonia,” her sister said, her voice throaty with emotion. “Are you okay?”

				“Yes, I had an accident, but I’m okay.”

				“Safe from the hurricane?”

				The hurricane was not the greater danger at the moment, but she didn’t want to upset Mia. “Yes.”

				“Where are you? Who was that who answered the phone?”

				Antonia did her best to explain.

				Her sister fell into a surprised silence. “Why are you on Isla?”

				Antonia sighed. “It’s too complicated to go into now. I’ll have to wait out the hurricane here with Reuben, and Paula and Silvio,” she hastened to add. She knew she had to tell her sister the rest. She tucked herself into the corner and lowered her voice. “Hector is here, too.”

				Mia’s shock could not have been clearer if she’d been standing in the room. Paula and Silvio had discreetly disappeared into the hallway, and Gavin sat on the far side of the room, fiddling with his cell phone. Even so, Antonia pulled herself to the farthest recesses of the kitchen and squeezed the phone to her ear.

				“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m keeping close tabs on him.”

				“Stay away from him, please.”

				“Did you find a place?”

				“We managed to get a room to stay in. I watch a woman’s children while she’s at work. They play with Gracie, so she’s okay, but she asks when we can go home and see Daddy and Auntie and Uncle.”

				Mia was sobbing now in earnest. Pain drove deep in Antonia’s chest. Gracie, sweet Gracie.

				“It will be okay. I’ll get some more money together so you can get a better place,” she whispered.

				“How can I tell Gracie about her father? How will I ever explain what I did?”

				That horrible day replayed itself in her mind. Mia had come to Antonia with her suspicions about Hector—the odd phone calls, the dangerous-looking men who had come to the house, Hector’s paranoia underlying a strange and unhealthy energy. Mia was going to leave, take Gracie. She made Antonia promise not to tell Reuben.

				And she hadn’t.

				Instead she’d prayed, gone to the house to help her sister and got there along with the police, who were arresting Mia. Gracie was already sitting in the back of a squad car, her face white, two fingers stuck in her mouth and tears on her cheeks.

				It all came out in anguished bits and pieces. Hector had confronted Mia when he found her attempting to leave. He flew into a rage and promised to take Gracie so far away she’d never be found. Then he went after Mia, who stabbed him with a knife their father had owned, a knife Antonia had recently given her sister after she found it in a box of old belongings.

				There was no mark on Mia. Not the slightest shred of evidence to connect Hector to crimes of any sort or to prove he’d attacked her. Mia admitted she had gone into the kitchen with the knife when she heard Hector, but only for self-protection. The housekeeper testified that Mia screamed at Hector the night before, threatening to leave him.

				Antonia tried to explain it to law enforcement officers. Mia was protecting herself and her daughter. Hector was the criminal. They remained indifferent.

				Worst of all was the doubt in the one person Antonia had needed most to believe her—Reuben.

				Antonia swallowed hard, lowering her voice as much as she could. “Listen, there’s a chance we can find some evidence, something to prove he’s in the mob.”

				Mia sniffed. “No, sis. Stay away from Hector.”

				If she only knew the current situation.

				Mia sighed. “I’m scared.”

				Me, too. She heard noise in the background.

				“I have to go,” her sister said. “Please don’t take any risks. I can’t lose you, too. You’re all I have left.”

				Antonia started to answer, but the phone went dead.

				She replaced it in the cradle, looking quickly over toward Gavin, but he had gone. Even Charley the cat had padded off to some far corner of the hotel. The small lamp glowed on the table, but the gloom overtook it, swallowing up the light. All around, the rain pattered against the covered windows.

				Though Hurricane Tony was an act of nature, she knew Hector had brought a storm of his own to the island. “I’m going to survive it, and I’m going to beat you,” she whispered into the darkness. But what about Reuben? her soul whispered back.

				She could not allow herself to consider Hector’s brother. He had not believed her about Hector before and he wouldn’t now. She was alone. And she would save Gracie any way she could. A noise from the hallway startled her.

				Paula stood in the shadows holding a pile of neatly folded blankets. “You’re to share our room. Silvio won’t want to sleep any time soon. Rest if you can, while the men keep watch.”

				“I can keep watch,” she said. “It’s not just a man’s job.”

				Paula shook her head. “They don’t want you around, can’t you understand that? You tried to ruin the Sandoval family.”

				“They tried to ruin mine,” she cried. “I was protecting my sister.” For some reason she desperately wanted this woman to understand why she had given up the one man she loved more than anyone else. The cost was almost too much to bear.

				“Reuben was protecting his brother, but you see them all the same, paint them all with the same brush. All the Sandovals are evil in your mind, aren’t they?”

				Anguish sloshed in her gut. “They are a criminal family who got my sister thrown in jail.”

				“No,” Paula said coldly. “Your sister got herself thrown in jail and she took her child away.”

				Antonia fought to keep her volume steady. “Tell me the truth. You know Hector is in the business, don’t you?”

				Paula hesitated, tightening her grip on the bundle in her arms. “I don’t know anything.”

				“Yes, you do. You all know Hector is a criminal, but you protect him and that makes you part of it, and Reuben, too.”

				Paula spoke so low Antonia had to move closer to catch it all. “Reuben is only guilty of loving his brother. If you can’t see that, you never deserved him in the first place.” She turned on her heel and moved into the bedroom, throwing the blankets on a small sofa.

				“The bed is mine. Rest while you can.”

				Antonia collapsed on the sofa, her mind spinning in disorienting circles. You never deserved him in the first place. Deserved him? Deserved to be with a man blinded to his brother’s evil?

				She clasped her hands together to pray, but her wild thoughts would not allow it. She settled on alternately pacing and sitting, working through all the details she could remember about her past, their past and what kind of future there could possibly be.

				If they survived.

				If...

				* * *

				She jerked awake. Minutes later? No, hours, she decided, and the clock confirmed it showing a few minutes after midnight. Paula’s bed had been slept in, but she was not there and the door was ajar. Antonia chided herself for falling asleep and tiptoed to the door. The hotel was quiet. She listened, catching the sound of whispered voices from the kitchen.

				Padding down the stairs, she paused at the bottom, intending to straighten her hair and rumpled clothing before she intruded on the conversation when she caught one word that stopped her.

				“Guilty.”

				“This isn’t the time,” Silvio said, his gravelly voice low but unmistakable.

				“It may be the only time,” Paula answered back. “We’re all a part of this now.”

				“We’ve been a part of it since we started working for the Sandovals,” Silvio said. “Doesn’t matter which one. I’m going up to take my turn at watch. I’ll talk to Reuben as soon as I can.”

				“Do you think Hector knows?”

				There was a pause. “We can only pray that he doesn’t.”

				“But if he does, Silvio? What if he does?”

				“Then there’s going to be blood.”

				* * *

				Reuben had just returned from a tour of the outside, his clothes were sodden, water running off them onto the front doormat as he let himself in again. Paula would not approve of him leaving puddles, no matter what the circumstances. A carafe of coffee sat on the counter along with ceramic coffee mugs. Paula believed foam cups would be the downfall of modern civilization. Though he wasn’t a coffee drinker himself, he was grateful that Paula had managed to make some on the small camp burner. Silvio was enduring the wet misery of the cupola, and the coffee would be a welcome relief.

				Gavin was to watch out the front windows through a sliver of a crack between the boards and check the back door. Since there was no sign of the kid, he was probably sleeping somewhere. The thought made Reuben uneasy. Gavin knew more than he should about the Sandovals. Then again, it was nothing that a simple Google search wouldn’t reveal. Plenty of material—suspicions, allegations, rumors from back in his father’s day. The stuff scandal sheets are made of.

				He jogged up the stairs to the cupola. The sound of snoring mingled with the rain. He pushed through to find Silvio sleeping on a hard wooden chair, shotgun cradled in his arms, mug of coffee perched on the railing.

				Sleeping on guard duty? Reuben smiled. He would get much enjoyment from teasing Silvio about that.

				“Hey, old man. Wake up or it’s K.P. duty for you.”

				Silvio grunted but did not rouse. Reuben shook him more forcefully with no better result. Breath quickening, Reuben shone his flashlight at Silvio, whose face was completely slack. He bent down and slung Silvio firefighter style over his shoulder and carried him down to the lobby, depositing him gently onto the sofa. He called for Paula, who came immediately, still dressed. Antonia followed, also fully dressed, rubbing her eyes.

				Paula let out a cry when she saw Silvio and dropped to her knees at his side. “What happened?”

				“He’s asleep, but I can’t wake him.” Reuben checked Silvio’s pulse and found it steady and strong. “Heart’s okay, I think.” Reuben paused. “He was drinking coffee.”

				Antonia locked eyes with his. Then she went to the kitchen and peered into the top of the carafe. “Reuben, there is some residue at the bottom. Pills, I think.”

				Paula’s face cracked. “He’s been poisoned.”

				“I think just drugged. Sleeping pills probably.” He squeezed Paula’s hand. “He’s going to be okay after he sleeps it off.”

				Paula nodded, blinking back tears, and stroked Silvio’s hand.

				Reuben joined Antonia. “Did you drink any coffee?”

				She shook her head. “No, and I guess Paula didn’t, either. You?”

				“I’m not big on coffee but...” A thought struck him. “Gavin is.” He went to the bottom of the staircase. “Hector, Gavin,” he shouted. “Come down here.”

				There was no answer. He took the steps two at a time to reach the tiny bedroom at the top of the stairs, the one Hector had claimed. Not bothering to knock, he shoved his way through.

				The bed was neatly made. Dread rippled through his insides.

				“Do you think Hector drugged the coffee? Or Gavin?” Antonia said.

				“Why would either one of them do that? We could have all had it and left ourselves helpless.”

				“And at the mercy of Leland and Garza’s men,” Antonia finished.

				Reuben sprinted past her, grabbing his flashlight from the kitchen and heading for the back. He threw open the door, fresh air bathing his face.

				Reuben readied the flashlight. The floor was spattered by the rain intruding through the open door, banging in the wind. He played the flashlight around outside, Antonia doing the same. Nothing. No sign of Gavin, either.

				He peered into the lashing rain. Had his brother gone this way to enact some sort of plan?

				Had Gavin?

				He turned to Antonia. “They’re both gone.”

				“Why would Gavin leave?”

				Reuben shook his head. “I have no idea.”

				They heard the sounds at exactly the same moment; one pierced through the sound of the storm, then two more.

				“What...?”

				Reuben didn’t answer as he sprinted into the storm toward the sound of the gunshots.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				NINE

				Not allowing herself to consider the stupidity of her actions, Antonia ran after him. Perhaps it was the lingering shadow of their years together that pushed her to follow Reuben anywhere in any circumstance. Nature seemed to mirror their past as the storm shoved her along with such force it felt as if she was fighting against an assailant. Driving rain, nearly horizontal now, slammed into her in stinging needles. Fumbling for her light, she flicked it on, the beam picking out rain shrouded cabbage palms nearly bent double. Moonlight flickered through the clouds and then disappeared, advancing and retreating as if teasing them.

				She realized with a start that she could hear nothing but the storm and that she was alone. Dancing shadows made her twitch as she imagined the shooter, whoever it was, taking a bead on the back of her neck.

				Reuben had vanished into the trees just to her right and she followed, grit sticking to the bottom of her shoes.

				“Reuben?” she whispered. Ridiculous, as he wouldn’t be able to hear a thing over the pelting rain, but there was a gunman nearby. She was not familiar enough with guns to know how close the shooter had been. Close enough to kill Reuben, she thought, stomach convulsing.

				She stepped over a fallen tree, landing ankle-deep in water. To her right, what used to be a ribbon of creek bisecting the island on its way to the lagoon was now wide and rushing, adding to the cacophony. A flicker of movement ahead told her Reuben had stopped at the edge of the creek. She caught up as he bent under a thick tangle of dripping branches.

				“What...?” she started to say as loudly as she dared until he shook his head in warning.

				“Go back,” he said, gesturing toward the house.

				She shook her head. “I’m staying with you.”

				“I—” He paused as two bodies came crashing through the foliage. Leland thrashed through a clump of bushes, and two seconds later, Hector followed, throwing himself at Leland’s ankles, sending him sliding across the slick wire grass.

				Reuben leaped toward his brother to assist, but Leland had made it back to his feet and whirled to face them. “Come on, Reuben,” Leland shouted above the rain. “Let’s dance. Mr. Garza wants his island.” He smiled, a ghastly grimace in the darkness, hands loose and ready for a fight, watch glinting in the snatches of moonlight.

				Antonia’s stomach dropped as she finally got a good glimpse of Garza’s man. Though she’d only gotten a quick impression before, she felt sure he was the same person who had followed her from the airport, the man with the gold watch who called the guy on the Jet Ski to collect her. Or watch her drown, she wasn’t sure which. He’d broken into the bungalow when his earlier plans hadn’t worked. The realization stunned her to the point where she almost missed what unfolded.

				Reuben launched himself forward until Hector reached out a hand and caught his brother on the shin, bringing him to the ground so hard she heard the breath come whooshing out of him. Pushing through her stupor, Antonia stumbled in to help when Leland darted forward and grabbed a handful of her hair.

				Pain shot through her head as he yanked her close. “While the boys are busy playing around, you can come along with me. We’ve been waiting for you.”

				She clawed his fingers, trying to pry them loose, and kicked out, but could not make contact and maintain her footing. “Get your hands off me,” she spat.

				“Not likely,” he said with a laugh. Letting go of her hair, he took her wrist and dragged her away from Reuben.

				Heart hammering as hard as the rain that pelted down around them, she allowed herself to be carried along a few steps while she calculated her best means of escape. Wet branches slapped at her face as Leland plowed along. His grip never loosened, so she waited until he maneuvered over a fallen log. Once he stepped up, she snapped her wrist in the direction of his thumb and fingers, the weakest point, and she came loose from his grasp, scrambling backward.

				Leland let out a growl and surged forward. “Naughty, naughty.”

				She had already sprinted away, slipping and sliding, breath coming in frantic gasps as she felt him close the gap. She could hear him slap aside the foliage, twigs snapping as he neared.

				Faster, faster, her mind screamed into the rain. She turned to see him just behind her, his fingers grazing her shoulder, eyes widening as he caught sight of something that made him pull to a stop. He muttered a string of words, which she could not hear, and gave her a jaunty salute.

				“Later then, señorita.” He grinned and sprinted off into the darkness just as Hector and Reuben hurtled into view. They reached her within seconds.

				Reuben grasped her forearms, breathing hard. “Did he hurt you?”

				“No,” she said, sucking in a breath.

				He looked as if he didn’t believe her, his fingers clutching her closer until she was pressed against his chest. “Are you sure?” he whispered raggedly into her ear.

				She closed her eyes and some part of her relished the need she heard there, the echoes of love long past, tender and bittersweet. “I’m okay,” she murmured. I’m okay until you let go, her fickle heart finished. Where had that secret whisper come from? A place that had sealed over long ago. She pulled away, restoring her powers of reason.

				Hector had jogged past them and now he returned, panting hard. “Can’t find him. He’s headed back to the boathouse. I’m going to cut him off.”

				“No,” Reuben yelled over the storm. “You’re going to tell me what happened. We heard shots.”

				Hector started to reply when a branch broke loose in the howling wind and spiraled toward them. Scampering into the trees, they avoided the pinwheeling branch as it crashed by.

				“Let’s get back to the house,” Reuben yelled. “We’ll talk there.”

				Hector nodded, and they made for the hotel, though Antonia was so disoriented by the storm and Leland that she was not sure in which direction they were traveling. Wind tore at her clothes and nearly took her off her feet more than once. Her inner thoughts were just as disconcerting as the storm.

				We’ve been waiting for you.

				Why her? She had no connection to Isla, not anymore. Was Reuben right? She was to be used as a bargaining chip against him? A feeling of dread seemed to have lodged itself deep inside, and she could not shake the idea that she was a part of a game where she didn’t know the rules, hadn’t even known she was playing.

				As they approached the bend that marked the last quarter mile back to Isla, Reuben tripped over something and went to his hands and knees. He jerked backward so quickly Antonia thought he must have been bitten by a snake. Recovering quickly, he knelt again, posture stiff with shock.

				She bent closer and saw for herself. A man’s feet protruded from the shrubbery, the white stripes on the leather sneakers shining unnaturally in the darkness. Horror filled her every pore. She sank next to Reuben, who pulled the body from the shrubs and began searching for a pulse.

				“He’s alive,” Reuben said, rolling him over.

				Antonia gasped. Gavin’s eyes were closed, a trickle of blood oozing from a cut on his cheekbone.

				Reuben shone his own light along Gavin’s torso, locating the bullet hole in his windbreaker. “We have to get him back to the house. Hector—” He looked around wildly. “Hector!” His shout echoed through the rain-soaked night.

				Though Reuben continued to yell, Antonia knew it was futile.

				Hector was gone. Maybe he’d decided to go after Leland on his own.

				She looked down at Gavin’s slack face.

				Or maybe he was running away from what he’d done.

				* * *

				Reuben knew his priority had to be the wounded man, though his stomach stayed tied into painful knots as he lifted Gavin free from the branches. Antonia shone her flashlight along the ground, alerting him to obstacles. Even with the light, they stumbled many times, and Reuben nearly lost his grip on Gavin’s limp body. The trees offered some shelter, but they were still battered by wind and rain.

				As they staggered on, Reuben figured Antonia was asking herself the same questions he was. Who shot Gavin? And where was Hector?

				Reaching Isla, Antonia helped Reuben get Gavin through the narrow door before shutting and bolting it behind them. Reuben, panting hard, made his way arduously through the kitchen until he reached the lobby, where Paula was patting the hand of a groaning Silvio.

				Her mouth fell open as Reuben explained that Gavin had been shot.

				Paula had enough presence of mind not to pepper him with questions, instead grabbing the first-aid kit and following Reuben to the settee, where he laid the younger man down. She unzipped his jacket and pushed up his shirt to expose the bullet wound and then rolled him slightly to check the exit point.

				“I think it missed the vital organs and passed clean through, fortunately for him.” Antonia looked impressed as Paula applied pressure to the wound until the bleeding slowed and taped bandages neatly in place. She caught Antonia’s expression.

				“I used to help my father. He was a country doctor, and you wouldn’t believe some of the situations he dealt with.”

				Reuben fetched a towel, which Paula used to dry Gavin’s face and hands, and Antonia handed her a blanket to drape over him. “Where’s Hector?” Paula said.

				“Out in the storm,” Antonia told her.

				Paula frowned, considering, until Silvio groaned again from his prone position on the sofa and she got to her feet to tend to him, mumbling something about being an innkeeper, not a charge nurse.

				Reuben bent over Gavin and checked his pockets. “No ID.”

				“Why would he have some on him? He’s your gardener, isn’t he?”

				Reuben looked down at Gavin’s face. “I’m beginning to wonder.” He removed Gavin’s cell phone and tried to thumb it to life, but he could not get past the password required.

				Antonia leaned close. “Who do you think shot him?”

				“Not my brother,” Reuben snapped. “Leland, Garza’s guy, did.”

				“He didn’t seem to have a gun.” Antonia twirled a strand of her hair tightly around her finger. “Otherwise, he could have just shot us all out there.”

				He had no answer for that. Antonia hesitated; there was something she was not telling him. “What?”

				“It was definitely Leland who followed me from the airport and sent the watercraft.” She shook her head. “It seems ridiculous to think they could get to you through me.”

				“They must have heard—known—how much I loved you.” The words seemed to cut their way out of him. Loved. Past tense. Past, but so powerful Garza knew that Antonia still held sway over his heart even if they couldn’t be together.

				Antonia looked at him for a long time before she turned away. “What a waste of effort. They don’t know that I’m not in your life anymore.”

				Not in my life, but always in my heart, in my blood, in the memories that keep me hanging on when there’s nothing else. No one else. “I’m sorry, Nee. This never should have happened.” He closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them, he felt tired and worn. He pulled out his phone and texted, chewing his lip waiting for a reply that didn’t come. “No answer from Hector. He’s in over his head.” He expected a cutting remark from her, indicating Hector had gotten what he deserved.

				Instead, her hand found his. “I’m sure he’ll be okay.”

				His pulse throbbed. “Thanks.” He held on to her and felt the warmth return to both of them. “I’m going to get you out of this, Nee. I promise.”

				She smiled. “I know you’ll give it your best shot.” She pressed his fingers to her lips, and the kiss trailed life back into his body. The old sparks danced inside, though he fought hard to keep them down.

				She let go and picked up the rotary phone receiver on the kitchen wall, replacing it when she heard no dial tone. “I’ll try again later.”

				“Hurricane is here,” Reuben said. “We’re on our own.”

				The words seemed to linger in the dark room.

				Antonia hugged herself. “So we wait.”

				With a gunman outside and two men incapacitated.
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				Reuben frowned. “I’m going to look in Gavin’s room. Maybe he stashed some belongings there.”

				“How’s that going to help?” Antonia said, following.

				“Probably won’t do anything but keep us busy for a few minutes.”

				“Then that’s enough reason for me,” Antonia said.

				“Are you going up there dripping wet?” Paula called. “What will it do to the floors?”

				Reuben gave her a wry smile. “Paula, in a few hours we may not have any floors left.”

				She shook her head and crossed the room to check on Gavin.

				Gavin’s room was actually a tiny alcove that housed a library and study. The walls were lined with books—Reuben’s mother’s, she knew—volume upon volume about ornithology and shell collecting, several hefty tomes of collected poetry and a half dozen ragged Bibles. A delicate desk was pushed against one wall to make room for a sleeping bag, which was folded neatly on the floor along with a pillow Paula had rounded up for Gavin.

				Gavin’s pack was nowhere to be found.

				“If he was going out into a hurricane, wouldn’t you think he’d take his pack?”

				“Maybe he did and the shooter took it or it’s lying there in the bushes somewhere and we couldn’t see it.”

				“I still don’t see why Hector and Gavin were both out in the storm in the first place. One followed the other?”

				Reuben’s eyes narrowed in thought. “I can see my brother sneaking out, thinking he’s going to save us all and put a dent in Leland’s plan.”

				“And Gavin followed him? Why?” Antonia recalled the conversation she’d heard earlier between Silvio and Paula.

				Do you think Hector knows?

				She shivered, recalling Silvio’s last words.

				Then there’s going to be blood.

				“Paula knows something about Gavin.” She watched him start visibly. “I think you’d better talk to her.”

				He jerked, eyes darkening. “Paula and Silvio are my friends, like parents. They wouldn’t hide anything from me.”

				Antonia hoped that he was right as she followed him back down the stairs. Paula sat calmly on a stuffed ottoman, the two unconscious men on either side.

				“Find anything?” she asked.

				“No.” Reuben sat opposite her on the sofa, leaning forward with elbows on his knees to look her squarely in the eyes. “Do you know something about Gavin, Paula?”

				Paula folded her arms. “Why would you ask that?”

				Antonia spoke up. “I heard you talking to Silvio. You said there would be blood if Hector found out. What were you talking about?”

				Paula gave Antonia a look of disdain. “Eavesdropping, were you?”

				Reuben held up a hand. “Don’t stall. Do you have any information?”

				She pursed her lips. “Silvio said we shouldn’t tell because we weren’t sure. He didn’t want to get anyone in trouble...or killed.”

				“We’re past that. You have to tell me.” His tone was stern, but he gathered up her hand in his. “I know you would never keep information from me unless you had a good reason. I need to know what’s going on, and Silvio would agree if he was awake.”

				“I love you, Reuben,” she said, “and you know I would do anything for you, but Silvio is my husband and I will stand by his wishes.”

				Antonia watched the feelings flicker across Reuben’s face like waves tumbling over the sand. Affection, exasperation, respect. “Paula, I love you, too,” was all he said, before pressing a kiss on her wrinkled brow.

				That one tiny gesture awakened a flood of respect for Reuben. Even with the stakes mounting higher every second, he would not force Paula to do anything.

				Pink cheeked, Paula stood up and checked on Gavin’s wound, replacing the bandage with swift and skillful fingers.

				Reuben watched, face drawn in painful contemplation.

				Antonia knew that whatever Silvio had to tell them would change everything. She moved next to Reuben. “What are you thinking?”

				“I’m thinking Silvio needs to wake up. Soon. I need to know the truth about Gavin.”

				“Maybe the real question is not who he is,” she said quietly, “but who shot him.”

				He rounded on her. “It was not my brother, not unless Gavin was threatening his life or mine.” He headed for the back door.

				“Where are you going?”

				“To see if he dropped his pack outside.”

				“And if you run into Leland?”

				“I won’t. He’s probably gone to meet up with his guy at the boathouse.”

				“I’ll help you look.”

				“No, I need you to help Paula move all the food and water she can find to the storm shelter. We need to be prepared.”

				She was going to protest, but his eyes kindled with fire. “Look, Nee. I can’t do this alone. You have to help me, and right now that means making sure we have enough supplies to outlast the hurricane. Get some rest if you can.” He huffed out a breath and gentled his voice. “Please do that for me.”

				It was the quiet tone, the ribbon of worry infusing the words, that struck her, cutting loose a wave of tenderness that she had not known still existed deep down inside. He could not order her to do anything, but if he asked in that sincere way, she could not refuse him.

				“Reuben, I will always do what I can to help you.” She added quickly, “As a friend.”

				His smile was bitter. “If we just weren’t so busy being enemies.”

				They locked eyes for a moment, and Antonia felt again the ache that took root deep down when he had defended his brother, the criminal who would ultimately destroy Reuben. She was sure.

				She pulled back and watched him disappear into the shadowed staircase. Fatigue slowed her steps as she returned to Paula, who was bent over a restless Silvio. “He’ll be awake soon,” she said, more to herself than Antonia. Straightening, she marched into the kitchen. “Reuben is worried the roof will go. I think he’s wrong, but we’ll move supplies to the storm shelter in case he isn’t.”

				“He’s wrong about a lot of things,” Antonia grumbled.

				Paula began to pull cans of food from the kitchen cupboard and put them into a cardboard container. “Do you have two parents who love you?”

				Antonia started. “Yes, I did. My father passed.”

				“Well so did Reuben, and they’re both dead now, too, but he had to choose between them, two people who loved him to distraction.”

				“His dad was a criminal.”

				Paula continued to load the box. “Criminals can love their children, too. Reuben went with his mother, and it broke his father’s heart. When he turned eighteen, Hector went with his father, and it broke his mother’s heart.”

				Antonia considered how it would be for a child to have to choose between his parents.

				She felt Paula’s gaze on her. “I loved Reuben’s mother. She was the child I never had. I saw what it cost her to take the boys out of that life, and I witnessed what it cost her to see one return. She never stopped praying for Hector. ‘No storm’s too big for God,’ she’d say, and she made sure Reuben believed it also.”

				An uneasy feeling stirred in Antonia’s belly. She believed it, too, that no one was beyond redemption, or did she? Had the hurts and disappointments caused her to stop believing the truth that God was big enough to change even the darkest heart?

				Accepting the two gallon jugs of water that Paula handed her, she started for the back door when a groan stopped them both.

				Gavin grunted as he heaved himself upright, eyes wild and mouth tight with pain.

				“Where are they?”

				Antonia and Paula put down their burdens and hastened to stop him from trying to stand. They were too late; Gavin hauled himself to his feet. “Where is he?”

				“Who?” Antonia pressed. “Hector?”

				“He’s gone away,” Paula said soothingly.

				“They’ll kill him,” he moaned, eyes abruptly becoming unfocused as he collapsed to the floor. Antonia caught him by the arm and broke his fall.

				Paula muttered as she took hold of his legs, and they maneuvered him back up onto the sofa. She checked his wound. “Started the thing bleeding again. Bring me a clean towel from the drawer.”

				Antonia ran to fetch the makeshift bandage, and Paula wrapped the injury again.

				Though she desperately wanted Gavin to come to again and explain himself, his eyes remained stubbornly closed.

				They’ll kill him.

				Was he speaking about Hector? Or Reuben?

				The clock read two-thirty in the morning. The hurricane was due to make landfall within hours.

				Hurry, Reuben.

				* * *

				Reuben spent a fruitless half hour pawing through wet shrubbery along the rain-slicked path. He noted with growing alarm that the creek was now more than half full. If Tony dropped any more than ten inches, the rain would overflow the banks and likely submerge the ground floor of the Isla Hotel.

				He marveled again at God’s incredible power to change the tiny plans of men with one strong blast of weather. On his twenty-acre organic farm on the mainland, he’d learned to stave off frost damage by spraying the fruits with water to form a protective barrier of ice, which would hover just at the freezing point. He’d managed to hang on to a few good workers to help him with the laborious hand picking and ripped out rows of precious trees planted by his uncle when they contracted citrus greening disease. Not once in all the struggles did he consider quitting. It was in his blood since the moment he visited his uncle’s orchard for the first time, and he considered himself blessed to be able to bring something out of the earth with God’s help.

				But hurricanes were different. His relatively young Seville oranges, bitter and thick skinned for marmalade, would be decimated by the wind. Maybe the older trees...the Valencias...

				No way, Reuben. You’re going to kiss this year’s crops goodbye. Deal with it.

				He would. Somehow, he would start over.

				A branch snapped loose from a tree and skimmed by his feet.

				But how would he keep Isla going if she did not survive the storm?

				The Lord giveth.

				His stomach clenched as he pictured Antonia’s face.

				And He taketh away.

				He gritted his teeth and shone his flashlight into the shrubbery. She wasn’t his to lose anymore; it would be enough to keep her alive.

				Soaked in spite of his jacket, Reuben tried to figure out which direction Gavin would have taken. He could have headed up the small hill on the path toward the Anchor, but considering where Reuben had discovered him lying, he figured the man took the river path...the same direction from which Hector had emerged.

				His eyes played tricks on him as the foliage danced and rolled. He wished he could risk another trip to the Anchor to keep tabs on Leland and his men or go after his brother, but he dared not leave Antonia and Paula unprotected.

				His brother or Antonia. The choice had ruined them before.

				Disheartened, face stinging from the pelting rain, he started the return trip to Isla when he saw it—the strap of Gavin’s backpack, caught by a branch. He rooted around in the shrub until he extracted it. Feeling like Jason finding his golden fleece, he hurried as fast as the wet path would allow back to the hotel.

				He slammed inside, arriving just as Silvio sat upright, eyes bleary.

				Antonia and Paula stood next to him.

				“Is he okay?” Reuben said.

				“’Course I’m okay. Musta dozed. Getting old.”

				“You had help,” Paula said. “Someone put sleeping pills in the coffee.”

				Silvio began to mutter angrily, brushing aside the cup of water Antonia offered him and trying to get to his feet. “Aww, stop clucking around me like a bunch of hens. I’m fine.”

				Paula laughed. “So you are.”

				Reuben held up the pack. “Gavin’s been shot. I found his pack outside in the rain.”

				Silvio’s skin blanched. “Oh, no.”

				“Tell me, Silvio. What do you know about Gavin?”

				“Didn’t know anything for sure. Wanted some proof before I went blabbing accusations all over.”

				Reuben used his last bit of self-control to refrain from barking questions.

				Silvio ran a hand over his weathered face. “Last night, while everyone was scurrying around boarding up windows, I went to the shed to get some oil for the lanterns. Gavin was out there, talking on the phone, and he didn’t see me coming.”

				“Talking to whom?”

				“Not sure, but I thought...”

				Reuben’s stomach tightened. “You thought what?”

				Paula blurted out the words. “He thought that Gavin was talking to his boss.”

				“What kind of boss?” Antonia asked.

				Silvio coughed. “He said sir and investigation.”

				The words fell heavily and left a silence in their wake. “He’s a cop?” Antonia ventured finally.

				Reuben flopped on the couch, his head falling against the back, eyes closed. He let out an enormous sigh. “Probably DEA. I should have known. Why else would a guy like that want to work here?”

				Antonia fisted her hands on her hips. “It makes perfect sense. He’s been working here for months trying to gather information about your brother or maybe to find out if you’re working with him. Hector is dragging you into ruin,” she snapped. “Your loyalty to him will destroy you, Reuben. What’s it going to take for you to see that?”

				He jerked upright, eyes flashing. “I love my brother just like you love your sister, and I’m not going to believe he’s back in the mob.”

				“He’s a criminal, and he has no right to involve you.”

				Reuben stood. “And so are you, Antonia, because you helped your sister kidnap my niece. Did you have the right to do that?”

				The tension crackled between them until he broke away and grabbed the backpack. “Let’s see what our spy packed for the trip,” he said bitterly. The pack was wet but the inside still relatively dry thanks to a nylon lining. Dumping the pack out onto the table, he found ammunition for a gun that wasn’t there.

				“He had more to bring to this shootout than the knife you gave him,” Silvio grumbled, holding on to Paula’s shoulder for support.

				Reuben extracted the knife he’d loaned Gavin and pocketed it.

				“If Gavin is undercover, then the cops know Hector is here, and Leland, too,” Antonia said.

				Reuben felt a stir of hope. If the cops knew the situation, they would get backup here for their agent as soon as they could. He reached deeper into the backpack. Gavin’s wallet did not prove to be of much help. The driver’s license indicated his name really was Gavin Campbell, but there was no identification to show he was working for law enforcement. Reuben threw the bag down in frustration when he heard an odd thunk. He looked again and discovered a small metal rectangle shoved in a pocket he hadn’t noticed before.

				The bottom had an output jack. It was a recording device. “He chucked the microphone somewhere.” Reuben stared at the tiny machine.

				“What was he recording?” Antonia said.

				Reuben’s nerves jumped as he pressed the play button.

				They leaned forward to listen. At first it sounded like nothing more than the rumbles of a storm, the audio crackling with noise. Reuben turned the volume up all the way.

				“...all off. We got cops involved now.” It was Hector speaking.

				“You don’t get to decide.”

				“Listen, Leland,” Hector said, voice louder, insistent.

				The voices were swallowed up in storm noise until a few seconds later.

				“Too late,” Leland said. There was a pause. “...saw something.”

				The sounds became hurried, branches snapping, and then the click indicating the end of the tape.

				Reuben swallowed. “He stowed the device and took off when Leland spotted him.”

				“Right before he got shot,” Silvio added.

				Reuben played the tape again, and they listened in silence.

				Paula chewed a nail nervously. “What does ‘all off’ mean?”

				Reuben did not want to answer the question, did not want to face the import of those two little words. “It means my brother had some sort of deal going with Leland.” He turned to look at Antonia. “And you were right all along.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				ELEVEN

				She should have felt justified, satisfied, thrilled that Reuben had finally been forced to face the truth about his brother. Instead, as she looked into his stark face, drinking in the grief in his brown eyes, she felt only compassion. The mirror she’d held up to Hector had reflected back a criminal, but it also cast a dark shadow on his brother’s faith. “Reuben,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”

				“And why would you be sorry?” he said in a tone that made something chill deep inside her. His eyes were flat and cold. “It’s what you’ve been saying the whole time. Your sister is right. You’re right. My brother is a criminal, and I’ve been blind, stupid and naive.”

				She opened her mouth to answer, but nothing would come out.

				Paula reached out a hand to Reuben. “We don’t know what he was up to.”

				“Doesn’t matter,” Reuben spat. “If it involved Leland, it’s bad. Bad enough to bring the cops here.”

				Paula looked helplessly at Antonia and Silvio, as if she were searching for something comforting to offer. She found nothing and pressed a knuckle to her mouth.

				Reuben spun on his heel. “Going to the cupola.”

				“I’ll go, too,” Silvio said.

				“No,” Reuben said. “See to the shelter. Storm’s about to hit. If we lose the hotel, our best chance of survival will be in there. Silvio’s made it his mission over the years to reinforce the walls and upgrade the roofing to meet code. We should prepare a bed of some kind there for Gavin.” He trudged up the steps, and Antonia watched until he was out of sight.

				She found Paula staring at nothing. “This can’t be true. Hector has goodness inside him, deep down.” Tears glimmered in her eyes.

				Silvio squeezed her around the shoulders. “We don’t know what happened. Maybe when Boy Cop wakes up, he can fill in the gaps. Jumping to conclusions ain’t going to help anyone, is it?” He gathered her into his chest and kissed her wrinkled brow. “Okay now. Time to get going. I’ll haul the supplies to the shelter. Don’t want you ladies outside with—” he paused “—with bad guys and a storm. Pile up everything that needs to go and stack it in the kitchen.”

				Antonia held the door for Silvio as he hefted several gallon jugs of water and plunged out into the rain. Paula packed up a bag with bandages, shaking her head all the while.

				Antonia’s mind was not on the survival details. She couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened. She’d gotten the thing she’d longed for and prayed about. Hector was crooked and Reuben could see it at long last. Yet it was not triumph, but grief or perhaps guilt that clawed at her chest. She realized suddenly that she had not been praying for Hector’s salvation, but for his conviction. She’d wanted him to fall and now he had. The thought shamed her.

				“Here,” Paula said, piling sofa cushions into her arms. “The shelter is small, no room for a cot. We’ll have to lay Mr. Campbell down on the cushions.”

				Silvio was already struggling through the rain with a box containing bread, peanut butter and other foodstuffs, so Antonia shoved out into the storm, her arms laden with pillows. The wind nearly took her off her feet, but she managed to both cling to the cushions and hunker over them to keep from going over backward. Struggling forward, she pressed on, nearly blinded by driving rain until Silvio grabbed her elbow and guided her into the shelter, where she stood panting.

				“Didn’t I tell ya to stay in the house?” he grumped.

				“Yes, but I don’t listen very well.”

				He stared for a moment, then let loose with a gravelly laugh. “At least yer honest about that. Well,” he said, sweeping an arm around the six-by-ten-foot space. “This here’s the island of safety on this island of danger.” He laughed again at his joke.

				She took in the thick walls, the low roof, the exposed plywood and beam interior. One small window, double paned and covered by a storm shutter, and the door were the only entrances and exits.

				“Reuben’s mama insisted we always keep the shelter up to snuff, even if there wasn’t money to treat the main house the same.”

				“Did you build it?”

				“Mostly,” he said. “Reuben helped right alongside me, but he ain’t much of a carpenter. Started it way back when his mama brought the boys here. Hector helped, too, some. He’s not bad with a hammer and nails. Could have been a good line for him if he’d pursued it.” Something shimmered in Silvio’s eyes.

				“You love them, don’t you? Reuben and his brother.”

				“Ah, I’ve known them boys since they were born. Mr. Sandoval hired me to work on his boats ’cause we served together in the navy. Reuben was always easy, loved boats, loved the sun, loved people and the ocean, most of all loved working in his uncle’s fields. Didn’t ever see a boy so completely content working the earth. But Hector, he was different. I never really understood him. He needed something, power, maybe, or importance. Dunno. Maybe it was the same craving that got its hooks into his father. He was a good man once upon a time. I know because he saved my life.” Silvio turned his gaze on Antonia. “One thing I can tell you, Hector loves his daughter.”

				Antonia’s breath caught thinking about little Gracie. “My sister was trying to protect her.”

				His eyes fell. “I was, too, but I wonder if I destroyed Hector and his family while I was at it.”

				“I don’t understand.”

				His face seemed to age before her eyes, grooves deepening around his mouth and the skin of his jaw slackening. “I was at the house that day. Couple of Hector’s men were having trouble working on one of his boats. I went to help. Was in the kitchen grabbing some water.”

				“What day?”

				“Day it happened.”

				She felt the tingle of approaching dread. “Silvio, what are you saying?”

				“I heard Mia talking on the phone, to you I suppose it was, saying she was going to take Gracie and leave.”

				Her mouth went dry. “And you told Hector.”

				His eyes blazed for a moment. “He’s the man. It’s his job to hold the family together.” His voice faltered. “I said he should go talk to her, apologize for whatever idiotic thing he did, make amends and do anything he could think of to straighten it out. I didn’t know... How could I know?”

				“That Hector would go after her and she’d stab him?”

				Silvio let out a slow breath that seemed to leave his shoulders hunched. “I thought it would help. Man’s got to keep his family together. I never imagined Hector would lay a finger on Mia.”

				Antonia felt sick. None of them had escaped the shadow of that terrible day. “You couldn’t have known.”

				“Don’t matter. Important thing is for you to know Hector loves Gracie and whatever dumb things he’s done or is doing don’t change that one little bit. He’s her daddy and he loves her.”

				Antonia thought about her sister, alone and scared. Hector, getting deeper into waters that could get them all killed. Reuben, brokenhearted that his belief in his brother had been an illusion. Anger, pride, judgment, vengefulness. All of those sins had spread their tentacles across two families who teetered on the verge of destruction. At least Mia and Gracie were safe for the moment. But what kind of life were they living? On the run with no family to support them.

				Pain knifed through her as Silvio arranged the cushions on the floor in the corner of the cramped space. “Will have to do.”

				Rain pelted against the roof. “Is this shelter going to stand through the hurricane, Silvio?”

				“She’ll stand against the wind.” He rapped a hand against the solid walls. “But...”

				Antonia waited. “What else are you worried about?”

				“We’ve weathered plenty of storms here in Florida, Antonia, and you know the wind is the part you can hunker down from. Get low, keep the windows closed, you’ll probably survive that part.”

				Her mind went to a fact her heart must have kept stuffed in her subconscious. “But not the water.”

				“When Charley hit, we got twelve-foot waves.”

				Antonia looked again at the roof only a couple of feet from her head, imagining the ocean swelling to monstrous proportions.

				Silvio seemed lost in thought as he, too, stared at the beams over their heads. “Tiny little island in a great big storm.”

				She thought about Reuben at the top of the cupola staring out at the view she now imagined, his heart heavy, his spirit low.

				Tiny island.

				Great big storm.

				* * *

				Reuben paused at the door that would lead up to the short flight of steps to the cupola. He put a hand on the solid wood and felt it tremble, as if there were a beast clawing at the other side. The walls around him rattled, and vibrations rippled through the soles of his boots. The beast had gotten in at last; Hurricane Tony had arrived.

				He turned and pressed his back there, sinking to a crouching position and letting the anger of the storm hammer against his shoulders. The worst thing he could do would be to open that door and let the eighty-mile-per-hour winds into Isla to wreck and destroy anything that remained of his family.

				And was there anything left of the Sandovals to save? The percussion on his back reminded him of his father’s conga drum, staved sides, taut head that could be coaxed to produce so many incredible sounds with just his father’s fingers and palms. In the simple days, the time before they’d moved to the big house on the beach and began to collect the speedboats, the Aston Martins, the luxury condos, his mother had danced barefoot to the beat of that conga drum, whirling her two little boys in her arms until they collapsed in a dizzy pile. Reuben’s hand clenched into a fist as he added his own beating to the force hammering on the door, anger roiling through him like savage music.

				He had not saved his brother.

				All his prayers and effort, the conflict and confrontation, wasted in a naive belief.

				And the most horrific cost of his error? He’d lost Antonia.

				Bile rose in his throat.

				The life they could have had, the love they could have nourished and tended over the years like his precious orange grove. Gone. Hector’s crimes had overwhelmed it all. Still, maybe there was a piece he didn’t see, some explanation that would excuse Hector’s partnership with Leland, a way it could all be explained.

				“Stop it, Reuben,” he growled to no one. “Stop deluding yourself about your brother. Antonia is right. He’s crooked like our father.” Saying the words aloud drove them deeper into his gut.

				Like our father.

				His mother would have said, “God the Father is perfect, Reuben.”

				He knew it was true, but the knowledge did not ease the razor-sharp pain that knifed inside him.

				He thought about the people huddled under his roof one story down. Gavin, Paula, Silvio, Antonia. “Father God, I cannot understand why You did not help me save my brother.” He wanted to shout it, to hammer against the wooden walls loud enough for God to hear. Instead the words came out in a broken whisper. “I don’t understand, but I will not turn away like my brother and my father. I will not turn away from You.” He pressed his forehead to the damp door. “Help me keep them alive.”

				He could not force himself to say one more prayer for his brother, not one more plea to add to the discourse he’d composed over the years, not a single additional request for intercession. Instead he pressed his hand to the door and offered up only one broken word to the Father who he knew had caught every tear and anguished hope. “Hector.”

				He opened his eyes to find Antonia there, hair dripping diamonds onto the floor, her eyes soft.

				“Reuben,” she said. “I wish I had been wrong.”

				He stood and cleared his throat, wondering how long she had been in the stairwell. “Wishing doesn’t change anything, does it?”

				“No, but I was wrong to want him to fall.”

				Her lips trembled slightly and so did his resolve. He wanted nothing more than to bury his face in her hair, to hold close the comfort of her lips and insert himself into the circle of her embrace.

				Instead he managed to edge by her, careful not to breathe in the scent of her, which he knew might break through his weakened self-control. “Is the storm shelter ready?”

				“As best as we could. It’s pretty jammed in there.”

				The lobby was dark and quiet, except for the annoyed comments from Silvio, who stood next to an open closet, receiving a pile of neatly folded blankets from Paula.

				“We have enough already,” Silvio grumbled. “The storm shelter is only so big, you know.”

				Paula answered him by plopping several more blankets into his outstretched arms. “We don’t know how long we’ll be in there.”

				They all stopped as an onslaught of wind rattled the walls.

				“Did you...?” Reuben said to Silvio.

				“All windows are boarded up. Back door is bolted, but we can get out if necessary. Front door is locked.”

				“That’s never been a very solid lock,” Reuben said. “I’m going to board it up.”

				Silvio shoved the pile of blankets into Antonia’s arms. “I’m helping Reuben. You hold on to these.”

				Reuben grabbed the hammer from the kitchen and went to a stack of plywood he’d piled in the entry for easy access.

				With Silvio on one end of the board and Reuben on the other, they levered the wood into place. He’d just placed the nail, ready to hammer, when something snapped. Reuben watched in horror as the upper hinge of the door distended and twisted, fingers of metal springing loose as it failed.

				“Hold it,” Reuben shouted, throwing his weight against the door and trying to get a nail steadied against the shuddering wood.

				Silvio pressed his back there, his legs straining. “Hammer it down, quick,” he groaned.

				Reuben saw Antonia drop the blankets and start toward them.

				“No,” he shouted.

				She made it two more steps before both the hinges gave way completely and the bolt snapped. The door blew inward, bringing the wrath of the hurricane with it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWELVE

				Antonia was knocked backward from the impact of the wind that rushed into the hotel with the force of a runaway locomotive. Through the tangle of hair that plastered her face, she saw Reuben and Silvio fall under the heavy plywood before her view was obscured by a maelstrom of flying papers, books, cushions and whatever else the storm could liberate from shelves and bookcases.

				Paula shrieked and scrambled toward Silvio but tripped and went down on the fallen pile of blankets Antonia had dropped moments before. Crawling on hands and knees, Antonia clawed her way to the front door.

				Reuben was also on hands and knees, reaching under the vibrating boards to free Silvio, who emerged dazed, white hair standing on end. Silvio’s eyes widened as he saw Paula on the floor, and he headed to her.

				“Get to the shelter,” Reuben yelled, rain thundering by him in piercing waves.

				Paula scrambled to her feet and helped Silvio hoist the unconscious Gavin over his shoulder.

				Reuben turned again to the plywood, trying to force it back upright against the doorjamb. His muscles bulged under the strain.

				“Leave it,” Antonia shouted. “You can’t fix it now.”

				Reuben ignored her and kept up his battle with the sodden wood.

				She grabbed his shoulder, muscles knotted tight under her fingers. “Stop.”

				His eyes burned. “I can save it.”

				“No, you can’t,” she said, pulling on him as hard as she dared.

				He whirled to face her, mouth taut with anger.

				They stood there, barely maintaining their footing, eyes locked on each other, and she understood so much in that moment, even though the only sound was the shriek of the storm.

				I couldn’t save my brother.

				Isla is all that’s left.

				I can’t lose that, too.

				She wished it were not true, but the groaning of the building all around them told her he would not succeed on his quest to save Isla, like he had failed with Hector. She pressed his wrist. “You have to come to the shelter.”

				Silvio was already hauling Gavin toward the kitchen. “Where’s my shotgun?” he hollered. “Anyone see it?”

				It would be impossible to find in the swirling wreck.

				Paula stopped to scoop up Charley, who had emerged from under the sofa. They both looked at Reuben.

				“They won’t leave without you,” Antonia said. “And neither will I.”

				The anger in Reuben’s face drained away. He left the plywood to the wind and followed Antonia, Silvio and Paula. He stopped for only a moment, retrieving something from the floor that she could not see and stowing the item in his pocket.

				It seemed as though the storm were a live thing; having gained entry, it was now pillaging Isla. When Antonia unfastened the bolt on the kitchen door, it was wrenched out of her hand, slamming open to admit the storm afresh, which began to whoosh through the space, flinging open the cupboard doors, knocking down the chairs and pulling the dishes from the shelves. Crockery crashed to the floor, flinging splinters of glass across the tile, eliciting a wail from Paula.

				“Go, go,” Reuben yelled, pushing Paula through after Silvio and pressing his hand on the small of Antonia’s back.

				She meant to move, to follow the struggling Silvio and Paula out the door, but an eerie, sucking vortex of noise stopped her. The sound was incomprehensible, unlike anything her ears had encountered before.

				As if in slow motion, Reuben tilted his face upward and she did the same.

				The roof.

				Hurricane Tony was prying the roof off the old hotel.

				So great was the shock that her brain was unable to command her body. It was Reuben who snapped to reality first and shoved her through the door. Into a crush of rain, feet sliding, eyes blinded, ears tortured by the wood tearing loose behind her, she stumbled on. Somehow she found herself at the shelter, plowing in behind Paula and Silvio, Reuben pausing as he reached for the door. She turned, too, all of them did, mesmerized by the sight before them.

				It was as if the old hotel were merely a dollhouse, a child’s toy, as the roof peeled away in two sections, flung loose into the wind and hurtling away toward the beach. Fragments of wood and tile eddied in dizzying circles, crashing against the remaining walls and peppering the outside of the shelter. The hurricane ripped the shutters from the walls, lifted furniture and curtains, tearing them out and casting them to the skies. Only the sturdy shelter wall behind them gave them enough protection to remain on their feet.

				Antonia struggled to breathe. She had recently experienced a massive earthquake, but it was a covert killer, unleashing destruction quickly and then retreating, invisible, invincible. This force was unbridled, unhurried, lazily dismantling the island before their eyes, a horrible spectacle of brutal power.

				They watched in morbid fascination as the black sky, which should have been golden with the morning sun, sucked up the spoils and whirled them out to sea.

				When a piece of tile hurtled into the shelter, Reuben seemed to snap out of his reverie.

				He closed the door and secured it.

				No one spoke for a moment.

				After a long pause, Reuben went to Silvio and helped him lay Gavin on the makeshift bed. Paula stroked the sodden cat, who mewled piteously until she put it down.

				Antonia could not believe what she’d seen. Isla, the grand lady of the island, had just been torn to pieces before her eyes. She knew she would never forget the look on Reuben’s face as he watched his mother’s dream, his dream, splinter into pieces.

				Gavin groaned and Paula went to tend to him. Reuben sat on an upended crate, elbows on his knees, while the cat curled in a crescent of wet fur around his feet. He stroked him with calloused fingers, finding the soft fur behind the cat’s ears. “It’s okay, Charley. It’s okay.”

				Antonia stood frozen. She had no comfort to offer Reuben, not the faint hope that some of the hotel might survive, no reason to believe that Hector would outlast the storm or Leland. For that matter, she was not sure they would, either.

				* * *

				The day passed in a blur for Reuben. He was trapped in a dream, a nightmare, and somehow everyone he loved had been trapped right along with him. He watched Paula and Antonia keep busy with stacking and reorganizing the food and supplies. Paula offered sandwiches she’d made earlier, but no one would eat, much to her dismay. Silvio sat on the floor, arms crossed, a bruise darkening his cheekbone, fiddling with a battery-powered radio. He finally got a news station to come in clearly enough for them to listen to the dire facts.

				Tony was now officially a Category 3 hurricane. Winds were topping eighty miles per hour as the storm battered the coast. On the mainland, power lines were down, streets flooded and rescue workers battled the elements to get to stranded victims. “The storm surge could reach as high as ten feet,” the reporter said.

				Ten feet.

				Low pressure raised the sea level, heightening the surge. Added to that, the wave action and the natural effect of massive water volume funneling in over the gently sloping shores, through the constricting lagoon, would only increase its terrible power.

				A ten-foot wall of water sweeping across Isla would inundate the storm shelter. They would have no choice but to seek shelter on the bluff where the crumbling Anchor lay. It was the only place they might survive. Might. It would also bring them out into crushing winds and within the grasp of Leland and his men, if they had managed to find shelter somewhere.

				He exchanged a look with Silvio, who snapped off the radio. The way Antonia was suddenly intensely engaged in stacking soup cans told him she understood, too. They were in trouble. He wished he could pace, but there was simply no room in the shelter, crammed as it was.

				He checked his phone for a message from his brother, which he knew would not come. He sent a text anyway.

				



				Hotel gone.

				



				He wanted to add “Where are you?” or “What have you done, Hector?” but he could not bring his fingers to push through the raw hurt bubbling in his stomach.

				Gavin groaned. Paula went to him. “He’s awake,” she said.

				They gathered around him. Gavin’s eyes were unfocused at first, until he blinked and tried to jerk upright.

				Paula held him down. “Not so fast, Mr. Campbell. You’ve been shot, remember?”

				Reuben saw Gavin put the pieces of memory together. “Where are we?”

				“In the storm shelter. We found you and brought you back,” Reuben said.

				Gavin put a hand to his shoulder, grimacing. “Hector?”

				“Gone.” Reuben forced himself to ask. “Why did you come to Isla? Were you investigating my brother?”

				Gavin flashed a shadow of a smile. “What? You don’t like my landscaping?”

				Reuben would have laughed if he weren’t so close to losing it. “We know you’re a cop. You were taping my brother talking to Leland.”

				He nodded, pain lining his forehead. “Yeah. We’ve been interested in Hector since he began meeting with Garza’s men about nine months back.”

				“Nine months?” Silvio’s eyes rolled in thought. “That’s about when things fell apart with Mia.”

				Antonia’s cheeks flushed. “She was right to run.”

				Reuben ignored the remark. Gavin was the only one who knew the truth, and he had to keep him talking. “So you came to work for me.”

				Gavin sucked in a breath. “Figured a good way to keep tabs on him was by setting up a presence with you. Two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

				The implication was clear. “I’m not involved with Garza,” Reuben spat.

				Gavin shrugged. “These things tend to run in families, and your brother is in it up to his neck. He’s crafty, I’ll give him that much. I think he put sleeping pills in the coffee to knock us all out so there would be no resistance.” He smiled. “Good thing I’m not a coffee drinker.”

				Silvio snorted. “Could have warned us. Some cop. Ain’t you supposed to look out for people?”

				He hunched painfully. “I was going to dump out the coffee, but I didn’t have a chance. I had to follow Hector.”

				Reuben rubbed his eyes. “What do you have on my brother besides suspicions?”

				Gavin laughed, then winced. “What kind of cop would I be if I told you that?” He grew serious. “Look, Reuben. Between you and me, I think you’re a good guy, so I’m going to tell you that your brother cooked up some kind of deal with Garza, something having to do with Isla.”

				“Figures,” Reuben said, swallowing a wave of bitterness.

				Gavin tried to sit up again, but pain forced him back onto the cushions. “I don’t know the details. I was taping when Leland heard me. I dropped my pack and took off, but not fast enough.” He groaned and Paula put a hand to his brow.

				“He feels hot. I’m afraid of an infection.”

				“Of course,” Gavin said weakly. “That’s the way my life has been going lately.”

				“Antonia,” Paula ordered, “get me the antiseptic from the first-aid kit. I’ll clean his wound again.”

				Another groan.

				“Gavin.” Reuben’s throat went tight. “Who shot you?”

				Gavin’s eyes grew unfocused with the pain and closed. Antonia held the antiseptic bottle while Paula carefully peeled off the bandage, stained with fresh blood.

				“Probably hurt him carrying him over,” Paula clucked.

				“He’d have hurt himself more crawling over on his own,” Silvio grunted.

				Reuben put his face close to Gavin’s. “I have to know what happened.”

				Paula tried to push him away. “Not now, Reuben.”

				She was right, but he could not stop the question. Laying a hand on Gavin’s arm, he pressed close. “Gavin, did Leland shoot you, or my brother?”

				Gavin’s eyes opened and closed again.

				“Gav, tell me. Who shot you?”

				“Don’t know,” Gavin murmured. “Could’ve been Leland or Hector. Hard to tell with the storm.”

				Reuben sat back with a sigh, and Paula edged him out of the way.

				“Hector thinks he’s in control,” Gavin whispered. “He’s wrong.”

				“Wrong about what?” Reuben said. “What is going on? What is Hector trying to accomplish?”

				“Is he trying to get Isla for himself?” Antonia ventured. “To get back into the business and Garza isn’t happy about it?”

				“No...” Reuben broke off. He was going to say that Hector was trying to help him save Isla.

				But was it the truth?

				He did not know anymore. Like the storm was transforming the island, so was his belief in his brother, now changed and morphed into something he no longer held on to with that unshakable faith.

				Whatever the details, Hector had made his choice, and now they would all have to try and survive it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THIRTEEN

				Antonia thought she might possibly go mad. Outside the shelter shook with the continued onslaught of the storm. Had it lessened? Were the winds gentling ever so slightly, or was that wishful thinking?

				She’d helped Paula warm up soup on the camp stove and distributed it in paper cups, which Silvio drank straight off. She and Reuben managed a few swallows to appease Paula, and Gavin did not regain consciousness long enough to take any of it.

				The hours wore on. Sometimes Silvio would turn on the radio and they would listen to the devastation played out in report after report until he silenced it. Paula spread out blankets on the floor in the corner opposite Gavin, and she and Antonia laid down to rest. Charley the cat curled up next to Gavin.

				Reuben and Silvio sat on boxes in silence. When Reuben thought she wasn’t watching he would cast a wary glance at the door.

				Waiting for Leland?

				Or the flood of water?

				She thought about the most recent picture she had of Gracie, taken before Mia ran away with her. Scrawled on the back was the caption New Choppers!

				Picturing little Gracie sporting shiny new teeth made Antonia smile. She wanted to tell Reuben about it, but she feared it might add salt to his stinging wounds. Looking at his profile in the dark, slumped shoulders, head down, she had the urge to go to him, to comfort, to put her cheek next to his and mingle their strength together.

				She took a slow breath. Gracie was the important one now, keeping her safe, far away from Hector. Survive the storm and Leland and get away.

				She did not know if Mia was even still in the state of Florida. Maybe Antonia would go join her and they’d start again in a totally new place. Her imagination took her to the mountains, a small country town.

				Away from her beloved ocean that offered up vistas so breathtaking she could never capture it fully in her paintings. And away from Reuben. Finally, with Hector out of their lives, her estrangement from Reuben would be complete. A pang of grief licked at her insides.

				It hurt. It would always hurt.

				God help me to be strong for Gracie and Mia.

				Who would be left behind to be strong for Reuben?

				She closed her eyes to shut out his pensive shadow and slept.

				When she awoke two hours later, the interior of the shelter was humid and stuffy, and the wind still beat angry fists against the outside walls. Paula slept next to her, wrapped so tightly in the blanket that only her face showed. Silvio sat cross-legged, back against the wall, snoring.

				She sat up and blinked the confusion away. Reuben was still perched on the wooden box, the radio held up to his ear, volume turned down low. Carefully extricating herself from the blankets, she went to him.

				He jerked in surprise, standing immediately to offer her his seat on the crate.

				Typical Reuben. Gentleman farmer. She waved a hand. “No, thanks,” she whispered. “I’ll just pull up a cushion.”

				He sat again. “Did you sleep?”

				“Some. Not you?”

				He shook his head. “Silvio needs the sleep more than I do.”

				They listened for a moment to the chatter of the storm.

				“I think the eye is approaching.”

				She let out a breath. “Smooth sailing ahead?”

				He sighed. “You and I both know the worst of the storm comes after the eye passes.”

				“Can we get out of here? Move to higher ground?”

				He didn’t answer, and the silence stirred her anxiety.

				“Leland’s guys...and Hector...will be free to move then, too,” she guessed. “If they survived part one of the storm. That’s what you’re worried about.”

				“I’m worried about everyone surviving this thing, that’s all.” He looked around. “None of this should have happened. No one should be here on Isla to face this but me.” His gaze locked on hers. “Look, Nee.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry my family problems bled over into your life and Mia’s. I’ve been blind, just like you said, and I truly regret that I led us to this, that you ever became involved with the Sandovals.”

				Her lungs squeezed and she moved closer, taking his hand. “I’m not sorry.”

				He cocked his head. “What?”

				“I’m not sorry I met you, Reuben. We had some amazing times together, and yes, it ended in a big mess, but at least we can hang on to those good memories, right? Sweet and bitter, just like oranges. Isn’t that what you used to say?”

				His eyes glimmered softly, the curve of his mouth reminding her of the tender kisses and gentlest of words. “I don’t know why, but I was thinking of Yeats, from my mother’s old poetry books.” He stroked a tentative finger along her cheek. “‘But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you and loved the sorrows of your changing face.’”

				She closed her eyes against the tenderness spiraling through her nerves.

				“I loved you more because of our trouble, not in spite of it,” he whispered. “I hope you can remember some of those good times someday.”

				Warmth spread through her body, anchored in that touch. “Yes, I will always remember.”

				She felt his lips on her forehead, grazing along her eyebrows and moving to her cheekbones.

				“Will you tell Gracie someday?” he said into her ear. “Tell her that Uncle Booben was a good guy way back when?”

				“You never stopped being a good guy,” she whispered, finally daring to open her eyes. “Things just got in the way.”

				“I let them get in the way. I see the shadows there in your eyes.” He slid a finger under her chin and lifted her face, bending until his mouth was inches from hers. “Love isn’t enough sometimes, is it?” he said, gazing into her eyes. “It wasn’t enough to save my brother, and it wasn’t enough to save us. This storm’s just too big.”

				He leaned closer, and she thought for one electric moment that he meant to kiss her, but instead he pressed his mouth to her ear. “Go back to sleep, Nee. Things will look better in the morning.”

				Heart pounding, an ache spreading through her body, she returned to the blanket and closed her eyes.

				She did finally fall asleep, waking again long before sunup. An unpleasant dampness wormed its way into her subconscious until she snapped awake, wind whirling by her face and then dying away. She sat up, wiping rain from her cheeks, hearing Silvio’s angry muttering. Her watch read 3:00 a.m.

				“What is it?” she called to Silvio.

				“Foolishness, that’s what,” he grumbled.

				Paula got to her feet. “Where’s Reuben?”

				Antonia’s stomach knotted. The wind on her face, the rain spattered blankets. Someone had opened the door. She groaned. “He went after Hector.”

				Silvio didn’t bother to affirm her conclusion. “He got a text from Hector. Said he’s holing up at the Anchor and everything’s a big misunderstanding. Asked him to come.”

				Antonia felt her breath catch. “It’s a trap. Hector’s lying.”

				“Probably,” Silvio said, “but Reuben thinks it’s the only way to put an end to it and keep us all safe.”

				“He can’t do that,” Antonia said, throat thick with fear.

				“He already did. Eye of the storm is here, so we’ve got about an hour, I figure, before the storm hammers us again. I’ve got to check the water level. You stay here and help Paula care for Gavin.”

				“I’m going after Reuben,” Antonia said, heading for the door.

				Silvio grabbed her arm. “No. If the flood comes, I’ll need your help to get Paula and Gavin out. I can’t do it myself.”

				Her mind reeled. “But Reuben...”

				Silvio shook his head gently. “He doesn’t want you to go after him.” He handed her a paper-wrapped lump. “He told me to give you this.”

				She looked from the paper to Silvio. He patted her shoulder. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Stay here and help Paula. Don’t open the door unless you know it’s me.” He left, and Paula slid the bolt behind him.

				Antonia sat down on the blankets, clutching the little bundle. What had Reuben gone to do? He would sacrifice himself to save them, to save her, after she had done everything to wound him with the truth about Hector.

				Tears stung her eyes. With fingers gone cold, she unwrapped the lump. It was the junonia shell, now chipped even more than it had been, but still intact. She pressed the glassy surface to her cheek, the coolness against her hot skin comforting. On the paper was a short note in Reuben’s strange handwriting, all capital letters.

				



				Nee,

				Hope you can still see the beauty in this. I’m sorry.

				Reuben

				



				Crumpling the paper and pressing it to her heart, she began to cry.

				* * *

				Reuben took the steps to the Anchor slowly, wading around enormous puddles as best he could. He stopped at the top of the hill littered with downed trees and broken branches and looked to the distance, where the Isla Hotel had once stood. Moonlight still filtered between the clouds and painted the island with eerie hues.

				Only two exterior walls remained, the windows blown out and odd bits of curtain still clinging to protruding nails, fluttering in the breeze like flags of surrender. Ruined beyond repair. He was probably supposed to be feeling grief, but instead he felt a strange sense of relief. It was no longer in his power to save the old relic. He could lay that burden down and focus on the other one that lanced at his heart.

				He intended to sign over whatever Garza wanted if it would extricate his brother and protect Antonia and Gracie. One last chance to save them. The land seemed a small thing now. It was the only collateral he had, and he would give it willingly.

				Maybe it would appease Garza, or maybe he would kill Reuben anyway, but it was a risk that had to be taken. Leland and his men would no longer need to go after Antonia once they had their prize.

				The water level along the shore had risen, swamping the dock where Reuben’s burned boats bobbed like ugly black refuse. The Black-Eyed Beauty. He felt the kindle of anger. That loss hurt him more than the hotel.

				He wished he had binoculars so he could climb a tree and try to catch a glimpse of the boathouse. It was a sturdy structure that had survived hurricanes before, but it was still unlikely the thugs had been able to hide out there for too long.

				Leaves crackled in the trees, and though he kept as keen an eye out as he could, he saw no signs of any pursuers. Reaching the Anchor, he was astonished to see that the old lighthouse still stood. Apart from new chunks knocked loose by the wind, the structure appeared intact. He smiled. His mother would be pleased.

				The smile vanished as he saw the board was removed from the opening. Hector was waiting for him at the top.

				Or was it Leland?

				He made sure his knife was still clipped to his belt, though he knew it would prove somewhat useless against Garza’s men. Reuben was not a street fighter, but he’d do his best to defend himself and his brother. With no more time to talk himself out of it, he started up the stone steps.

				The steps were wet, the walls dripping with a combination of humidity and the rain that had lashed its way in through the missing bricks. He placed each foot silently, stopping every few steps to listen. No sound, not even the wind. It was as if the hurricane had been suddenly switched off, leaving only serene calm in its wake. Only a trick, he knew. Once the eye passed, the most violent weather, the storm wall, was waiting to punish them.

				Halfway up he heard a low creak. Someone walking? The old metal of the Fresnel lens buckling? Hair on the back of his neck prickled. He slid the knife from its sheath and held it before him. Fifteen more steps. He stopped to catch his breath, wondering if he should try to text Hector again but fearing the light from his phone would make him an easy target if Leland were waiting.

				Moonlight filtered down from the top of the steps, and it was enough for him to step around the broken places. There was no way to avoid the bits of brick that ground under his feet, crunching loudly in the silent space. Whoever it was could hear Reuben coming, and they’d be ready.

				Fine. If it’s Leland, let’s make him earn his pay.

				Knife ready, Reuben took a deep breath and sprinted up the last ten steps, hurtling into the dark nest at the top of the Anchor. The lens sparkled with glints of moonlight, and a wisp of cigarette smoke drifted across the glass.

				“Hector?” Reuben said.

				His brother stepped from behind the massive structure, cigarette held in his shaking hand.

				Reuben took an involuntary step forward. Hector had received a beating, it was clear. His left eye was nearly swollen shut, jacket torn and rumpled, smears of dark on what had once been an expensive silk shirt. “What happened?”

				Hector did not look at him, instead gazing out at the eerily calm panorama below. “I want you to know I was out of it all.”

				“The business?”

				“Yes. Just like you begged me to do, prayed and all that, I know. I was out. I was making a life with Mia and Gracie. I did not let you down.”

				“What happened, Hector?” Reuben said, trying to press away the anguish he somehow knew was going to come next.

				“He came to me. Leland, Garza’s man. He told me my services would be needed to get you to hand over Isla.”

				“What kind of services?”

				Hector blew out a long stream of smoke. “Point is, I was doing it, staying clean, trying to take the high road, and they showed me I couldn’t stay out.”

				“Why not?” He readied himself for another of his brother’s excuses, sliding the knife back into its sheath.

				Hector looked at him. “They have pictures of me, from the last drug deal I was a part of. You don’t cooperate, they told me, and the pictures go to the police. I go to jail and never see my daughter again.”

				Reuben let out a huge breath. “Oh, no.”

				Hector turned his gaze back to the sea. “I know Mia and I are over. We shouldn’t have gotten together in the first place, and I scared her badly, which is why she stabbed me. She never meant to hurt me, but she was trying to protect Gracie. Gracie is the best thing I ever did, the only good thing I ever produced, probably. I couldn’t stand the idea of never seeing her again, of her growing up knowing her father was in prison.”

				Something cold gathered in the pit of Reuben’s stomach. “What did you agree to do for them?”

				“Get you to hand over Isla.”

				“Your job was to persuade me to do that?”

				He nodded. “I came up with a plan, a surefire way to do that so no one would get killed. They were prepared to kill you and go after Gracie and Mia to get me to sign after your death, but I figured out a way.” He began to pace. “You see, I figured out a way where no one would get hurt.”

				“What way?” he forced himself to ask.

				“It would have worked, but Leland changed everything. I tried to stop it, thought I could drug the coffee and while you were all sleeping talk to Leland and convince him the plan would still work. He wouldn’t listen, of course. He found out there is a cop on the island, and he was going to finish the job before things got any worse.”

				“Hector,” Reuben said, voice low and level. “Tell me what your deal was with Garza.”

				His brother’s eyes flicked to the floor. “I arranged for Antonia to be kidnapped.”

				“What?” The words exploded from his mouth.

				“Leland was supposed to snatch her from the beach.” He shook his head impatiently. “I know you still love her and you’d never let them hurt her. They would just hold her for a while, you’d sign over the island and then they’d let her go, no harm done.”

				“No harm done?” he bellowed. “You were going to deliver her to a bunch of criminals? And you were dumb enough to think they’d let her go again?”

				“She’s too smart to ever testify against them.”

				Reuben grabbed Hector by the collar. “You put her in danger to save your own skin.”

				“And yours, brother,” Hector hissed. “And besides, Antonia can take care of herself, remember? She’s helping Mia keep me from my daughter.”

				Reuben shoved him backward, trying to control his rage. “You don’t deserve Gracie. She doesn’t need a father like that.”

				Hector’s eyes sparked. “She’s my daughter. I’ll have her back.”

				“Really? Now that you’ve made a deal with Garza’s men that’s gone wrong? What makes you think they aren’t going to turn you over to the police to get even?”

				“We didn’t foresee Antonia making it to Isla, but it will still work.” A cloud eased across the moon and left them in a moment of darkness before it drifted to the other side.

				“I will sign away the island,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “Leland can have it. They can leave and it’s done.”

				“Leland thinks in black and white. He’s decided to take things into his own hands and clean up the mess. I tried to convince him there was no need to go through with it.”

				Reuben’s heart thudded to a stop. He stared at his brother. “He’s going after Antonia anyway, in spite of the cops? And the storm? And whatever you said to him? Just to make sure I sign it over?”

				“He’s a cautious psychopath.”

				“He won’t be able to get to her with this hurricane...” Reuben broke off. The eye. The reprieve from the storm. A sick certainty trickled up his spine. “That’s why you asked me to come meet you, isn’t it?”

				Hector didn’t answer.

				“He’s going after her now, isn’t he?”

				Time stood still before Hector answered. “Yes.”

				Reuben turned on his heel and plunged back down the steps, heedless now of the deteriorating cement under his feet.

				“I tried to call it off, Reuben,” Hector’s desperate voice floated down. “I never meant for her to get hurt.”

				Reuben let his brother’s words die away behind him as he sprinted into the darkness.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOURTEEN

				Antonia paced the tiny floor, trying to stay out of Paula’s way as she tended to Gavin, who seemed more feverish than he had hours before. She checked her watch compulsively, trying to decide if Reuben had had time to get to the Anchor for his meeting with Hector. If it even was a meeting and not an ambush by Leland.

				Several times she started for the door and Paula called her back.

				“Do what Silvio said,” she snapped. “You’ll only make things worse.”

				Was it possible that things could get worse? She continued her abbreviated pacing, praying fervently that God would spare Reuben’s life. All the months she’d spent entreating Him to unmask Hector, to convince Reuben that his brother was a criminal. She realized she’d been asking God for the wrong thing. Judgment was God’s department, mercy was supposed to be hers.

				She had not been merciful, had not wanted anything better for Hector than incarceration and nothing more for Reuben than to realize he was wrong. Pain throbbed in her temples.

				“When will Silvio be back?” she said.

				“When he’s done,” Paula sniped. “He’s not out on a pleasure stroll.”

				Antonia huffed. The minutes ticked on in painful slow motion. It was still hours from sunrise. The eye would not last much longer. Her pace increased until she bumped into Paula as she made for the first-aid kit.

				“Will you sit down? This isn’t...” Paula’s words trailed off, eyes suddenly fixed on the door.

				Antonia followed her gaze. At first she couldn’t see it, but the bitter scent helped her understand.

				“Smoke,” Antonia shouted. “The shelter’s on fire.”

				Paula did not waste a moment. “We’ll have to carry him out,” she said, taking Gavin by the shoulders and getting ready to move him. “Open the door, quickly.”

				Antonia grabbed the bolt and unlocked it.

				The door slammed open, and at first she thought the storm wall had arrived again. Through a cloud of black smoke she felt hands grab her arms, and she was dragged out of the shelter.

				She kicked and clawed at the strange pockmarked man who held her until he forced her to the ground and secured her wrists behind her back with duct tape. When he rolled her over, she saw Leland behind him, standing with the burning rag he’d shoved in the crack under the door.

				“Hello, señorita. Ready to come out and play?”

				Paula appeared in the doorway holding a small knife. “Leave her be. Get away.”

				Leland laughed. “Hello, Granny. You’re too busy to come after me. Storm’s on the way and you’ve got to help Gramps. He’s not feeling too well. We left him down by the water.”

				Paula’s mouth trembled in fear. The pockmarked man shoved her back inside and tossed in a lantern. The glass smashed and sent flaming kerosene showering onto the pile of bedding.

				“No,” Antonia shouted as the blankets caught, Paula still on her knees where she had fallen. She crawled toward the shelter. “Paula,” she cried.

				Through a thick curtain of fear, Antonia was pulled to her feet so quickly her head spun. “You can’t leave her,” she shouted again. “Let go of me.” In spite of her kicking and flailing, she could not fight her way through the two men back to the shelter.

				“Sorry, my girl,” Leland said. “We’ve got an appointment and we must be off before the eye gives way.”

				“Where are you taking me?” she gasped, still trying to squirm out of their grip and reach Paula and Gavin.

				“Back to the mainland,” Leland said. “We’ve got just enough time to make it, I’d say. Lost one of our boats, but we really need only one anyway.”

				“What are you going to do with me there?”

				Leland ignored her, walking briskly along the path, skirting the flooded portions as best he could.

				“I said what are you going to do with me?” she hollered, fear turning momentarily to anger.

				He didn’t turn. The other man pushed her forward with a shove to the shoulder blades. They took the path that sloped down to the lagoon. The water level was now several feet higher than it had been, but the skimmer was unscathed, bobbing gracefully in the small pocket of lagoon, shielded by the palm tree to which it was tied.

				Leland stopped at the edge of the water. “Go, Martin. Untie the skimmer and bring it as close to shore as you can.”

				Once they got her on that boat, she knew her fate would be sealed. “Is this part of the deal you made with Hector? Hand me over to Garza and force Reuben to give you Isla?”

				Leland still did not look her way. “Look at all that water,” he said. “Incredible.”

				She edged back a step. “I guess that means you work for Hector.”

				Leland laughed. “Hector is soft. He made us promise not to hurt you as if we’re kids on the playground at recess.” He called to Martin. “We’re in a rush, remember.”

				She took the moment to bolt. Up the path she churned, legs slipping, but not losing her balance. Pulse throbbing, she ran as fast as she dared, awkward with her hands secured behind her back. She’d make it to the Anchor, to Reuben, or far enough away to find a hiding place.

				She knew she was not alone on the path. From behind her came the sound of feet moving quickly. She had only a few precious moments to make her escape.

				* * *

				As he cleared the door and emerged into the storm-washed air, Hector grabbed Reuben from behind and spun him around.

				“You have to believe me, Reuben. I did not mean for her to get hurt.”

				“I don’t have time to listen to your excuses.”

				“I did it to try to save you....” His eyes were pleading.

				Reuben felt a horrible calm come over him. He stepped back. “No, you did it to save yourself. You wanted to be a father to Gracie, to have all the good parts of what it means to have a family. Well, you know what? Having a family means doing the hard thing, taking responsibility and being a man. I tried to help you see that, but I’m not enough.”

				“No,” Hector began.

				“I’m not enough,” Reuben shouted. “I can’t save you, and I shouldn’t have tried. That’s between you and God.”

				“Don’t go after her,” Hector said, voice hoarse. “Let them do their thing. You’ll get her back. I promise.”

				Reuben shook his head. “Your promises mean nothing to me, not anymore.”

				He turned and stopped short. A stain appeared against the sky, a dark inky splotch outlined against the silver sky. It was a cloud of smoke. Now he thought he could detect the acrid tang of something burning there, over the swell of ground where the shelter should be. He allowed one glance at Hector, and he saw the shock in his brother’s eyes, the realization that he had put his fate in the hands of evil men.

				With his brother’s stricken look burned into his heart, Reuben sprinted away from the Anchor. He made good time in spite of the clinging mud, until he got to the small bridge that spanned what had been the modest creek. The storm had dumped so much water into the creek that it had overflowed the channel and submerged the bridge, eating up the banks on either side until the water thundered along. He did not dare risk trying to swim across. The span was only twelve feet or so, but the water crashed by so violently he knew he would be swept away.

				Reversing course, he backed up to higher ground and made his own way through the ferns in the direction of the shelter. With each step, his gut clenched, nerves firing.

				Paula. Silvio. Gavin. Antonia. He knew his pride had blinded him to the truth and put four people in harm’s way.

				I can save them, I can save them, his mind chanted.

				Like you saved Hector?

				He pressed on, splashing through a puddle that had grown to lake size, the water reaching his shins, until he saw the wrecked Isla Hotel at the top of the next ridge. Not sparing a glance he charged up, past the ruined structure and on until he came to a dead stop.

				Heart thundering, he looked in horror at the storm shelter, which was fully engulfed in flames, yellow tongues of fire licking at the flat roof. Tearing along the path he arrived in time to see the lintel giving way, cracking into two splintered fragments in the open door.

				He started shouting words that were probably incoherent as he sheltered his face against the smoke and heat and tried to make entry. A figure moved in the shadows and he yelled again, kicking at the broken wood that blocked the door.

				The wood relinquished and he grabbed at the person, yanking them both back away from the burning shelter. It was Silvio, face blackened, coughing hard.

				Reuben supported him as they stumbled away, until he let him go several yards from the shelter and turned back.

				“No,” Silvio grunted until a coughing fit choked off his words.

				Reuben did not wait for him to recover but ran back to the shelter, which seemed to light the entire sky, given added power by the rising sun. He was knocked back a step when the shelter collapsed, beams settling in on themselves, releasing a cloud of stinging smoke.

				He made it to his knees, witnessing with disbelieving eyes what his heart told him could not be true.

				There was no more shelter and nothing left alive inside.

				* * *

				Moonlight helped Antonia pick out the trail as she fled. It looked strange since the storm had rewritten the terrain. An enormous pine sprawled across the path. Too big to climb over. No choice but to go around. Fear left her clumsy and she caught a foot in the tangle of roots, landing on the sodden ground. Breath caught, nerves firing, she scrambled to her knees when she felt him behind her. Leland yanked her up by the arm.

				To her surprise, she saw he was smiling. “I told them it was too much trouble. The whole abduction thing? Idiocy.” He laughed. “You would do something dumb, I told Mr. Garza. Attract attention, maybe require us to hurt you, and then where would we be?”

				“What are you talking about?” she breathed.

				“The whole abduction thing,” he said. “It’s not like you’d just forgive and forget if we let you go after Reuben capitulated. You don’t forgive. You’re not that kind.”

				She could not understand. He was not speaking sense.

				“I don’t bother with forgiveness, either.” He laughed. “Cut off the hand that hurt you and you don’t have to bother with the whole forgiveness thing.”

				“You’re insane.”

				He did not seem to hear, calling to Martin. “I’m changing the plan. Two for the mainland,” he said cheerfully as he pushed her toward the edge of the lagoon. “Watch out for alligators. I hate those things,” he said, peering into the lapping water.

				Two for the mainland? She felt the cold chill of terror, heard the soft ring of a knife being removed from the sheath. The skin on her neck prickled as he leaned close, and she tensed for the blade to be plunged into her back. Cold sweat beaded on her forehead. When he came close, maybe there would be a moment, one more second, one last chance.

				Instead, there was a ripping sound and she realized he was cutting the tape that bound her wrists.

				Disbelief pounded through her. She pulled her hands free and ripped off the tape. “You’re letting me go?”

				He laughed again. “Yes, you are free to escape as long as you head that way.” He took out a gun and pointed toward the swollen sea.

				She stared. “What?”

				“Swim, little Antonia,” he said, fluttering the fingers of his free hand. “Swim away into the ocean, like a lovely mermaid heading for Atlantis.”

				Reality hit home with a sickening thud. He was going to watch her drown. “Reuben will never give you Isla if you kill me.”

				“I’m not going to kill you. You’re going to be offed by this terrible hurricane,” he said. “And so is Reuben, now that I think on it. The shelter is destroyed and he’s got no place to hunker down to ride out this storm. The abduction thing is ridiculous, and I told Mr. Garza as much, but he’s old and he doesn’t stomach murder very well anymore, especially the murder of women. Soft.”

				Her stomach heaved. Keep him talking. Anything to delay her entry into that idling ocean. “And Hector? What about him?”

				“You see? You’ve got the critical piece. Hector is really all we need after you and Reuben are dead. He’ll sign over Isla. I told Mr. Garza that, too.” He shook his head in disgust.

				“Maybe he won’t.”

				Leland settled on a seat in the skimmer after Martin untied the boat. “Sure he will. Hector’s a coward, through and through, but he loves his kid and we’ve got photos that can put him away. That’s why he arranged this idiot kidnapping idea.”

				Bile rose in her throat. He’d done it for Gracie, thinking he could control this madman. What a colossal miscalculation.

				“And now that he’s shot a cop, he’s got no wiggle room.”

				“So he shot Gavin?”

				“He was aiming for me.” Leland chuckled. “Storm conditions threw him off.” Leland pulled a gun from his waistband. “Off you go. Into the water now.”

				“Does Mr. Garza know he’s got a monster working for him?”

				Leland smiled. “I’m not a monster. Monsters care. I don’t.” He pointed again with the gun. “Get swimming.”

				“No.” She forced the words out. “You’ll have to shoot me and the cops will know it was murder.”

				He sighed. “If I must, I must. But I’ll just wound you a little and let the alligators take care of the rest.” He jerked. “Look. There’s one slithering into the water right now. Hurricanes don’t throw off an alligator’s need to feed. They’re like killing machines.”

				She was not sure if there really was an alligator circling the lagoon or if it was another sick game. Shivering, she moved into the water, shin deep. Stall for time. The storm wall was approaching and Leland would have to leave within minutes. As soon as he did she might be able to make it back to the lagoon. Somehow. She’d find Reuben. She’d find him.

				The water lapped at her knees as she moved past the juncture where the lagoon would intermingle with the ocean. She could feel the currents pulling and tugging at her legs, and soon she had to tread water.

				The skimmer edged along behind.

				“Faster, little mermaid,” Leland sang out.

				With one more look behind at Isla and one more anguished thought of Reuben and his friends, she struck out for the ocean.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FIFTEEN

				Reuben did not feel the flames licking at his shirt. He could not feel anything but anguish ripping through him, white hot and spreading. Then Silvio was there, knocking him down, rolling him over into the wet ground and smothering his smoldering shirtsleeve.

				Silvio hauled him to his feet. Reuben breathed hard, tearing away the sleeve that was hot to the touch, the smell of singed flesh assaulting his nostrils.

				Silvio was still coughing so hard he could not speak, so he settled for a gesture, jabbing his finger toward a pile of debris caught by the palms some fifteen feet away from the shelter. Something moved there; someone peeked from behind the pile. He wiped his stinging eyes and looked again. It was Paula, face terribly white.

				Reuben ran, Silvio staggering after.

				Rounding the wall of ruins, he found Paula tucked beneath a dripping screen of shrubs, tears running down her face, and Gavin sitting upright propped against a broken board. As Paula embraced him, he felt her shuddering sobs. He held her close, thanking God that she was unharmed, until his senses began to function again.

				“Antonia?” he gasped.

				Paula gripped his arms. “She wasn’t inside.”

				The relief left him dizzy for a moment. She was alive. Antonia was alive.

				Gavin shook his head. “Your brother runs with a mean crowd. Leland left us there to burn to death. Paula tried to smother the flames, but they were too much. We half crawled, half walked out of that trap only by the grace of God.”

				Reuben looked at Silvio. “And what happened to you?”

				“Leland and his guy found me at the shore and came after me, but I’m quick for an old-timer and I know this island better than any man alive. Hid out in the mangroves till they got tired of waiting.”

				Paula gave him a withering look. “And then my hero had to go back in to the shelter again even though I begged him not to.”

				“Not once, but twice,” Gavin added.

				Reuben ogled. “What in the world did you do that for?”

				Silvio glared at them. “In case you ain’t noticed, we’re about to get slammed by Hurricane Tony part two, and now we got no shelter.” He unloaded a package of bread and a bottle of water. “I figured we at least got to have something to eat and those couple of blankets I saved, if we’re going to stay alive.”

				Reuben let out a breath. “You’re right. Practical to the end. So Leland’s gone. Where’s Antonia?” He watched their faces grow dead serious in the space of a second. Paula looked at her husband. “Where is she?” he repeated.

				“Son—” Silvio started, then broke off.

				Reuben tried to catch his eyes, but Silvio looked at his feet.

				“Somebody tell me what’s going on right now,” he said, nerves whip taut.

				“Leland took her,” Gavin said softly. “Just before he set the fire.”

				Reuben’s heart stuttered to a stop. “Where?”

				“I didn’t see,” Paula said. “I tried to get to her, but the fire...”

				Silvio put an arm on her narrow shoulders. “You couldn’t have done anything ’bout it.”

				“I got one look before the place caught,” Gavin said. “He headed toward the lagoon.” He added quietly, “They bound her hands.”

				Bound her hands. He closed his eyes against the image, trying to piece together what he should do. Swallowing hard, he looked at them. “Get to the Anchor. It’s the only place that might withstand the storm wall. Hector was there a while ago, but it’s our only choice now. I’m going to get Antonia.”

				Gavin hauled himself to his feet. “I’m going with you.”

				“You can’t keep up.”

				“I’m tougher than I look,” he said with a tight smile.

				“You need to stay with them. I don’t know where Leland is and exactly how many guys he’s got.”

				Gavin’s eyes narrowed. “And your brother? Which side is he on exactly? Yours or Leland’s?”

				Reuben took a deep breath. “He’s on his own side, always has been. Get to the Anchor and close it up. We don’t have much time now.”

				Even as he took off, the moist air rippling through his burned shirt, he could see the storm eating up the sunrise, the columns of angry clouds gobbling the horizon. Hurricane Tony was ready again for battle. Paula grasped him in another hug, and he pressed her close. She was trembling now, struggling to contain the emotion, determined to hold back her sobs.

				“It will be okay,” he whispered to her, leaning to kiss the top of her head. “I need you to take care of these good-for-nothing men,” he added with a smile.

				She sniffed and took a deep, shuddering breath. “Reuben Sandoval, don’t you get yourself killed, do you hear me? Or you’re in big trouble, mister, and I mean it.”

				He smiled. Silvio gave him a gruff nod, which he understood to mean that he echoed his wife’s sentiment. Gavin offered his good hand for a shake.

				“I gotta say, for an orange grower, you’re one tough dude.”

				Reuben shook his hand. “And for a gardener, you got some guts, too.”

				Gavin gripped his palm. “I’ll get reinforcements here the minute I can get a call through. Take care, man. Bad folks with nothing to lose are ruthless. Remember that.”

				Guys with everything to lose can be ruthless, too. He left them with a silent prayer and headed to detour around the pockets of debris and the overflowing creek. As he ran, the rain started up again, just a sprinkle, the first quiet warning that things were about to change. Far away over the mainland, lightning sizzled through the blackened sky.

				With the storm building around him, and the ruined hotel behind, Reuben felt the slap of truth hit home. He wanted nothing in that moment but to save Antonia. She would never be his and he would live with that pain, but she had to survive these perfect twin storms of Tony and Leland.

				Scrambling across a fallen tree, he remembered a long-ago day and the three beige speckled plover’s eggs lying ruined in a scattered nest on the beach, pecked apart by a hungry gull. Antonia shooed away the gull, but it was too late to save the plover’s eggs. He recalled how she’d crouched there for a long while, staring at the gummy bits of broken shell, her eyes filled with tears. He’d tried to comfort her.

				“They weren’t chicks yet, just eggs,” he’d offered clumsily.

				She turned wet eyes on him, filled with some emotion that was deeper and richer than any he experienced then. “They won’t ever become what they were meant to be.”

				It was what he felt now. Antonia was a vibrant woman, filled with compassion, love and an ability to see things that others couldn’t. He loved her. He’d always love her and probably always had, and though he could not save her for himself, he would not give up trying to keep her alive until the last breath was hammered out of him.

				Lord, I’ve been blind, and I’ve tried to do things my way, to save Hector by my own actions. I forgot that You are the only One who saves. Please, Lord. Please save Antonia. He could not manage any more as he slid down the hill through the rain toward the swollen lagoon.

				* * *

				Antonia swam only about ten yards before she felt the change in the ocean. All around her the waves began to grow restless, driven by the wind that blew out of nowhere to lash her face. The storm wall rose in the distance like a massive creature come to devour her. Looking back, she saw Leland and Martin behind her, heard them ramping up the engine. A few more yards and the ocean would suck her away. They would race the hurricane back to the mainland, hoping to be just ahead of the storm wall, and leave her there alone to die.

				Something slid next to her and she nearly screamed. Alligators. Her throat closed up in fear until she saw the ungainly lines of an enormous manatee. The creature was longer than she was; the blunt, whiskered snout poked through the surface, snuffling air not six inches from her face. With long, graceful flippers the mother guided a plump baby along as they slowly meandered by on their way toward the lagoon. Antonia knew the animal was heading for the grass beds in the sheltered water where she and her baby could wait out the storm. She wished she could do the same.

				Waves stung her eyes and she blinked, the air rumbling around her as the manatees departed. She tried to guess how much longer it would be before the hurricane hit full force. If she could dally, Leland might have to leave before she was properly drowned. Then again, he might lose patience and shoot her, leaving her to the alligators.

				The sound of thwacking rotors electrified her. Overhead in the distance was an orange-and-white helicopter, hovering low, as if searching for something. Her heart leaped.

				Gavin’s report or Reuben’s phone call to the authorities had worked. The coast guard chopper droned closer.

				“Hey,” Antonia screamed, waving her hands as much as she could while still staying afloat. “I’m here! Here!”

				The helicopter was close enough now that she could make out the white stripe on the tail and a glimpse of the wheels. She waved more furiously, darting a glance behind her, and saw the skimmer reverse course, returning to the screen of the lagoon where they would not be spotted.

				Never mind Leland for now. She had to get the coast guard’s attention and tell them there were people trapped on the island, innocent people who desperately needed help.

				She hollered again, trying to lift herself above the cresting waves.

				The helicopter moved closer and she swam a few strokes, spitting out water and hollering again until her throat burned. “Here, please, please,” she shouted.

				For one more moment the helicopter moved closer, the shadow nearly touching Antonia where she struggled to stay afloat while still wildly waving her arms. Then it turned and headed the other direction, no doubt deciding conditions were too dangerous for the aircraft.

				“No!” She slammed the water in frustration. “Don’t leave us,” she screamed into an ocean that swallowed up the sound. In a matter of minutes, the helicopter had disappeared from sight.

				Her spirit seemed to break within her. Arms heavy, legs like lead weights, she began to sink. She did not have the strength to make it back to the lagoon, and Leland would make sure she would not receive shelter there anyway. Ahead of her, the mainland stretched an impossibly far distance away, blotted out by the advancing storm that now buffeted the water around her into a frenzy. Too far. Impossible.

				There seemed no other choice but to give up and stop fighting, let herself be pulled out to the ocean without battling the inevitable. Profound fatigue soaked into every muscle fiber, every pore.

				No, came the very small whisper into her mind. She grabbed hold of it and started to chastise herself. You will not give up. You will not leave those people behind. You will not leave your sister and Gracie.

				And Reuben.

				She turned on her back, face to the rain, and rested as much as she could, trying to steady her breathing against the panic that nibbled away at the edges of her mind.

				You will not give up.

				She chanted it over and over in her head. Will not. She flipped over and tried again to discern which direction would get her to shore away from Leland. A flash of lightning illuminated the water for a split second, time enough for her to realize she was about a half mile away from a long spit of land that jutted out just past the Anchor. If she could make it there, bypassing the lagoon where Leland lay waiting, she might reach shore.

				This time the storm would be her advantage, she decided. The rain was pummeling down so hard it would be difficult for Leland to spot her, a tiny speck amongst so much chaos. Sucking in a deep breath she allowed herself to be driven on the waves for a while, fighting the constant deluge of salt water and rain. By her rough estimation, she should tread water every few feet and reconnoiter. There was only one chance for success. If she let the waves carry her too far, she’d be swept past the spit and there would be no chance of fighting her way back. If she tarried too long treading water, she might not have the strength to claw her way onto the land.

				Fatigue was rapidly overcoming her mental reserves. Her shoulder muscles burned from the effort of keeping her afloat. It was impossible to avoid swallowing mouthfuls of seawater, and her eyes began to blur from the stinging rain. You will not give up.

				Just a little longer, she told herself, but she realized she was barely resisting the sucking tide. Body cold, thoughts becoming fuzzy, vision blurred. A wave crashed over her head and she was pushed down. Emerging a moment later spluttering and coughing, she went under again when the next wave caught her.

				Terror rippling her body, she made it to the surface again. Something bumped her shoulder. She recoiled in terror, her mind spinning with thoughts of alligators or the great white sharks, which she and Reuben had seen out in the deeper water. Had they come in close, disoriented by the storm like she was? Or had she drifted so far out that she was now fair game for the big predators? Her breathing was coming in pants now. Whatever it was bumped her again, and this time she screamed.

				Dashing the water from her eyes she realized it was a plastic seat cushion, torn and muddied, probably blown loose from a boat. She grabbed on to it, dismayed when her clumsy fingers could not grip and the cushion slipped from her grasp. With her last supply of strength she heaved herself at it. This time her fingers cooperated and she wrapped her arms around tight. The cushion held, keeping her torso mostly above the water. Panting hard, she clung to the foam, grateful that one small thing had gone right, feeling the exquisite comfort of having something support her in the endless expanse of ocean. Cheek pressed to the sodden fabric, she rested until she felt the strength to raise her head again.

				She saw no sign of Leland. The conditions would prohibit her from making them out anyway. Perhaps he and Martin had decided to make a last-ditch effort to reach the mainland, though with the storm raging she did not see how they could have completed the trip.

				Ahead loomed the spit of land, crowded with scraggly mangroves. She pushed hard in that direction but found she did not make any progress. The cushion was both a help and a hindrance, keeping her from pulling her way through the water. She did not dare let go as she knew she did not have the strength to keep herself afloat without it.

				In spite of her kicking and one-armed thrashing, she could not correct course. The spit of land loomed in front of her, but the waves were rushing past at such a furious pace she knew she would be swept by.

				You will not give up, she repeated to herself one last time, the clashing water drowning out her thoughts.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIXTEEN

				Reuben fought to keep his footing as he neared the lagoon, straining to see through the deluge. There was no sign of Antonia. The skimmer was caught on its side among the trees, also empty. He splashed out into the water, listening to the waves increasing in violence as they pounded the outer edge of the trees, trying to piece together what had happened.

				“Antonia!” he shouted, but the wind snatched the words away. They’d tried for the mainland? But the skimmer would not be wedged in the lagoon. They’d sought shelter? Where? Only two choices—the boathouse where they might have stored some gear...or the lighthouse.

				He didn’t know how long it might take Silvio, Gavin and Paula to make it to the Anchor, but they’d be slow since Gavin was wounded. Would they arrive to find Leland and his buddy waiting? Reuben’s gut throbbed with indecision. Some instinct deep down told him Antonia was nearby, but how could he find her with Tony slamming into the island?

				He took the slope to the Anchor at a run, but his efforts left him struggling against the raging tumult that shrieked around him and shoved him back. Bent almost double, he plowed ahead, inching his way up the path one agonizing step at a time until he crested the slope. A tree hurtled by and he ducked aside, the branches thwacking into his burned shoulder. Above his position another half mile was the lighthouse and below, the panorama of the enraged ocean, slamming against the spit of land as if it meant to detach Isla from its moorings and pitch it loose.

				Then he saw it.

				The sizzle of lightning caught something in the water.

				His eyes could not make out the details, but his heart knew. Panic filling every space inside him, he plunged off the path, through the grass and branches that clawed at his clothing until he burst through to the rock-strewn sand. Much of the spit was now underwater except for the highest spine of rock just visible still above the cresting sea. And that’s where he saw her again, head bobbing, arms wrapped around something as she was being swept past the outcropping.

				He ran until his feet found no more surface to support them. Then he swam, body thrashing against the power of the hurricane as he struck out toward her, trying to call her name, deluged every time he opened his mouth. The wave walls obscured his vision and he lost her.

				Nee, his mind screamed. Show me where you are.

				Another crest picked him up, raising him to impossible heights before hurling him down. It was enough. He got the tiniest glimpse of her and struck out again, body fueled by a strength he hadn’t known he possessed.

				A new series of waves worked to pull him apart from her, but he fought his way back. Every sinew in his arms and back protested as he battled his way forward until finally he grabbed the pink collar of her shirt.

				Her arms were clutched tightly around whatever she was holding.

				“Nee!” he shouted.

				She did not answer. Her face was dead white and rigid with fear or cold or both. He didn’t waste any more time orienting himself between the crest of one wave and the trough of another. They were not that far from the shore, but the spit was now almost entirely underwater due to the storm surge. The flood was carrying them too fast, near enough to the shore that he could swim, but not while he was clinging tight to Antonia. If he didn’t make it to land soon they would be swept past and drowned in open water.

				The rocks were both tantalizing and terrifying, promising rescue from drowning, or death from being crushed against them as the waves had their way. He kicked as hard as he could toward the only small area he could see that was still above the waterline.

				It did no good. The waves were strong. Too strong. Every ounce of energy he had left was going into holding on and trying to keep them afloat. His arms burned with the effort, and he found it increasingly difficult to continue treading water.

				Despair began to crowd his mind. Still he kept kicking, trying to cut through the inexorable power of the surf. Through eyes blurred by salt water, he made out the figure of a man who appeared suddenly on the spit as if he’d risen up from the island itself.

				He shouted, then stopped. Leland? He could not tell. Something splashed into the water, a blackened gas can with a rope tied around the handle. He lurched for it, but the can was sucked out of view. Treading water in agonizing circles, he looked again. No can, no rope. It must have been reeled in by the man on the spit.

				Another splash and this time he grabbed the can, losing his grip on Antonia. She cried out and he let go of the can and went after her until he got hold of her wrist. The cushion pulled away and went careening past the rocks. She fought against the water, trying to move toward him, unable to beat back the surge. He clamped his other hand around her wrist, and she clung to him now, fingers digging into his flesh.

				“Move with me,” he shouted.

				She thrust her legs and he did the same, and they inched up the spit until the gas can landed again. This time Antonia managed to snag her leg around the rope. He felt like shouting with elation, but he hadn’t the breath.

				He waited until she had grabbed the rope with both hands. Kicking to assist the man on the beach, they were pulled foot by agonizing foot onto the rocky point, where he found himself gazing up at the grimacing face of Gavin Campbell and his brother, Hector.

				* * *

				Antonia was hauled from the water by unseen hands until she collapsed on the slick black rock. As much as she longed to stay prone on that hard surface, part of her brain knew the entire spit would be submerged in a matter of moments. She felt a hand on her arm, pulling her up, but her knees would not hold. Somehow Gavin was there, shoving his shoulder under Reuben’s, and then someone lifted her and she was being held by a set of strong arms and being carried away from the water.

				She looked up into the face of Hector Sandoval. She must be dreaming. She’d survived the ocean to be delivered into the hands of the man who had arranged the whole nightmare. Get away. Fight for your life. Though her brain knew what to do, her body would not cooperate. Escaping from his hold was not possible, as she had not one tiny iota of strength left. Helpless as a rag doll, she let herself be carried away from the spit, toward the sheltering arms of the nearest tiny pocket of lagoon.

				There Hector put her down and Reuben collapsed to the ground beside her, panting, on the wet fringe of mud that wasn’t taken up by the stiltlike roots of the mangroves.

				Gavin and Hector crouched low to avoid the screaming wind that howled over the tops of the trees. Gavin’s face was drawn with pain, eyes smudged underneath with shadow.

				“That impromptu rescue doesn’t change anything!” Gavin hollered at Hector.

				Hector shot him a bitter smile. “You will have your pound of flesh, Agent Campbell, after I get mine. Leland is still here. I saw him go to the boathouse just before the eye passed.”

				“That w-w-was right after he tried to drown me,” she chattered.

				Hector might have replied though she could not be sure over the roar.

				Reuben took Antonia’s hand. She felt the pressure of his fingers, but the cold was so deep she could not feel his skin on hers.

				Gavin’s eyes narrowed at Hector. “Is that why you took off from the lighthouse after we arrived?”

				“Did you think I was running from you?” Hector shouted. “Don’t flatter yourself. I was going to find Leland, and on my way I saw these two.” He turned his gaze back on Reuben. “Whatever you think of me, I never set out to hurt anyone. I really did change my life, brother, but the past came back stronger than ever.” He threw a hand toward the sky. “Just like this storm.”

				“Don’t make it worse,” Reuben gasped, sides heaving.

				Hector smiled and touched his brother on the shoulder. “Worse? How could any of this possibly get worse?” Then he sprinted out of the mangroves and disappeared.

				Gavin moved to follow.

				“You can’t catch him,” Reuben said.

				Gavin gave him a cocky grin. “You grow oranges. I stop bad guys. Let’s stick to our own jobs, shall we?” he said, getting painfully to his feet, doubled over under the onslaught. “Can you get back to the lighthouse by yourselves? Silvio and Paula are there already.”

				Silvio and Paula? Relief billowed inside, warming her a fraction. They’d survived Leland’s assault and escaped the fire.

				Antonia didn’t have the energy to nod to Gavin, but Reuben must have because Gavin headed in the direction Hector had taken a moment before. She could not process what had happened; her brain was reeling, battered like her body. She tried to get up, but her knees would not allow it.

				“We’ll rest here, just for a little while,” he said in her ear, and she thought she’d never heard such sweet words in all her life. Thoughts and emotions roiled through her body in such a crazy kaleidoscope that she could not arrange a coherent thought.

				Reuben moved next to her and they eased down, backs propped against the welcoming arms of the mangroves, his body curled around hers, his arms chafing some small warmth back into her deadened limbs.

				“I love you, Antonia,” she heard him say. Or was it the strange echo of a long-ago memory, dredged up by the hurricane? Imagination? Or her heart’s desire?

				The wind, the storm, Hector, Leland, the fire. It all faded away in the wake of that touch. “Reuben, I want...I want...” But the rest would not come, not even to her own mind. Tears began to pour from her eyes. He gathered her closer, and she felt the change in him. Where his body had been so cold a moment before, it now began to warm as he pressed her to his chest.

				“Just rest, Nee,” he spoke into her ear. “Just rest.” Then somehow she’d turned and his lips were pressed against hers, teasing the life back into her.

				She could not see the lagoon for the tears; she could not hear the hurricane over the tumult of her own heartbeat. There was only the feel of Reuben’s kiss, his strong embrace and the profound sense of gratitude that she was alive to experience it once more.

				* * *

				Reuben’s eyes blinked open. He’d been dreaming about a perfect kiss, and sparks still danced through his limbs. Disorientation buzzed his brain until a myriad of strange sensations brought him up to speed; the press of the hard mangrove roots in his back, the discomfort of waterlogged clothes and the supreme thrill of Antonia’s head lying against his chest, which drove all the other details away except for one. Water lapped at his legs.

				He sat up too quickly and she woke, face blurred with confusion.

				“Water’s rising. We’ve got to move,” he urged. The rain was still falling, though perhaps not as violently, he thought, winds still howling and the lagoon was indeed flooding. He took her hand and they struggled free from the mangrove roots and back toward the trail that led to the lighthouse. On the way he berated himself for allowing them to linger so long. The lower part of the trail was under two feet of water, which they splashed through. Antonia kept up as well as she could, but he knew she was exhausted both mentally and physically. Her motions were stumbling and awkward.

				He wanted to carry her, to ease something of the burden he’d created, but she would never allow it. He had to get her to shelter, to rest and to some water and food. The storm was weakening, or perhaps that was wishful thinking, and now it was a waiting game. Could they last until help finally arrived?

				As he took her hand to help her over another fallen log, he heard her suck in a breath. They both froze as the glossy armored body of an alligator slithered by, half swimming and half waddling where there was debris to support his massive ten-foot body. The animal cast them a glance with its small protruding eyes as if weighing the effort it would require to go after one of them. Reuben knew this guy, had seen him many times while prowling the lagoons with Hector. With a fifty-year life span, it might be the same critter his mother had written about in her journals, naming him Cazador, hunter.

				He was not hunting now, Reuben knew. Alligators didn’t run prey down on land; they hunkered quietly in the water, waiting for that easy meal. One giant snap, one or two massive swallows, that was the alligator’s way. Humans would be far too much work. Still a threatened alligator was a ferocious beast with eighty-odd teeth and a bite force of two thousand pounds.

				Antonia shivered next to him. Animal lover that she was, alligators scared her, always had.

				“He’s not hunting,” Reuben said, “just trying to get back to the lagoon. He’s after shelter, like we are.”

				She nodded and gave him a wobbly smile. “Wish I had his waterproof skin.”

				That tenuous smile seemed more precious at that moment than anything he’d ever possessed in his whole life. He held it in his mind as the alligator cleared the way and slithered into the deeper water at the bottom of the trail. Suddenly, Reuben’s body moved of its own accord, pulling her close, pressing kisses along her temple and down her neck. He heard her gasp, and he could not bottle up the words as he let the memories of their fight against the surf thunder through him.

				“Nee, if anything happened to you, if you were lost...” he mumbled into the sweet place where the pulse throbbed in her throat. Emotions long suppressed exploded through him, sparking trails of longing that started in his stomach and spread through his soul as he savored the feel of her.

				She pulled away from him, her eyes enormous in her pale face.

				He sucked in a breath, trying to read her expression.

				She took his hands between her own and squeezed tightly. “Thank you for swimming out there to get me. You could have died, too.”

				And with that string of words, she put their relationship back into clear focus again. Reuben, she doesn’t love you anymore and she can’t get over the past. Pain cut deep and he took a step back, trying to control his breathing, to put the storm of feeling back into the bottle where it would stay except on quiet sun-drenched mornings when he would stand on the beach and watch the morning paint the sky without her.

				He cleared his throat and pretended to examine the horizon. “I think the worst is nearly over,” he said as the cold rain slapped him in the face.

				She didn’t reply as they climbed over the log. The next few feet of trail was pinched in on either side by thick screens of shrubbery and mounded debris. Reuben struck out in front, forging through water that was up to his knees. Cold seeped deep inside, cooling his bones and chilling his blood.

				What had he expected? That she would decide to forget the past when his brother had nearly gotten them all killed? Stupid, but he’d never been smart where she was concerned. He’d just let his heart lead him.

				Try using your head for a change, Reuben. Survive this storm, why don’t you? Debris swirled through the water ahead of him. He bent to push a piece of jagged plaster aside when a gunshot whistled over his shoulder.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVENTEEN

				Antonia did not register the noise as quickly as Reuben did. He carried her down into the water as another shot cut through the rain. Scrabbling to the edge of the path, they ran into the shrubbery, plunging down a slope that led back to the lagoon.

				She caught the sound of branches breaking behind her. A shot whacked off the top of a water-soaked branch next to her ear as she slipped and slid until they were deep in the mangroves again, water up to their armpits, the canopy closing over their heads. She had no idea where they were headed. So intent was she on where the next shot would come from that the water took her by surprise, deepening into a dark, cold pocket that forced her to tread water to keep her chin above it.

				The thought of being stuck in deep water again awakened a trail of terror inside her. She wanted to call out to stop him, but Reuben kept on slowly inching deeper into the mangroves until even the sound of the ocean was muffled by the eerie growth.

				“Where are we going?” she whispered as he finally pulled himself up on a curved root and helped her scramble next to him, her feet still resting in the water.

				“He can’t shoot us if he’s swimming,” Reuben murmured back. “Who is it?”

				Antonia slung the wet hair out of her face. “Leland’s little helper, Martin. I think they’ve decided we need to die since we’re all witnesses now and we didn’t cooperate with the drowning plan.”

				Water sparkled on Reuben’s stubbled chin. “Must have split up when they figured out we’d survived.”

				Antonia watched the leaves shivering around her, each set dancing by the rain. The smell of vegetation tickled her nose. “If the storm’s slowing, then the coast guard will come back, so they’ll need to finish before that happens.” She swallowed. “What do we do now?”

				Reuben wiped at his face. “These mangroves are all connected, more or less. If we keep covered, we can circle back and set a signal fire maybe, get the coast guard’s attention sooner rather than later.” He offered her a wan smile. “You know, like they did in the days before cell phones.”

				Antonia found herself smiling back. Something still fluttered inside her from Reuben’s kisses, as if the warmth of them lingered on her skin, though her teeth were chattering madly. She’d wanted to give in to the emotion that poured from him then, to forget everything but the sweetness that he offered up at that moment, but something stopped her.

				The litany of hurts poured through her in a river of bitter memory.

				Anger at Reuben and his brother for turning her life upside down.

				Confusion that she could still feel the strong current of tenderness while the painful past replayed over and over in her mind.

				Fear still fresh and ferocious at her near drowning only hours before, and now the added terror of Martin’s relentless efforts. Reuben interrupted her thoughts. He climbed up farther into the mangrove canopy and scouted for their pursuer. “I don’t see him.”

				Tiny fish bumped against Antonia’s ankles below the murky water. At least, she wanted to believe the motion was caused by the tiny fish that used the sheltering mangrove roots as a nursery of sorts, protection from the larger predators until they were big enough to venture into open waters. Surely it would not be the alligator, hunkered down in a mud pocket, waiting for the storm to subside.

				She climbed farther up the arms of the mangrove tree next to Reuben. “Where do you think Martin is?” she whispered.

				He didn’t answer. A flock of birds suddenly erupted from the branches to their left, long necks stretched dark against the sky, wide wings fanning the storm-tossed air. Reuben leaped from the tree and she followed, plunging once again into the lagoon. The sound must have alerted Martin because the bushes thrashed as he pursued them.

				“Tired of this,” Martin bellowed. “Sick of this storm and this island.”

				Reuben forced his way through the mangroves, making sure she was right behind him. Leaves slapped at her face, spangling water down her neck. There was no land underneath their feet, only the clawed roots that enabled the mangroves to thrive in the constant ebb and flow of the tide. They climbed over roots and squeezed under the ones that left enough clearance. Finding a foothold underneath the surface of the green water was impossible.

				She stumbled, and he held her up by her hand. They made their clumsy way along, feet slipping in their haste.

				Suddenly they found themselves stopped by an impenetrable wall of mangrove roots woven in a tight latticework, hemming them in the tiny circle of water like two caught fish. Martin could be no more than a couple of yards behind them.

				Breath tight with terror, she realized they could not make it through those interwoven roots before he caught them.

				Reuben went down in the water so abruptly she thought he must have fallen. She thrashed around for him, not daring to call out his name.

				Her fingertips found his shoulder just as he erupted from the water, brown eyes wide.

				“We can get through. There’s a channel.”

				Through the cloudy water she could make out the dark shadow, a gap in the roots no bigger than a manhole cover. Desperately she looked around for some way, any way, to avoid submerging herself again, but there was only the wall of mangrove and the sound of Martin crashing toward them.

				Reuben held out his hand.

				She locked eyes on his.

				I’m afraid to trust you, her mind whispered.

				There was a sheen of yearning in his eyes, the naked emotion that told her he wanted nothing more than her well-being, yet her heart had been torn apart already when she’d given it to him. He wanted forgiveness, and though she knew it was required, extended to her in endless heavenly grace, she hesitated.

				“I’m going to kill you both,” Martin hollered again, and the leaves shook around them from his wild thrashing.

				She looked once more into Reuben’s face, his offered hand, the plea for her trust just one more time.

				In spite of the warnings rattling through her, she knelt next to him and watched as he vanished into the dank hole. Heaving in one more very deep breath, Antonia sank to her knees and squeezed in after him, the enveloping water muffling the sound of the shots fired just behind her.

				* * *

				Reuben’s lungs burned as he peered through the tea-colored water to find a gap big enough for them to emerge. Perhaps he had miscalculated and they would have to return and face Martin. Thirty seconds, forty-five, and the network of roots seemed even more impenetrable, caging them under the surface. Behind him he felt Antonia’s movements grow more frantic. Where had he seen the patch of sunlight that pointed the way to escape? He could not—would not—fail Antonia again. Finally he spotted the clearing through which the sunlight shone a pale yellow.

				He exploded upward, sucking in a lungful of air and turning to be sure Antonia had surfaced behind him. She did, coughing and spluttering. “He’s still shooting,” she gasped.

				He pulled himself out of the water and balanced on the stiltlike roots, helping her up next to him. They’d emerged in a long ribbon of lagoon not more than two feet across, hedged in by the walls of mangrove.

				“We can make our way along this channel,” he whispered.

				“He’ll follow.”

				“We’re quicker.”

				“You think so?”

				He flashed a smile. “Remember the races on the beach?” She did; he could tell by the softening in her face. Endless sprints down Isla’s glorious pristine beaches. The reward for his win? A kiss. The reward for hers? The same. He had not realized then exactly how precious those kisses were. He knew now how rare and fragile love could be, and he meant to sacrifice everything to the last breath if it would keep Antonia alive.

				Agile as they both were, exhaustion, dehydration and hunger would work against them. Martin was likely suffering from none of those conditions, and he still had the upper hand while he still had bullets or Leland came to join him. The branches were slick as they made their awkward way along, like two people walking a tightrope of roots. The wind was definitely weaker now and the rain reduced to a constant drizzle. They’d survived Tony.

				Would they survive Martin and Leland?

				Picking their way to the water’s edge, they slipped in. The depth was some ten feet, he estimated, swollen from the storm surge and the torrential rain. Proper swimming was not an option as the surface was cluttered with broken tree limbs and heaps of leaves that swirled in massive clumps. They settled for a sort of modified crawl, kicking along and pushing the detritus out of their way as they went.

				His stomach growled, and he tried to remember how long it was since he’d eaten, but he was not entirely sure even what day it was. They stopped to listen for Martin but heard nothing other than the rustling leaves. His arms ached from the constant battle against obstacles, but he didn’t complain and neither did Antonia.

				Fish swirled in the water underneath them, bumping into his legs occasionally, and a turtle poked his head out of the water before disappearing again. On the positive side, the might of the hurricane had passed. Now the lagoon dwellers were emerging from their hiding places. He hoped Leland would not do the same, at least until they escaped the present danger.

				The channel twisted and looped around, crisscrossed by large channels, which they avoided, and smaller ones. It was like navigating a giant living labyrinth, but now the sun was visible and he was able to get a sense of their direction.

				“Where are we going?” Antonia said, rousing him from his thoughts.

				He turned to reply and her face took the words straight from his mind. Daylight showed how badly the previous hours had treated her. Her chin was barely above the water, her face pale and scratched. Dark smudges under her eyes revealed the extent of her exhaustion, and she was shivering, though the day was warming rapidly. It had to have been hours since she’d had any water, longer still since she’d eaten, and bruises on her arms and cheeks showed how cruelly she’d been battered by the ocean.

				He floated over to her. “This channel joins the creek about a half mile from here.”

				“We can get to land?” she asked weakly.

				“Yes, real soon. Tired?”

				She nodded.

				“Piggyback ride?” He didn’t exactly wait for a response, just offered his back, grateful when she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her knees around his waist and he began to tow her along. She did not resist, allowing herself to be moved gently against the water, her head mostly leaning against his back, sometimes turning to scan for any sign of Martin.

				They moved slower now, her added weight making it harder for him to navigate the debris, but he knew she could not struggle along on her own much longer. Another turn in the channel and he felt the water change, growing colder, the current moving more rapidly. The river. He’d been right in his calculations.

				The mangroves thinned out and spindly shrubs poked here and there through the roots, some nearly denuded of their leaves. He felt the bottom under his feet as they made the final turn.

				The creek and lagoon water were now a swirling cauldron that lapped all the way up to the cabbage palms, and it was several yards farther before they finally made it clear of the water altogether. Antonia slipped off his back and they slogged up the submerged bank, sinking into the mud. Each step was an effort as they pulled free from the sucking ooze.

				He gathered her close behind the cabbage palms and allowed them both a moment to catch their breath. Antonia’s whole body was shaking now, and she clung to him.

				“My legs aren’t working,” she whispered.

				“We’ll use mine then,” he murmured back, hoisting her in his arms, noting she had lost her shoes somewhere in the cloying mud. His mind whirled as he considered their next move. There was no way to know if Martin had given up the pursuit somewhere. Martin or no Martin, he had to get Antonia into some sort of shelter, but what was left intact? The lighthouse was probably the best bet, but he could not ask her to walk there until she’d rested and he would not be able to carry her all the way since half the island was now underwater.

				The bungalow.

				It was time to find out if the expensive storm retrofits had done their job. He began the slow ascent to the hill where the bungalow sat, praying all the while it was not under several feet of ocean. Antonia didn’t say a word as they traveled, nestled limply in his arms, which made him worry all the more.

				Skirting a pile of windblown wood he recognized as part of the Isla Hotel’s upper balcony, he made his way up the sodden slope until the roof of the bungalow came into view.

				The relief he felt at finding the structure intact and not submerged made him want to shout. Instead he pressed forward until they reached the front walk and Antonia wriggled out of his grasp.

				He found the floor covered by a good four inches of water. It hardly mattered. The tiny cottage had a roof and four walls and right now that was better than a fine palace.

				Inside, the bed frame was lapped by water, the bedding soaked. Sloshing in, he stripped off the wet blankets until the mattress was covered only by the plastic protector, which he silently thanked Paula for insisting on. “Climb aboard,” he said. He expected a funny remark or a hesitation, but he got none of those. She meekly climbed up on the mattress. There was no dry pillow to be found, but Antonia curled up on her side and closed her eyes.

				He went outside and shimmied open one set of storm shutters, allowing some sunlight to enter. They could now see out, which made him feel marginally better. Back inside he shoved the door closed but found the wood so swollen with water that it would not lock. After a full five minutes of scanning for any possible sign of Martin, he turned away from the window. Splashing quietly so as not to wake Antonia, he floundered into the kitchen. Everything in the lower cupboards was floating around the water-covered tile floor. There was nothing much to be salvaged. Some of the upper cupboards had been snatched open by the wind that had plowed in, but somehow one was left closed.

				He squeaked it open. Inside was a six-pack of pineapple juice. He resisted the urge to whoop for joy. Continued prowling produced a plastic jar of peanuts, which plunked against his shins as he waded around. With the seal still intact, the contents were neatly preserved. Though his mouth watered at the thought of food, he stacked the treasure on the kitchen counter and stripped the saturated cushions off of a wooden chair, setting it into position by the front window and climbing up, seating himself cross-legged to keep his feet out of the water. The only thing he could find to offer for protection besides the knife in its sheath on his belt was a broken chair rail, and he laid this across his lap. Though he meant to keep watch for the slightest sign of Martin’s approach, his gaze kept wandering to Antonia.

				Her dark lashes fluttered against her cheeks, and he hoped she was not dreaming about what had happened in the past few days. His thoughts drifted back to his brother for the first time since he’d left the lighthouse. His stomach clenched in anger. Though Reuben had tried to ignore the truth, Hector saw it clear as sunrise—Reuben had never stopped loving Antonia.

				Hector exploited that vulnerability in his brother to save his own skin. And what was the cost of his decision? Gavin was shot. Reuben’s boats ruined. A sadistic gangster roved the ruins, determined to pursue them at any cost.

				In the distance he could just make out the broken outline of the Isla Marsopa Hotel, his mother’s dream, reduced to rubble. Suddenly none of it mattered, and he could not remember why he had fought so hard to keep things intact. Maybe it was the pride he felt, the aura of righteousness at holding together something of their mother’s. He’d gone through the motions, the money, the toil to try to save a building—a collection of wooden beams and nails, nothing more—when the one thing he’d wanted, craved, in fact, was to save his brother. How he’d prayed, how he’d scolded, reprimanded, pleaded and berated. For nothing.

				People don’t save people, do they, Lord? Salvation is Yours to give and Yours alone. Something like peace settled into his soul at that moment. He would love his brother until his dying breath, and he would pray that Hector would earnestly repent, but it was Hector’s choice to make and he would have to decide what kind of man he was going to be if they survived.

				Reuben’s choice, his only choice, was to ask God to intercede and keep Antonia alive.

				With one last look at her face, relaxed and peaceful in sleep, he clenched his hands in prayer.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHTEEN

				Antonia didn’t remember climbing up onto that mattress or falling asleep, but sunlight on her face awakened her what must have been several hours later. Her lashes felt gummy, her mouth dry, and for a moment she did not recall how she’d gotten to be napping on a stripped mattress with water sloshing gently around her. Rays of golden light peeked through the window where the storm shutter had been partially opened, dispelling some of the gloom in the bungalow.

				Reuben sat on a wooden chair, a piece of rail across his lap, staring out the window. Seeing him there brought a crush of emotions all at once. What did he see as he gazed out at what was left of Isla? Ruined dreams? The betrayal of a brother he’d trusted steadfastly? She could not read the expression on his face, but she thought it might have been sorrow, and the need to comfort blossomed in her heart, strong and solid. Before the hurricane she would have ignored the feeling. Now, it seemed, the hurricane had stripped away some of the hardness that calloused her, but she did not know quite how to act on the strange feelings. “Still raining?”

				He jerked toward her, a smile now transforming his face. “Hey, there. I’m glad you’re awake. The rain has stopped finally, winds are dying down and somehow the island isn’t totally underwater. We made it through Tony.”

				“I wonder if we’ll make it through Leland,” she couldn’t help but add.

				“We’ll make it, but one thing at a time.” He wedged the chair against the door and waded to the kitchen, returning and presenting her with a can of pineapple juice and a jar of peanuts. “Ta-da!” he trumpeted.

				She goggled. “You found food!” It came out in a high-pitched squeal.

				“Didn’t you order room service, madam?” He feigned confusion. “I’m sorry. I’ll just take this back to the kitchen.”

				“No way,” she giggled, snatching the peanuts from his hands.

				They popped the tops off the pineapple juice and drained two cans each. He peeled off the foil seal of the peanut jar and poured her a massive handful before filling his own palm. They gobbled the salty nuts, eating until they had emptied the container.

				Antonia’s eyes closed in pleasure. “Of all the meals I’ve eaten in my life, I think that was the best.”

				“Certainly the finest company,” he added.

				She blushed. “Considering we’re stranded on an island with only a few other people, several of whom are killers, that’s not saying much.”

				He laughed and held a pineapple can out in a toast. “To the finest meal the Isla Hotel has ever produced. And the last,” he added, more quietly.

				Her smile dimmed as she clinked his can with hers. “Can it be restored, do you think? Isla, I mean?”

				His lips pressed together and something went dull in his eyes. “You know the answer to that.”

				She did and it pained her deep down so she sought another subject. “Is there any more food?”

				“What, still hungry?” he said, hopping off the mattress and splashing into the kitchen.

				“Not now, but I will be soon,” she said.

				He dumped the contents of a small grocery bag onto the counter. “I found a couple of useful things. Two granola bars,” he said, wiggling them for her to see. “A box of matches, which looks to be relatively dry. Three bandages and a flashlight that doesn’t work right now but might once it dries out.” He regarded her triumphantly. “What do you think?”

				“Not as magnificent as the peanuts, but those granola bars will come in handy later.” She shivered. “I’d give a pretty penny to have some dry clothes right about now.”

				“Sorry, can’t help you with that one. The washer and dryer have done their last loads.” He stopped, then shook his head. “Thought I heard a helicopter. Wishful thinking.”

				“When do you think the coast guard will come back?”

				He drifted to the window and peered out. “Not anytime soon unless we can convince them there’s an emergency situation here. They’ve got plenty bigger priorities right now.”

				Dread kindled inside her. “How will we do that? Are the phones working?”

				“No, but I’ve been thinking if I could get to the skimmer, providing it’s still afloat, there’s a radio in it. If it’s intact, I could call for help.”

				The thought of going back to that spot in the lagoon where she’d been marched out to drown made her feel sick. She swallowed hard. “Okay. I’m in.”

				“No. I’ll go myself, but first we need to regroup for a while and maybe get Silvio and Paula back here if we can. They’ll need to rest, and Silvio can help secure the doors. Either that or we get you to the lighthouse and wait for help there. Neither place is great, but it’s all that’s still standing except for the boathouse.”

				“What about Hector and Gavin?” she asked softly. “They were headed to the boathouse.”

				“I don’t know what to do about that.” He looked at her. “I don’t know how to help my brother. I never did.”

				“You loved him the best way you could.”

				He didn’t answer, turning instead to gaze out the window again.

				The light picked up the deep shadows on his face, lines of fatigue engraving his forehead. “Reuben, why don’t you lie down now? I’ll take a turn watching.”

				“I’m okay.”

				“No, you’re not. You’re exhausted and you need to rest. I had my turn, it’s yours now.” She hopped off the bed and sloshed over to him. “Rest, just for a few minutes. Please.”

				He shook his head. “I want to be ready if he comes.”

				She touched a finger to a long scratch on his temple, tracing the line down the side of his face. His eyes closed and he caught her hand in his, pressing it to his face, lips seeking the place at her wrist where her pulse hammered at his touch. Then she was in his arms, holding him close, stroking his back as if she could smooth away the past and restore what had been taken from him, from them both.

				“I’m sorry,” she whispered, “that everything is ruined here on Isla.”

				He sighed, warm breath ruffling her hair. “I wasn’t meant to be here, running this hotel, Nee. My pride told me I was the one, the only one who could save it, and that gave me some kind of self-importance, I guess. God wants me in an orange field, tending those trees. He’s been telling me that all along. I should have listened.” He pressed his face into the crook of her neck. “I should have listened to a lot of things.”

				They clung to each other. “I’ve made mistakes, too, Reuben.”

				He raised his head then, and she saw moisture glimmering in his eyes. “But your mistakes didn’t wreck things.”

				Didn’t they? Hadn’t her relentless need to expose Hector’s failings driven further the wedge between them? Her decision to support her sister’s flight, helping her keep Gracie away from Hector, had also removed the little girl from Reuben, from this uncle who loved her desperately. Had running been the only answer? But at the very core of her being she knew her greatest sin—that she had not wanted Hector proved innocent, but condemned.

				“If it means anything at all,” Reuben said, “my brother said he has been clean for the past five years. He was blackmailed back in by the Garzas. They threatened him with prison and never seeing Gracie again if he didn’t deliver Isla.”

				And you believe that? The thought sprang to her mind, but she swallowed it. “I’m sorry. I know you love your brother.”

				He gave her a startled look, followed by the sweetest smile she had ever seen, one that went right past her defenses, the regret and condemnation straight into her soul. She stroked his cheek, and he pressed close to her, his mouth inches from her own.

				A snap sounded from outside.

				Reuben raced to the front window and she crowded next to him.

				“I don’t see anything,” she whispered.

				“I don’t, either, but that noise was close. We’d better move.”

				Stuffing the last two cans of juice into his pockets along with the granola bars, he pushed her toward the back door, which hung crookedly on its hinges, wedged in place against the concrete porch step. The gap was only a scant twelve inches across, and though Antonia slipped easily through, Reuben’s broad shoulders wedged.

				“Go,” he hissed. “Run to the woods along the creek. Head for the lighthouse.”

				“No way. You’re coming, or I’m not going,” she whispered back.

				“Nee, move it,” he commanded.

				She did not budge except to take his hand and yank as hard as she could until he finally stumbled clear of the door. Then they were running, heads down, as quietly as they could manage into the cover of the mangled palms and trees.

				Pushing through the wet branches brought them close to the swollen banks of the creek, which lapped the very top and spilled over. The ground was treacherous with debris and slippery rocks, but they kept up a quick pace until they were a good fifty yards from the bungalow. Ahead on the ridge sat the wreck of the hotel, some patches of white paint shining oddly in the sunlight. Panting and scratched they slowed to a halt.

				Antonia pressed a hand to her cramping side. If she hadn’t had a small rest and something to eat and drink, she never would have completed the run. As it was she was still fighting fatigue, her muscles rubbery and weak and her bare feet painfully battered. She wondered how Reuben was holding up.

				He pulled her to the dripping canopy of an oak tree and climbed on a rock to peer back at the bungalow.

				It was hard to know if they had made a reasonable choice fleeing from their only shelter. Were they both suffering from paranoia? Or had Martin found his way out of the mangroves and tracked them to the bungalow?

				“I don’t see any sign of him,” Reuben said. “Maybe I was wrong.”

				“No you weren’t,” Martin said, stepping from the shrubbery and firing his gun at Reuben.

				* * *

				The sound of the gunshot nearly deafened Reuben, and he felt the hot metal skimming by his shirtsleeve. Antonia screamed. Grabbing a stout, fallen branch, he swung it at Martin. “Run, Antonia,” he hollered. “Get away from here.”

				Instead of running, she picked up a rock and heaved it, missing Martin by several feet. She picked up another and another, hurling them at him with rapid-fire motion, eyes wild and hair flying. Martin batted most of them away with his free hand, but one or two struck his shoulder and he swung the gun at her.

				It was as if Reuben were in the grip of a living nightmare. There was a gun pointed at Antonia. It was the most vicious, ugly scenario he could imagine, and it filled him with pure fury that scorched a white-hot path from his gut throughout every muscle in his body. Swinging the makeshift club with strength born of rage, he advanced on Martin, hitting him so hard the gun spiraled loose and skittered away into the mud.

				Antonia scrambled after it, searching desperately through the grass with outstretched hands.

				Martin howled, his face going red as Reuben readied for another strike with the branch. “What do you think you’re doing, boy?” Martin rasped. “Think you’re going to take me down with that stick?”

				“That’s exactly what I think,” Reuben snarled.

				“All right then. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

				Reuben swung again, and Martin danced to the side before launching himself stomach down at Reuben’s ankles. Sidestepping, Reuben meant to leap over Martin, but he skidded on the mucky ground and went down on one knee. Martin rolled over and grabbed Reuben’s waist, bringing them both to the mud.

				They grappled and rolled. Reuben tried to reach for the knife sheathed at his waist, but Martin’s hands went around his throat and he had to apply all his strength to keep from being choked.

				Antonia looked frantically from Reuben to the grass where she was still pawing for Martin’s gun.

				Finally able to pry Martin’s fingers loose, Reuben shoved his foot into Martin’s chest and sent him backward. Martin landed on his back, panting, sweat beading on his forehead. Slowly he rolled over and stood.

				“Not bad for a farmer,” Martin said. “But you’re going to die anyway.”

				Reuben’s heart pounded so hard the vibrations shuddered through his body. “Yep, but it’s not going to be today,” he breathed. “Not here and not now.”

				Martin smiled and hurled himself again at Reuben. This time, Reuben did avoid the collision, moving just enough that Martin stumbled to his knees. Reaching out, Reuben knew this time he could use his advantage to get around behind the guy and press him facedown to the ground.

				His miscalculation became clear a moment later. Time seemed to slow as he realized that Martin had pulled a knife from his belt. There was no time to react as his arm arced and he plunged the knife forward. Reuben felt it grating against his ribs a second before the explosive pain. Through an excruciating haze he saw Antonia, who looked up just as the knife slid home, horror infusing her beautiful face, an odd contrast to the ugly triumph on display on Martin’s.

				Run, Nee, he wanted to shout, but he could not force his mouth to give voice to the words.

				He staggered back and then he was falling, spiraling backward, hitting the swollen creek with a harsh smack. Water closed over his head, and through the silted depths he caught one more glimpse of Antonia before the creek whisked him away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				NINETEEN

				“Reuben,” she screamed, running to the edge of the creek. A flash of his arm, one tiny glimpse, and then he was gone, sucked under the roiling surface.

				“Too bad,” Martin said, brushing off the soiled knees of his pants. “He shoulda stayed in the fields. Farmers almost never get themselves drowned.” He chuckled.

				Antonia wanted to scream, to beat at his awful chest, but she was numb with horror as she stared at the spot where Reuben had been only a second before. Reuben, Reuben, her mind wailed. Martin grabbed her by the arm and pulled her roughly away from the creek. She tried to twist out of his grasp. Reuben could make it to shore, and she could help him climb out. Her feet turned back toward the rushing water, but Martin forced her away.

				“He’s gone. We’ll go to Leland and see what he wants to do with you.” She could not form a coherent thought marching across the soggy ground. Everything was a numbing void.

				She tripped over a broken slab of plaster and he jerked her up by the back of her shirt. She had to get away from him, to get back to the creek. The water would have carried Reuben downstream toward the lagoon. It was quieter there, tranquil. He could get out; she would help him. Her mind spun frantically.

				“We called for help,” she lied to Martin. “The coast guard is on its way.”

				He didn’t answer at first. “Save your breath. You don’t have a working phone. Not after both of you took your dip in the ocean.”

				“We radioed.”

				“With what?” he snorted.

				“The radio on the skimmer.”

				Martin grabbed her elbow and turned her around. He was breathing heavily, and she was happy to note one of her rock missiles had found its mark on his cheek. “Radio’s busted. We disconnected it.”

				“Reuben fixed it.” She held her gaze steady, willing him to believe her ruse.

				His eyes narrowed. “I don’t think so.”

				“Well you’ll believe it when they show up here.” She searched the sky. “Shouldn’t be too much longer. You saw the helicopter they sent just before the storm surge.”

				Breath held, she waited.

				Martin considered. “All right, I’m game. We’ll check the skimmer. If you’re telling the truth, we’ll radio again, tell them everything’s fine. And if you’re lying...” He smiled. “Then we can take our time and tie things up here properly.”

				She tried to think of a secondary plan as they went along. Somewhere on the path to the lagoon, she’d get away from him and find Reuben. Hardly a plan, hardly a chance.

				Her stomach squeezed again and something cold slithered through her. She prayed that Reuben was not gravely hurt. He could not be. There was so much left she had to say. Martin huffed along the path, never more than a few feet behind her.

				“Why do you do this?” she asked.

				“What?”

				“Abduction, murder, whatever Leland wants.”

				“Not Leland. Mr. Garza. He’s my boss, and I do what he tells me.”

				She noted the sullen note that crept into his voice and filed that away to use to her advantage. “Killing innocent people, though? And women?”

				“Don’t usually kill women. Don’t usually kill at all anymore. Too messy and attracts too much attention. This whole thing got out of hand, but you gotta do what you gotta do.”

				“Mr. Garza doesn’t want you to kill us, does he? This is Leland’s idea.”

				Martin’s pace slowed for a moment. “Got no choice now. Mr. Garza will want things cleaned up.”

				“Are you sure about that?”

				“What choice is there?” Martin huffed. “We got an island full of witnesses now. You’re going to have to die and that’s that. Just a matter of how’s best to do it.”

				“And you don’t even have a qualm?” She shook her head. “No conscience that tells you what you’re doing is wrong?”

				“I don’t get paid to have a conscience. Listen, honey, if you’re looking for me to come to my senses and realize the error of my ways, it ain’t gonna happen. Life’s too short to worry about morals.”

				Too short not to. She sighed. “What a waste of a life.”

				Martin gave her a shove, which nearly sent her sprawling. “Just get going. All this talk is making my head ache.”

				They came to the deep pond of water, splashing in up to their knees and then down the muddy slope that led to the lagoon. “All these lagoons look the same to me,” she said. “Do you remember where you stowed the skimmer?”

				“Sure I do,” he said, catching hold of her wrist. “Right down there, tied up safe.”

				The water made her slow and clumsy. There was no way she would escape even if she did manage to break the tight grip he had on her wrist.

				Wait, Antonia. The moment will come. Watch for it. She wondered if Reuben had lost much blood from the stab wound. Was he still struggling against the rushing creek? The muscles in her chest knotted into a tight ball.

				Martin did remember the pocket of lagoon where they had secured the skimmer. They made their ungainly way to the edge of the inlet, which was now showing signs of life again. Pushing aside the trailing Spanish moss, Martin peered into the little sanctuary. A pelican ruffled its feathers as if to shake off the remnants of the killer storm. Flickers in the surface indicated the fish, or perhaps it was the manatees, had begun to stir in the swollen circle of water. Martin had eyes for none of it. He thrashed forward, dragging her along until their feet sank in the muddy shore.

				The skimmer was gone.

				Perhaps it had blown loose in the surge. Martin must have considered that option, too, because he began to shove his way through the trees, heedless of the branches that slapped at them both.

				They found the remnants of the rope, still knotted tightly around a sturdy tree trunk. Martin fingered the edge, which had been severed not by the power of the storm, but cut neatly with the aid of a knife.

				Antonia stared at the cut rope. “Leland took the boat.”

				“No, that ain’t what happened.”

				“Yes, it is,” she argued. “He sent you out to find Reuben and me, and he took the skimmer and left. Left you behind.”

				“No,” Martin barked. “He wouldn’t do that.”

				“Oh, yes, he would,” she breathed. “He decided things were too out of control here and he took off.”

				“It wasn’t Leland,” he snapped.

				“Who then?” she demanded. “Couldn’t have been me and you.” She choked on the words. “You stabbed Reuben.”

				“The old man, then, or the cop. Maybe Hector.”

				“Silvio wouldn’t leave his wife, and the cop has a bullet in his shoulder. He could hardly manage a boat by himself. Hector wouldn’t leave his brother here to die.” She was not sure it was true, but Martin’s agitation was growing.

				“Shut up,” he said, grabbing her with both arms and shaking her until her head whipped back and forth. “He wouldn’t leave me here to take the fall.”

				“Oh, yes, he would and you know it.” She felt reckless, filled with a power she had no right to. “He could leave the country or go back to Garza and convince him it was all your idea to change the plan.”

				“Leland ain’t gonna go and do something like that.”

				“Oh?” She spoke the next words softly, drilling them into him. “Why not? Life’s too short to worry about morals.” She thought she’d gone too far as his hands went for her throat. Instead he seized her arm again in a crushing grip.

				“We’re going to the boathouse. He’ll be there.”

				And if he was? She knew she was playing a dangerous game, and if she lost, her life, and Reuben’s, would be forfeit.

				* * *

				Reuben was thrashed by the water, bumped and banged along by the creek until he somehow got a grip on a gnarled tree that protruded from the bank. His ribs burned, but he could not devote any energy into inspecting the wound. It took all his strength to wrap his arms and one leg around the root.

				The bark was slippery as he tried to tug himself onto the tree, the rumbling water threatening to detach him at any moment. Agony lanced through his side as he fought. Martin would kill Antonia, or Leland would. The thought drove him to clench his cold fingers into claws that gripped the rough wood. He managed to pull himself clear of the water and he hung there now, like a bear cub stranded in a tree, panting and dripping, breath heaving and muscles screaming their displeasure.

				He wanted to shimmy along to the bank. His body demanded oxygen instead so he hung there, staring upside down into the water, which seemed to be waiting for him to drop. After a full minute devoted just to breathing, he continued his awkward shimmy along the root, feeling the wood give and bend under his weight.

				Another couple of feet and he would be close enough to try to grapple his way to shore. He kept his mind on Antonia, picturing her face. Though he was neither a painter nor a poet, his memory could render every detail—the silky strands of hair that she was apt to twist between fingers most always stained with paint, the radiant smile, the eyes that saw so much more than he ever could. Quick wit, quick temper, fast to find joy and first to embrace it. He brought up a memory of her laughing, the big belly guffaw that seemed incongruent with her slender body.

				As he moved hand over hand, he replayed the sweetest images he’d filed away in his memory. Antonia swimming through a crystal sea. Antonia laughing as she inhaled the heady scent of the orange blossoms in his orchard. And yes, the moment when she’d walked away from him for the last time. Then, she had held up her chin, strength shining in her face, her lips trembling slightly. She loved him, but she would not turn her back on her sister or her niece for anyone, not even him. Maybe it was that moment, he thought, as he watched the water spin crazily underneath him, that he learned what a truly fine woman she was.

				He felt the ominous snap, but there was nowhere to grab as the tree gave way and he was plunged again into the water. Landing on his back drove the breath out of him, and he struggled to right himself, breaking the surface and sucking in a mouthful of water in the process. He was being spun in circles, thrown up and down as he whirled along, unable to manage even one handhold on anything solid.

				As it raced to empty itself into the sea, the creek hurtled through the trees so fast his vision blurred. He was weakening, teeth chattering, chin barely above the waterline, legs struggling to kick, arms no longer able to seek rescue. Helplessly, he felt himself being swept toward the lagoon. Perhaps there, in the slower water, in the sheltering arms of the lagoon that was a cradle for myriad creatures, he would also find refuge and a place to regroup.

				If he could make it that far.

				Ahead a curve of debris had collected in the creek, broken beams from Isla, sodden heaps of plaster and even a plastic cooler that had blown in from somewhere. It had all congealed into an unsightly pile that jutted out into the water. His heart leaped as he tried to gut his way through the waves toward the mass. His side was on fire, and he raked the pounding water until he managed to crook an elbow around a protruding two-by-four.

				Choking and sputtering, he eased over the shifting debris, praying it would not break apart and deliver him into the mercy of the creek once again. Pieces of plaster shook loose under his feet, but the lattice of junk held firm until he heaved himself halfway out of the water. Clutching at the mud and straining forward, he found himself lying face down on the bank.

				Thank You. It was all he could muster. He laid there heaving and coughing until he found the strength to roll over, the canopy of trees swimming in front of his eyes. Had he made it to the lagoon? Judging from the foliage he had not. The question became would he be able to manage it?

				He reached a sitting position, though it cost him severe pain, and then rolled over onto his knees to try and lever himself into a stand. His gasping breaths were so noisy that he didn’t hear anyone approach until a weathered hand was thrust into his face.

				“Help ya up?” Silvio said.

				Reuben goggled incredulously up at the man. “Silvio?”

				“Who else would it be tramping around this place lookin’ for you?” Silvio knelt next to Reuben and peered into his face, pale eyes scanning Reuben’s shirtfront. “Someone got ya?”

				“Martin. Didn’t see the knife coming.”

				Silvio grunted. “Too slow. That’s why you were never a good boxer.”

				“As I keep telling anyone who will listen, I’m a farmer, not a fighter.”

				Silvio chuckled as he hooked an arm under Reuben’s shoulder. “Maybe not. Pretty good fight to get yerself out of the water.”

				Reuben could not hold in a groan of pain as Silvio raised him up.

				“Come on,” Silvio said. “Over here.”

				“Where’s Paula?” Reuben grunted.

				“You’ll see soon enough. Be quiet and keep walkin’. I’m not too keen on having to carry you.”

				Reuben focused on walking, step by painful step, along the riverbank. Several times he had to stop, leaning against Silvio and struggling to stem the dizziness in his head. It seemed like miles before they came to the place where the river dumped itself into one of the lagoon channels, but it was likely no more than fifteen minutes’ distance.

				They stopped there and Reuben bent over, gasping for breath. When his head cleared enough for him to straighten again, he blinked at the unbelievable vision before him. It was the skimmer, bobbing gently on the waves, Paula perched inside, Charley the cat on her lap.

				She shot to her feet, nearly falling in her haste to get to him, and Silvio handed her out of the boat.

				Paula stopped abruptly in her dash toward him when she saw the blood that stained his shirtfront. Putting the cat down, she approached more slowly. “Come sit in the skimmer. There’s a first-aid kit there.”

				With Silvio on one side and Paula on the other, Reuben was shuttled into the boat.

				“How...?” he started.

				Silvio shrugged. “Storm passed. We got tired of waiting for you or the bad guys to arrive. Went looking and found the skimmer. Decided we had better use for it than Leland.”

				Reuben grunted in pain when Paula peeled away the shirt from his side. “You should have gone for the mainland,” he rasped.

				“Not leaving you here. Or Antonia,” he said. “Been trying to call the police, but my phone’s out of juice.”

				Through gritted teeth Reuben fought the waves of burning pain as Paula swabbed the wound with an antiseptic wipe. “So we’re still on our own.”

				“Looks that way.” Silvio’s gaze traveled over the storm-swollen lagoon. “What’s the plan?”

				“Find Antonia,” he said.

				Silvio raised an eyebrow. “Not much of a plan.”

				It’s all that matters.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWENTY

				Antonia kept as slow a pace as she could. Martin was clearly preoccupied, shoving her along. It was a difficult walk, sometimes nearly a swim as they encountered low-lying areas under several feet of water. She tried to keep her mind from imagining what was waiting for her at the boathouse, but scenarios kept scrolling through her mind anyway. Maybe Gavin had taken control, but Gavin’s chances against Leland weren’t very good, especially when he had Hector to worry about, too. It struck her then that Gavin was a very brave man indeed to continue his mission in the face of impossible odds. Far safer to hide out, hunker down and wait for rescue.

				Her ears kept playing tricks on her. Had she heard the sound of Reuben’s footsteps behind them? The engine noise from an incoming chopper? Nerves tingling, she forced herself to keep the panic at bay. Just keep walking. Wait for an opportunity. Wait, wait, wait.

				Still her mind would not slow. If she died there, if they all did, who would tell Mia? Hector might somehow escape, and he would find her and Gracie. Your sister drowned on the island, Hector would say. So tragic. Martin was right; no one would be left alive to tell the story.

				But would Hector really allow his brother to be murdered? This same man who had helped drag her to shore? She was not sure, even after all that had transpired, what nestled deep in Hector’s soul, under the greed and hunger for power.

				Maybe you should worry about your own soul. The ocean rolled calmly against the shore, soothing and regular now that the angry storm had departed. A life jacket bobbed in the water, dipping and swirling on the waves. Ironic. What she would have given for a life jacket when Leland left her in the ocean. Salt water stung the cuts on her feet and with the pain came a heavy weight of guilt. Too much of her past few years had been steeped in judgment, in hatred and condemnation. If she had been given only twenty-seven years to live, surely the Lord had not meant for her to waste one moment, let alone month upon month mired down in those emotions? Forgive me, Lord. Forgive.

				She recalled the look of pain on Reuben’s face when he toppled backward into the river. His eyes had not been on his own wound, but on her face, as if he wanted his last sight on this earth to be of her. She’d been wrong to nurse the anger, to stoke the fire of her hurts that crippled her spirit. Every moment wasted in anger was an affront to the One who’d given her life. Too late, the wind seemed to whisper.

				Tears threatened and she swallowed hard. “He’s okay,” she muttered savagely. “He’s got to be okay.” They skirted another flooded section of trail and pushed instead through the sea grass and down into the sandy sweep of ground that was soggy but passable. Great mountains of kelp had been disgorged on the shore and the seabirds were making use of the opportunity to scavenge for fish forced into the shallower water. Wreckage dotted the sand, piled into strange sculptures. She stumbled over a partially covered pipe. While down on one knee she palmed a scoop full of sand and put it in her pocket. Sand against the enemy? Well, David used a handful of rocks, didn’t he?

				Martin stopped at the approach to the boathouse, pulling her into the trees as he scoped out the structure. There had been some damage, she noted. The roof was partially ripped off the top story, but the upper level was still intact. The lower story housed the three gaps where boats would be secured, and they appeared to be empty. As far as that went, there were no signs of life or movement from the boathouse whatsoever. The stillness pricked up the tiny hairs on the back of her neck.

				“See?” she said. “No skimmer. It’s gone. He’s gone and left you here.”

				“Shut up,” he said.

				They crouched there until her knees began to ache, the mosquitos buzzing down to feed on her tired flesh. Reuben always joked that when the world was destroyed, mosquitos would be the last living creatures standing. She shoved down the wave of tenderness and grief the memory churned up. She fingered the sand in her pocket, but he was so close, an eyeful of grit would only stop him for a minute, maybe less.

				“There,” Martin cried, stabbing a finger at the remnants of a rickety dock some fifty yards from the boathouse. “The skimmer’s tied there neat as you please. Leland’s still here.”

				Antonia did not know what to make of it, or how to use the information to her advantage. “Why is it tied there instead of the boathouse?”

				Martin shook his head. “Dunno. I’m going to check it out. You stay here.”

				Her stomach tensed. Now was her opportunity. Martin took a few cautious steps toward the dock. She readied herself to run as fast as she could manage into the trees. One more step. As soon as he took one more step away she’d take off.

				He stopped as if he’d suddenly changed his mind. Her stomach dropped as he returned to her and dragged her close to a tree, yanking her arms around it and fastening her wrists together with his belt. “Just in case you get any ideas, honey,” he said, so close she could feel his sour breath on her face.

				“I won’t...” she started to plead, but he wasn’t listening. Tightening the belt, he returned to his wary approach toward the skimmer.

				She yanked at the bonds, succeeding only in bringing a shower of water from the wet leaves down on her head. The tree was fairly smooth, but she started sawing her wrists back and forth against it anyway, hoping the bark would begin to wear away the strap of the belt. Out of the corner of her eye she watched Martin approaching the dock. She did not know nor did she care how that skimmer came to be tied on that weathered strip of wood, but she knew she only had a few moments before he checked it out and returned.

				“Come on, come on,” she whispered impatiently, feeling the belt scratching into her wrists.

				Martin made it onto the planked walkway, past tall patches of oat grass. The skimmer was tied to the end, bobbing gently in the calm water. One spot of the belt wore away. Breath exploding, Antonia worked even harder, feeling her palms grow slippery with blood from her chafed wrists. A moment more. She needed only a fraction of a minute of sustained effort to free herself.

				Martin drew even with the skimmer, peering down into the vessel. “There’s blood in here,” she thought he said.

				Blood? Maybe she’d misheard over the rolling waves. She sawed harder at the restraint, her nerves burning.

				He pulled at something she could not make out.

				“Radio’s still busted,” he yowled. “Lying little...”

				She pulled as hard as she could and felt the belt giving slightly.

				Martin looked over and his eyes widened. He moved to step over the edge of the boat and back onto the dock.

				Something erupted from below in a shower of water. As she struggled to make out what was happening, she felt a hand grasp her shoulder, the fingers long and cold.

				* * *

				Reuben used every bit of momentum he could muster as he exploded from the water and yanked Martin downward. Caught completely off guard, the man went over face-first into the shallows. The impact of the body slamming into the surface nearly took Reuben off his feet. It wasn’t a planned effort, and he hadn’t time to consider all the variables. After they’d caught sight of Martin leading Antonia toward the boathouse, they’d just made it in time to secure the boat to the dock and hide before he arrived. He’d hoped Martin would bring Antonia with him to investigate, but he’d tied her up instead. Tied her like an animal. He’d pay for that choice, Reuben had decided.

				Catching Martin completely by surprise should have been the end of it. Get him bound and out of the picture quickly, but each movement sent ripples of pain through Reuben’s side as he struggled to get his arms around Martin’s neck. Martin had weathered the storm better, and his strength seemed undiminished as he fought back, flailing punches at Reuben, who dodged as best he could.

				Salt water stung his eyes as Martin landed a punch that caught Reuben in the ribs. The pain blurred his vision and left him unable to suck in a breath. He stumbled backward and nearly went down.

				“Shoulda shot you when I had the chance,” Martin grunted.

				Reuben kept his footing and somehow got his fists up again, fighting through the red wall of pain. “Guess so,” Reuben managed. Think it through, Reuben. You’re not stronger than he is. You have to be smarter. He waited, like Hector had taught him, until the split second after Martin drew back a fraction, telegraphing his intentions. He was going to go for a punishing low swing, probably seeking Reuben’s injury again. At the last moment after the blow was launched, Reuben jerked to the side and swept his foot out in a wide arc, knocking Martin’s feet out from under him and letting his momentum carry him to the water.

				Just as Martin struggled to his feet again, Silvio emerged, oar in hand, and brought it down on the man’s skull, the thwack sounding dull and flat. Martin crumpled forward into the water, unconscious. Limbs heavy with fatigue, Reuben flipped him onto his back to keep him from drowning. He looked up at Silvio, panting.

				“You could have used the oar a little earlier.”

				Silvio shrugged. “You were doin’ okay, and I had to make sure Paula was hidden.”

				Reuben moved slowly toward the bank, where Silvio dragged Martin out of the water and rolled him none too gently into the shrubs. “He’s gonna wake up a couple of pints short of blood due to the mosquitos.” Silvio smiled. “Unless his blood is too foul even for them.”

				Movement from the trees brought their conversation to a halt.

				Through the water coursing down his face, Reuben saw Leland, his hand wrapped in Antonia’s hair, running with her toward the boathouse.

				“Nee,” Reuben shouted. He sprinted toward her, but Leland had a head start. The roar of a helicopter hardly registered as he watched Leland disappear into the lower floor of the cavernous boathouse.

				He turned back to Silvio, whose stricken gaze alternated between the boathouse and the helicopter, which was working its way to the far side of the island. “Get Paula. Take the skimmer and go signal them.”

				“Not gonna do it,” Silvio said softly.

				Reuben gripped Silvio’s shoulders and locked eyes with him. “We need help. You’ve got to go get it because I’m not leaving her.”

				“She’s hurt you, abandoned you,” Silvio said. “You gonna risk your life for her again?”

				Reuben could not remember in that moment a single hurt, one disappointment, the tiniest recollection of past pain. His heart and brain were filled only with the precious, the jewellike memories of a love so pure it hurt and a spirit so cleaved to his own that he would not be whole without it.

				“I’m going to save her,” Reuben said, feeling something strong and sure take the place of the physical pain that wracked his body. He did not know how, but certainty rang through him like the thunder of the waves.

				Silvio cocked his head and smiled at Reuben. “I wouldn’t have expected any other answer.”

				Reuben allowed himself to be pulled into a fierce hug and then Silvio was gone to retrieve Paula. He straightened as best he could and marched toward the boathouse. There was no need for stealth, as Leland had already seen what transpired with Martin and the skimmer. He made his way up the path to the lower level and onto the small platform, letting himself into the cavernous underbelly. It was dark, and he blinked as his eyes adjusted. The risen water had topped the platforms that would normally provide docks for the boats to be tied, but it had receded until it was now a few inches below the bloated wood. The beams that held up the roof were blackened with water but still whole and strong. He thought ruefully that his mother would be proud. He took courage from those sturdy beams as he approached the wooden steps to the upper floor.

				The bottom step was slick and his feet skidded a bit. He wondered what had happened to Gavin. To his brother. The boards creaked and groaned under his weight. The steps led to a solid platform, a space piled with boxes and opening onto two small rooms that served as more storage and a tiny office space for managing the paddleboat rentals that were so popular when times were better.

				Antonia sat on a metal folding chair, hands in her lap, her look a mixture of fear and defiance. Leland stood next to her, a gun held casually in his hand, as if it were nothing more than a TV remote. Her eyes locked on him and something exquisite rippled through those fine features. One tear, glittering and pure, slid down her cheek. He knew that tear was for him.

				“Welcome to the boathouse,” Leland said. “Did you kill him?”

				It took Reuben a moment to realize Leland was speaking about Martin. “No, he’s alive.”

				Leland nodded. “And Granny and Grandpa? What’s become of them?”

				“They are on their way to flag down the coast guard.” Reuben watched Leland’s eyes for some sign of anxiety, but he showed none.

				“It’s all right,” Leland said, almost as if he were speaking to himself. “I’ve got someone coming to pick me up. Small boat can outrun the coast guard. That’s why we love this island so much, isn’t it?” He wiggled a small cell phone. “Phones are back up, did you know that? The storm has passed, the clouds have parted and all is right with the world.”

				Reuben looked at Antonia, calculating the distance and time it would take to reach her. He was not faster than a bullet. “Where’s my brother?” he said.

				“Put him in the storage room. Didn’t give me much of a fight. Going to take him with me when I leave so he can sign the island over to Garza.”

				“He won’t sign,” Reuben said.

				“Yes, he will. He’ll be put out that I murdered his brother, but he’ll sign. He’s got a kid and an ex-wife to think about after all. How old is the kid, anyway? Two? Three? A real cutie, I’m sure.”

				Antonia started to stand, rage in her eyes, but Leland pushed her back down. “Stay there, señorita. It will be easier for all of us.” He cocked his head and fingered her hair. “I just have to know. How did you manage to not drown? No one could have stayed afloat in that storm.”

				Antonia jerked her head away.

				“Not going to tell me? All right,” he said with a sigh. “It will be one of those mysteries you take to the grave.”

				Reuben’s pulse thundered. “The cops are going to know everything. You’re caught.”

				Leland laughed. “Such a naive boy. I’m going to become someone else. Garza will set me up in Mexico maybe or the tropics. I’m still useful to him, being so skilled and all.” He called loudly over his shoulder. “Hector, come out here, please.”

				The door remained closed. Leland sighed and fired a round into the rafters just above the door. Antonia screamed as the sound echoed through the space. Reuben lurched toward Leland, but he stopped him by aiming the gun at Antonia and waggling a finger.

				“Come on out, Hector,” Leland shouted, “or the next one goes through the door.”

				Reuben saw his brother emerge from the storage room, shoulders slumped. His eyes were smudged with shadows, bruises darkening his skin and a smear of dried blood on his chin. Face slack with shock, he looked at Antonia and then his brother.

				“I’m sorry,” he said. “I never meant for any of this to happen. I’d hoped to give you time to get away.”

				“I’m sure he knows that,” Leland said. “Very touching, the brotherly bond and all that. I simply wanted you to see me kill these two so you’ll remember how it looked and how they sounded, et cetera. Fix it in your memory, Hector, and keep it there so if you’re tempted to change your mind about signing over Isla or some such foolishness, you can stroll down memory lane and imagine how a bullet will impact a small child.”

				“You don’t need to kill them,” Hector blurted out. “My brother will hand it over now, won’t you?” Hector’s tone was pleading. “You can stop all this, Reuben.”

				Reuben felt a mixture of disgust and compassion. “Yes,” he said, gaze on his brother. “Leland, you don’t have to kill anyone.”

				Leland laughed. “I’m not sure you’re right.” He spoke to Hector as if they were the only people in the room. “These two—” he gestured the gun at Reuben and Antonia “—they seem to have that fire in the belly, a certain antiquated desire to cling to the moral high ground, a quality that you don’t have, Hector. I can’t see them blithely going along with Mr. Garza and being the quiet little church mice for the foreseeable future. They have that look in their eyes that spells trouble.”

				Hector shook his head. “Don’t kill them. They haven’t done anything wrong.”

				“Mmm.” Leland pulled out his cell phone and checked the screen. “Ah. My ride is here. Hector, head downstairs, please.” When Hector didn’t move, Leland fired another shot into the rafters, which made Antonia scream again and his brother cringe. Hector took several slow, shuffling steps away.

				“It’s been lovely chatting with you, but my schedule is full. Gentlemen first.” He swiveled the gun at Reuben and pulled the trigger.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWENTY-ONE

				Antonia threw her handful of sand just as Leland’s finger depressed the trigger. At the same time, Reuben launched himself at Leland, who jerked backward instinctively as the sand pricked his eyes, clawing at his face.

				She picked up the chair and brought it down on Leland’s back with all the strength she possessed as he rolled on top of Reuben. The metal impacted Leland’s skull with a thwack and sent the gun flying under a pile of boxes. Leland went limp. She helped Reuben get slowly to his feet, tears crowding her vision, mind disbelieving the events her eyes had just witnessed.

				After one tight hug, he grabbed her hand and pulled her away. They met Hector at the stairs. “We have to get out of here before his men arrive,” Hector said.

				Feet echoing on the steep steps, they made their way quickly. From upstairs they heard a groan as Leland fought his way back to consciousness. Antonia’s skin prickled in panic.

				They plunged down to the landing, and she noticed that Reuben stumbled slightly, whether from haste or blood loss she was not sure. They headed for the exit just as a boat motored into the structure. As the man blinked to adjust to the darkness, the three shrank back into the shadows, but they were not quick enough. The boat captain pulled a weapon from his belt and began firing, the shots exploding in ear splitting percussions all around them, drilling deep tunnels into the wood siding.

				There was no place to hide, no trace of cover. Splinters careened above their heads as they took the only chance open to them and plunged feetfirst into the water. Antonia felt Hector and Reuben punch through the surface a split second after she did. They slid under the planked dock and came up for air. Her head bumped the wood. There were only a few inches between the waterline and the underside of the dock. She sucked as much oxygen as she could in that tiny, precious gap.

				“Get out to the ocean,” Reuben breathed next to her. “We’re easy targets here.”

				Shots cut into the wood above them as the shooter raked the slip with bullets. They went under again, as deep as they could, but Antonia could still feel bullets chugging through the water near her shoulders and head. She pressed in the direction she figured led to the open ocean, but a second spray of bullets made them again take cover under the other platform. The shooter had leaped from the boat and run to the end of the dock, firing at close range into the water, here, there, at every swirl or splash, determined to find his target in spite of the darkness.

				Reuben shoved Antonia behind him and backed them as far away from the shooter as he could. She rested her cheek against his shoulder, panting. The boathouse went so quiet their own harsh breathing sounded loud. She bit her lip between her teeth. A flash of movement from above revealed the boat captain bent over, peering underneath the planking of the dock right next to them. His feet made the boards creak and moan as he peered into the water, inch by meticulous inch.

				Leland came down the stairs, a look of fury on his face, hair damp with blood. He gestured wildly with the gun and began his own perusal of the farthest dock, shooting methodically into the wood every few inches. There was no emotion on his face except pure, unadulterated rage, and she knew this time he would kill them on sight.

				She held Reuben around the shoulders, knowing that he was frantically trying to formulate some means of escape. It was only a matter of minutes before they were discovered. They had to buy time, to live, until the coast guard arrived or Gavin managed to get some reinforcements there to help them. Hector crouched near enough that his shoulder touched hers. His lips were moving, but she could not hear any words. He looked small and scared, and hopeless.

				Leland shouted loud enough for her to hear his every syllable as he paced the dock.

				“I am going to kill you all. Do you hear me?” he roared. “All of you.”

				Something moved next to her and she almost screamed. Before she could make sense of what she was seeing, Hector dove low and swam out into the open water between the slips.

				“No!” Reuben lunged for him, but Hector was away before he could catch hold. Reuben’s profile was etched in anguish as his brother swam into the line of fire. She understood then. Hector was providing them a distraction, a precious moment to swim away undetected.

				She’d thought him a coward. She’d believed he was purely selfish, but in this final act of heroism, he’d proven her wrong.

				A shudder went through Reuben. It was as if she could sense his heart breaking inside his body. Tension, grief, outrage or maybe some other emotion balled the muscles in his back, and she felt a deep quiver run through him before he began to move. He would not let his brother’s sacrifice go to waste. He pulled her toward the opening, and after one breath they plunged as deep as they could before striking out for the ocean. Her sodden clothes pulled her back, tired muscles and exhaustion working against her as they kicked hard, scooping their way through the shadowed black water toward the brilliant blue sea.

				Had she heard more shots? Was there shouting? She could not be sure over the pounding of her pulse as her body screamed for oxygen. A few more strokes and she felt the warmth of the sunlight-kissed water against her fingertips. Another two kicks and she broke to the surface, sucking in desperate lungfuls of sweet air. She was several yards out of the boathouse, she realized, the shore glittering invitingly to her right, sun dazzling her eyes.

				Treading water she called to Reuben. “Come on.” When she received no reply she began to turn in slow circles, frantic energy pooling in her stomach. Finally, his head broke the surface, but his eyes were half closed and face pale as the Florida sand.

				She reached him in a few hard strokes, moving behind him and supporting his head and shoulders. “It’s all right,” she whispered. “We’ll make it.”

				She towed him toward shore, all the while eyeing the boathouse. The motor sound ignited a fresh terror inside her. The boat broke out of the shadows, two figures aboard. It didn’t take them long, only seconds really, before they spotted Antonia and Reuben. Antonia squeezed Reuben to her chest and kicked for all she was worth toward the shore.

				* * *

				They were not going to make it, not this way. Frustration and anger tainted every breath as Reuben tried to kick and help Antonia get them to shore. He knew the puffs of blood billowing in the water were from his stab wound, but he felt no pain, not in his body anyway. He wondered if Hector had. He remembered the swimming races they’d conducted as kids, the staying-underwater competitions that Hector won every time to Reuben’s chagrin. Hector was not content to lose, but he had this time. He’d lost so Reuben and Antonia could live.

				The thought gave him a ripple of energy, and he flipped over on his stomach. Antonia gave him a surprised look. “Okay?”

				“Okay. Go, go,” he gasped, putting a hand on her back and shoving her through the water.

				Without another word they swam as hard as they could for shore. He tried to let his good arm do most of the work, but every motion reminded him the right side of his body was not working properly. The muscles seemed deadened, as if they belonged to someone else.

				He heard the boat draw closer and closer, but the water underneath him was shallowing out, warming as they reached the shore. Bullets burst through the foaming waves.

				Stroke, kick, breathe. His body was fueled now on one ferocious determination. He would not let Leland take her life. They would not steal away the single precious gift in his possession like they had taken his brother and threatened to do with Gracie. Sprays of water splashed his face as Leland continued to fire. Stroke, kick, breathe. Antonia kept darting looks over her shoulder to make sure he was still following.

				“Just go,” he shouted. “Don’t wait for me.”

				She pressed on until he saw her scramble to her feet and reel onto the shore like a wave coming home to the sand.

				His heart leaped. She’d made it. She’d made it. His feet found purchase on the ground and he staggered in her direction, but his legs would no longer hold him. He felt himself falling, the shore reaching up to receive him. Then she was there, tugging on his arm.

				“Come on, Reuben. Come on,” she pleaded. She grabbed him under the arms and attempted to drag him along the sand, but the slope was steep and he outweighed her.

				He tried to get his knees underneath him with no success. The terrible numbness seemed to have crept from his wound through the rest of his torso, his legs, his arms, leaving them stiff and numb. She knelt next to him, staring into his face. “Please,” she whispered, water trailing down her long hair and onto his chest.

				“Nee, you’ve got to go. Get to the trees. Now.”

				“I’m not leaving you.”

				He closed his eyes for a moment, feeling the exquisite brush of joy against his soul. Somewhere under all the pain, she still felt something for him. “I’ve lost my brother and Isla. Don’t let that be for nothing. Go, go now.”

				Her black eyes were huge, glimmering with helplessness and something else. He reached up to stroke her cheek. “There’s that pilgrim soul again.”

				She settled next to him, hand brushing the sand from his face. The boat engine was loud now. He struggled to sit up and saw that the vessel was a mere six feet from shore. Leland’s white teeth shone as he grinned and brought the gun up into firing position.

				Reuben summoned his last bit of strength and shoved her behind him. At least he could offer her some small protection with his own body. As he braced for the bullets, his senses were confused by the heavy chop of rotors that whirled the sand into a frenzy. It was a coast guard helicopter. Two boats sped into view seemingly out of nowhere, police sirens competing with the helicopter noise, armed officers shouting commands.

				For an endless moment, Leland appeared to be considering. Then his arms went up in a gesture of surrender along with his companion’s. One of the police boats pulled close to shore and disgorged a man who ran up the beach.

				Gavin dropped down next to him. His shoulder was bandaged, arm secured in a sling. He gave Reuben the once-over and spoke quietly into his radio, summoning medical help, Reuben imagined.

				“Well, Mr. Sandoval, it seems you have managed to survive. Silvio said things had gotten a bit tense around here. So much for a tropical island getaway.”

				Reuben fought to keep his eyes open. “Thought you were going to arrest Leland at the boathouse.”

				“Hector got away from me and went charging on in. My phone came back online so I called in the troops and went to meet them. No offense, but your brother is a real piece of work.”

				The pain knifed through him again. He tried to talk, but only a sigh came out.

				“Hector swam out to Leland,” Antonia explained. “To give us time to escape.” She smoothed the hair out of Reuben’s eyes, fingers cool and gentle against his skin.

				“Oh, was that the truth?” Gavin raised an eyebrow. “I thought he was embellishing.”

				Reuben jerked. “He’s okay? You talked to him?”

				“Sure. He managed to get out of it with a couple of superficial wounds. We picked him up just before we busted Leland—and saved you two, I might add.”

				Reuben wanted to shout, to hug the skinny DEA agent, whose profile began to swim before his eyes. “My brother is alive.”

				“Yep. Alive and going to prison, but he says he’s okay with that. Even offered up his involvement in the drug deal a few years back. He’s going to prison, like I said, but his cooperation will help.”

				A medic arrived and began to peel back the remains of Reuben’s tattered shirt to assess the damage, followed by another with a stretcher. Reuben lay in a helpless lump as they ministered to him. He could not feel the pressure of their hands and soon even their calm, measured voices blurred into the background. The only thing his senses would hold on to was Antonia’s black eyes, staring into his, her lips moving in words he could not hear, stroking his forehead with fingers he could not feel.

				But those eyes...

				They were alive, and vibrant. He wanted to put his hand out and feel that satin cheek, to tell her one more time that he was the man who loved the pilgrim soul in her, who savored the shadows of her changing face.

				We’ve made it through the storm, he wanted to say. His mother had been right. There was no storm too big for God.

				Instead he stared into her eyes until the darkness crept into his own.

				* * *

				Minutes ticked into days. Antonia took turns pacing around the joyless hospital waiting room, alternating paths with Silvio and Paula. Interrupting the pacing were interviews with the police, rehashing every detail from her reckless swim into the ocean with the man on the Jet Ski, to the horrifying conclusion in the boathouse. She’d gone over an edited version with her sister, Mia, as soon as she’d been able to get hold of a borrowed phone. The phone buzzed again and Antonia picked it up.

				“Is Reuben okay?” Mia asked.

				“They’re still waiting to see if the fever breaks. The infection is a nasty one.”

				“I’m coming home.”

				Antonia sucked in a breath. “Really? When?”

				“Tomorrow. I’ve got enough for the red-eye. I need to—” Her voice broke off and after a steadying breath she continued, “I need to thank Reuben personally for saving your life.”

				Antonia sighed. “Reuben will be overjoyed to see Gracie.” She paused. “What are you thinking about? Hector?”

				Mia was silent for a moment. “He did terrible things, but knowing what happened, I think he really does love Gracie. When she’s old enough, I’ll make sure she knows her father made mistakes but he tried to do the right thing in the end. We’ll play it by ear when he gets out of prison.” Another pause. “So what about you and Reuben? Where do things stand with the two of you?”

				Where did they stand? She was filled with a deep and overwhelming gratitude that God had spared his life and hers, but her heart was such a jumble of emotion she could not discern what was posttraumatic shock and what was real. “I don’t know.”

				They ended the conversation with information about flights and preparations for Mia and Gracie to return to the old house. There would need to be cleaning done and supplies purchased for the little girl, storm damage seen to. It was a relief to put her mind to the prosaic details of daily living.

				She disconnected and let the quiet of the waiting room soothe her mind. Silvio and Paula had gone to stay with relatives, who graciously agreed to accept Charley the cat, also. At that moment, they were away for a short time, seeing to the details. A nurse exited Reuben’s room and gave her a wide smile.

				“Fever’s broken,” she said triumphantly. “He’s going to be right as rain. Might even get to go home soon.”

				Antonia closed her eyes, dizzy with relief.

				“You can go in and see him now,” she said.

				Antonia’s heart raced and her hands went cold. Now that he was safe, his life restored, she was left with the question Mia had raised. Pulse fluttering in her throat, she walked slowly into his room. He was asleep, face scratched and bruised, still pale, but with a flush of normal color returning.

				She leaned over the bed and studied him. Suddenly, all the emotions came crashing in, like the crushing waves of a hurricane, firing memories both happy and horrifying into her mind. Their life, their love, had exploded into shards of debris that presented itself to her now at such lightning-quick speeds her heart could not figure out how to respond.

				She leaned down and kissed him on the mouth, pressed her forehead to his and ran from the room.

				* * *

				Two days after his release from the hospital, Reuben stepped over the broken branches of his orange trees, savoring the cool air on his face. They’d been denuded of their leaves and though some were still standing like stalwart soldiers amidst the wreckage, the roots of the old Valencia poked from the earth, defeated.

				It was painful to see the seasoned trees, which had been so productive and vibrant, reduced to trash. It’s all right, he thought. I’m not defeated.

				With only a small twinge of pain from his ribs, he bent and dug a handful of earth, raising it to his nose and inhaling deeply the earthy scent of promise. He would rebuild the orchard and coax life from the ground again, with God’s help. The air would be filled with the perfumed blossoms and bejeweled with the lush color of oranges once more. The road would be hard and expensive, but he would travel it, somehow.

				Optimism fought with another emotion. His gaze wandered to the blue sky, and he wondered where Antonia had gone. He did not blame her for taking off. His choices and those of his brother almost got her killed. She’d probably fled from the hospital as soon as she was able, maybe even left Florida altogether, and that would be justifiable.

				He flung the soil to the ground and tried to figure out where to start. He was piling the broken branches as best he could into an enormous mound when Antonia appeared underneath the trees, just as if she were part of the orchard itself. The sun glossed her dark hair and pulled at the edges of her yellow dress.

				He was unable to speak.

				“Hi, Reuben,” she said.

				He came close slowly, tentatively, afraid that she might run or disappear somehow, evaporate like the clouds. “Antonia. How...how are you?”

				“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

				He shrugged. “Just sore. It will take me a while to get back to full steam.”

				She raised an eyebrow. “And you figured some manual labor would speed things along?”

				He laughed. “Hard work is good for the soul.”

				“Then you have a soul bigger than most,” she said before her face grew serious. “What did you decide to do? About Isla, I mean?”

				“I’m giving it up, but not to Garza. Deeding the land to the nature conservancy. No more hotels for me.”

				“How does that feel?” she asked softly, gathering her windblown hair. “Giving up your mother’s dream?”

				“I thought it would be devastating, but it hasn’t been that way. My mother’s real dream was for us to live an honest life. And I’m going to do that, here in my orchard. Hector can join me someday if he wants to.” He wondered if the mention of his brother’s name would upset her.

				“Hector turned out to have some of those honest qualities after all.”

				“Too bad he didn’t display them sooner,” Reuben said with a sigh. “It would have prevented a lot of heartache, but that’s between him and God.”

				“You can’t save anybody, can you?”

				“Nope. That’s His job, but I forgot that for a while.”

				She nodded. For a few moments they were silent, listening to the rustling leaves. “I know it’s rude and all, but I brought an uninvited guest.”

				“Who?”

				Gracie and Mia walked up the gravel road. When Gracie saw Reuben, she broke from her mother’s hand and trotted on chubby legs as fast as she could.

				“Uncle Booben!” she shouted.

				He swept her into a hug and clung to her, his heart nearly exploding, throat thick. “Gracie, I’ve missed you. I love you so much.”

				Gracie put her small hand on Reuben’s cheek and patted gently. “I miss you, too, Uncle Booben.” She put a tiny fingertip on the scratch bisecting Reuben’s forehead. “You got hurt.” She looked at him closer. “And skinny.”

				“And you got even more gorgeous since I saw you last. Did you grow a couple of feet?” He swung her around in circles until they were both breathless and dizzy, before he put her down.

				“Come here, Gracie,” Mia said. “Hold Mama’s hand and we’ll go see if the playhouse Uncle Booben made for you is still standing.” She looked at Reuben and took a deep breath. “Thank you for saving my sister. I was wrong to take Gracie from you. I’m truly sorry.”

				He opened his mouth to answer, to apologize again for his brother, for all that had transpired, but before he could summon up the words, she’d turned and walked away through the trees with Gracie.

				Reuben fought for composure as Antonia came near. “I thought...” He cleared his throat. “Thank you. I will never let anything happen to Gracie.”

				She took his hand then. “She’s going to grow up better having Uncle Booben in her life.”

				He sighed. “I hope so.”

				Antonia raised his hand and brushed his fingers to her lips, sending tingles spiraling through his body.

				“Back on the island,” she said, “when I thought I was going to die, I realized how much of my life was spent in anger and blame. I decided that was not what God meant for me, for my life. That’s not why He let me survive the storm, so I could go back to holding on to past hurts.”

				He could not help it. He pulled her close, close enough that he could smell her sun-warmed hair and feel the curve of her body next to his. “Nee, I’m sorry for...”

				With a trembling finger, she quieted him with a touch to his mouth. “I know. You told me you’re sorry, and so am I. We made mistakes, both of us, and that’s done.” Her hands fell to his shirtfront and she held them there. He knew she must be able to feel the wild beating of his heart. Something hopeful, joyful, tender lifted inside his soul.

				“I’m going to be a farmer, Nee, not a resort owner. Just a simple farmer because that’s what God made me to be.”

				Cocking her head she smiled. “There’s nothing simple about you, Reuben.”

				“I could say the same about you.” He stroked her hair. “You are wild and compassionate, beautiful because of what you’ve been through.” She shivered in his arms and he ran his palms over her shoulders, strong and soft at the same time. “I would do anything for you, go anywhere because I love you.” He offered up the words, bare and vulnerable, delicate as an orange blossom. “I’ll always love you.”

				Tears glistened in her eyes. “You won’t have to go anywhere. You’ll stay here, on your farm, and we’ll build it again, together.”

				Together. His friend, his love, the most precious creation he had ever been blessed to see. Reuben and Antonia. Together.

				“Can this be real?” he whispered, pressing kisses on her temple, her cheeks, her neck.

				“Yes, Reuben, it’s real,” she murmured back, raising her mouth and joining her life to his with a long, slow kiss. “I love you.”

				He let the joy shudder through him, the storm of emotion blowing away the past until nothing remained but the sun-kissed future that they would face.

				Together.

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt from YULETIDE JEOPARDY by Sandra Robbins.

			

		

	
		
			
				Questions for Discussion

					1. What do you think is Reuben’s real motivation for trying to keep Isla afloat?

					2. Antonia finds beauty in the broken junonia shell. Are there things in our lives that become more beautiful when they are subject to trials? Explain.

					3. Is Reuben’s faith in his brother wise or foolish? Have you ever had to defend a family member accused of wrongdoing? How did you handle it?

					4. Reuben says, “You can’t force someone to love you.” How does the Bible define love? Share some examples.

					5. Reuben wonders who the real Hector is. Is it possible that Hector is both a devoted father and a criminal?

					6. Are all people deserving of forgiveness? What does God say on the subject?

					7. Hector is addicted to the power that comes with wealth. Why do some people crave positions of power in our society? What does God tell us we should crave instead?

					8. Do you believe that no storm is too big for God? What storms has He helped you through in your life?

					9. Orange growing is Reuben’s real passion. He believes God gifted him especially to do that work. What do you feel God gifted you to do?

					10. Have you ever stopped praying for something because you lost hope that God would answer? How can we come to terms with unanswered prayers?

					11. Judgment is God’s department. Why do we so often slip into making judgments about others? What is the cure for this problem?

					12. Leland is a psychopath, devoid of normal human emotion. What conditions do you think produce such a person? What can society do to deal with such a threat?

					13. Antonia is saddened by the ruined plover eggs that never became what they were meant to be. How does God comfort us when someone is taken young, before they can realize their true potential?

					14. Since God is the only one who saves souls, what is our call as Christians in this world?

					15. The power of a hurricane is mighty indeed. Have you ever experienced such a storm? Share about your experiences.


			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				As I put the finishing touches on this book, the
					massive cleanup continues in the wake of Hurricane Sandy, which battered the
					eastern United States in October 2012. Sandy left dozens dead, thousands
					homeless and millions without power. It was a hurricane, like many that went
					before it, that left widespread despair in its wake. Hurricanes, like
					earthquakes and floods and all manner of natural disasters, remind us how very
					fragile we are, powerless to control the world around us, at the mercy of
					whatever nature dishes out.

				Even as the reconstruction continues, we know there will be
					other disasters to follow. There will be another Sandy, or Isaac, or Charley,
					storms that will visit us in the guise of illness, financial hardship, death of
					a spouse or child, broken relationships. We know we will face our own personal
					storms on this dark and dangerous planet. So where do we find comfort? In the
					knowledge that this world is not the end, and even through the disasters, God is
					in control. He is preparing us for our journey home and most of all, He sent His
					beloved Son to walk with us through this life, a precious comfort, a harbor in
					the storm. I recently came across this quote from Pope John Paul II that spoke
					more eloquently than I ever could. I hope it blesses you today as much as it did
						me. “Do not abandon yourselves to despair. We
					are the Easter people, and Hallelujah is our song.”

				I am grateful that you spent some of your precious time reading
					this story. I would love to hear from you via my website at www.danamentink.com. If you prefer to correspond by letter,
					my physical address is Dana Mentink, P.O. Box 3168, San Ramon, CA 94583.

				God bless,

				Dana Mentink 
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				ONE

				The WKIZ-TV van skidded to a stop near the police cars blocking the entrance to the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge, and Grace Kincaid jumped from the vehicle before her cameraman had time to turn off the engine. The blue lights on the cruisers flashed in the cold December morning fog that drifted up from the Mississippi River below.

				She held up her identification badge, which hung from a lanyard around her neck as she ran toward the officers who stood beside the cars. “Grace Kincaid, WKIZ. I had an urgent message that a man who’s threatening to jump from the bridge wants to talk to me.”

				Captain Wilson, who she had interviewed once, pointed toward the middle of the bridge. “His name is Timothy Mitchell. Do you know him?”

				Grace’s eyes widened, and she nodded. “His son was a friend of mine in high school. He committed suicide on this bridge when we were seniors.”

				“We found that out,” he said.

				Grace’s mind raced at the possibilities of this story. The father of her high school boyfriend was threatening suicide on the same bridge where his son had died, and he’d asked for her. Stories like this came along maybe once in a career. If she handled this right, the video would make a good addition to her application when she decided to apply to the networks again. She had to handle this carefully if she was to have a happy ending to this story by getting Mr. Mitchell safely off the bridge.

				She turned to Captain Wilson. “Has he asked for anything else?”

				“Mr. Mitchell asked for you and Detective Alex Crowne, but he’s not here yet. You can wait here until he arrives,” Captain Wilson said.

				Grace groaned inwardly. Just what she needed. This story had just gotten a lot more complicated. She hadn’t seen Alex since the wedding of their best friends Laura Webber and Brad Austin six months ago, and he’d ignored her then. He would probably do the same thing when he arrived at the bridge because he still couldn’t stand to be near her. Instead of accepting his part in their failed romance, he had chosen to blame her, and she supposed he always would.

				Grace shook her head. No way was he going to ignore her today and let this story slip through her fingers. She didn’t need Alex Crowne to help her with a man she’d known well once upon a time. With any luck she could have Mr. Mitchell down and be gone before Alex arrived.

				“No, thanks. He can join me when he gets here.” A cold gust of wind whipped her coat around her knees, and she shivered at the early-morning chill. She pulled her gloves from her coat pocket, tugged them on and nodded to her cameraman Derek. “Let’s go. Be sure you keep that camera on. This will be our lead-in story on the noon and six o’clock news.”

				Derek nodded. “Gotcha.”

				Grace hurried toward the two officers who stood up ahead in the roadway next to the knee-high concrete barrier that separated it from the pedestrian walkway. As she came closer, her heart sank at the sight of the man who straddled the walkway railing on the river side of the bridge. His eyes were closed, and he swayed back and forth on the handrail as his long, white hair blew about his face.

				The years had taken a toll on the once-handsome man. She’d heard that after his son’s death he had spiraled into a deep depression and had spent time in and out of mental institutions. Tears filled Grace’s eyes. The man balancing on the railing just feet away from her looked nothing like the wealthy businessman she’d once known.

				One of the officers glanced from her to Mr. Mitchell as she approached. “Just let him talk and tell you what’s on his mind. Maybe you can distract him long enough for us to get him off that railing.”

				Grace glanced around to make sure Derek had the camera rolling and nodded. “I’ll try.”

				She cleared her throat. “Mr. Mitchell,” she called out.

				Another gust of wind blew across the bridge, and the man wobbled as he struggled to maintain his balance. For a moment it looked as if he might fall to the river below, but he steadied himself. “Is that you, Grace?”

				Chills rippled up her spine at the sight of the gaunt figure perched on the railing. She took a deep breath and stepped closer. “Yes. I understand you wanted to see me. What can I do to help you?”

				The man didn’t speak for a moment. His eyes narrowed, and his gaze raked Grace. Her skin burned as his intense stare bored into her very soul. “You can find out who murdered my son.”

				Grace didn’t know if it was the force of Mr. Mitchell’s words or the veins that stood out in his neck and face that frightened her the most. “Mr. Mitchell, Landon committed suicide. Don’t you remember? His car was found parked on this bridge. The door was open, and the keys were still in the ignition. There was a note on the seat that said he was sorry.”

				His eyes blazed with fury. “He didn’t commit suicide. The note was printed off a computer. Landon hated typing on the computer. He would have left a handwritten note. Everybody was too quick to decide it was suicide.”

				She shook her head and frowned. “Mr. Mitchell, I noticed changes in Landon during the two years before he died. He started skipping school, his grades dropped and he cut himself off from his old friends. I thought he was going through some kind of depression, so I wasn’t surprised when he killed himself.”

				The man closed his eyes and yelled at the top of his voice. “He didn’t kill himself! He was murdered. It was that secret group he joined that killed him. You knew about it and didn’t tell anybody.”

				Grace’s eyes grew wide, and she held up her hand. “Mr. Mitchell, please be careful. You’re going to fall.”

				The words were no sooner out of her mouth than another wind gust whipped across the bridge. The loose-fitting, unbuttoned coat he wore flapped around his body. He grabbed the bar he straddled and clamped his legs around the base of the railing as he wobbled from side to side. Grace drew in a sharp breath and released it when he steadied himself.

				She waited until he’d regained his balance before she spoke. “I understand how hard his death must have been for you. I wish I could have done something to help him, but he shut me out of his life. He never told me he joined a secret group. What makes you think he did?”

				“Because after his death I found money hidden everywhere in his room. And I also found his journal. It was filled with all kinds of rambling entries about his successful deals and how much money he and his partners had made. There was a wolf’s head drawn on every page.”

				“I never heard him say anything about wolves. Maybe it was just his way of doodling on the page.”

				Mr. Mitchell shook his head. “No, it was more than that. One night I went into his room when he was sleeping to cover him with an extra blanket, and I saw a wolf’s head tattooed on his shoulder. So don’t tell me there wasn’t a secret group. I know there was. They were evil, and they killed my son.” The last words ended in a sob.

				“If you’re right about this, I would like to help prove it. You say there was a journal that told about this group. Where is it now?”

				He reached in his coat pocket and pulled out a leather book. “Here it is. I’ve read it over and over ever since he died.”

				“Would you let me look at it?” Grace inched forward and stepped over the low barrier onto the pedestrian walkway.

				“Grace, stop right there. Don’t get too close.” Her heart thudded at the voice that came from behind her. It didn’t matter how long it had been since she’d heard it. She’d know it anywhere. Alex Crowne had arrived on the bridge, and his command reminded her of the tone he’d used when cautioning her about something when they were children.

				She frowned and shook her head. They weren’t children anymore, and he’d long ago given up the right to be concerned about her safety. She arched an eyebrow and glanced over her shoulder. “It’s all right, Alex. I just want to see the journal.”

				Mr. Mitchell tilted his head back and laughed before he glared at Alex. “So Detective Crowne who supposedly solves cold cases came, too.” He leaned forward. “When I read in the paper you had been picked to help head up the new Cold Case Unit with the police, I begged you to solve my son’s murder. When are you going to do it?”

				“I looked into the case like I said I would do,” Alex said, “and I told you I wasn’t able to find any new evidence that his death was anything but a suicide.”

				Grace inched closer. “Mr. Mitchell, I’m sure Alex will be glad to look into Landon’s death again.” She turned her head and glanced at Alex over her shoulder. “You’ll do that, won’t you?”

				Alex looked at her, then to Mr. Mitchell. “Of course I will.”

				Grace smiled and turned her gaze back to Landon’s father. “We’ll both see what we can find out. Now why don’t you give me the journal and come down from the railing?”

				Alex stepped over the barrier and came to a stop behind her. “No, Grace. Don’t get any closer.”

				Without looking around, she waved Alex off. “It’s okay.” She moved closer to the railing and stretched out her hand. “I’m a reporter. If I see anything that makes me think Landon was murdered, I’ll find out who did it.”

				Mr. Mitchell started to hold out the book but pulled it back. “Do you promise you’ll find out who killed him?”

				“I promise I’ll look into his death, and Alex said he would also.”

				Hesitantly, he sat up straight and held out the book. Another strong gust of wind swept across the bridge, but it wasn’t the sudden breeze that chilled Grace. Her skin prickled at the change in Mr. Mitchell’s face. Whereas moments ago he had looked like a grieving father, his eyes now held a maniacal glare, and he stared at her as if seeing her for the first time.

				“Grace, be careful!” Alex’s warning came too late.

				Grace reached out to take the journal. Before she could touch it, Landon’s father hurled the book into the air and grabbed her by the wrist. “You can look at it with me at the bottom of the river.”

				Grace slammed against the bridge railing and gaped in horror as the book sailed downward toward the river. She looked up into Mr. Mitchell’s crazed eyes and tried to break free, but it was no use. He held her in a viselike grip. “You know who killed my son.”

				“Grace!” Alex’s panicked yell reached her, and she struggled to twist free.

				Mr. Mitchell’s hold on her tightened, and with a loud scream he fell backward off the railing but managed to clamp his free hand around the handrail. With one hand circling her wrist and the other clutching the railing, he dangled in midair and pulled her toward him.

				Grace clawed for a hold on the railing with her free hand and watched in horror as he uncurled one finger from his grip on the handrail. He grinned and lifted another finger. Her feet lifted from the walkway, and she screamed at the excruciating pain radiating up her arm. She tried to wedge her feet between the metal rods that supported the railing, but she couldn’t grab a foothold as his weight pulled her closer and closer to the top of the railing. In a few seconds she would be pulled from the bridge to a watery grave below.

				Just when she thought all hope was lost, Alex’s left arm encircled her waist, and he stretched his right one over the railing in an effort to reach Mr. Mitchell. The two uniformed officers appeared on either side of her to help Alex. Before they could catch hold of Mr. Mitchell, he released his hold on Grace’s wrist and the railing, but Alex grabbed him by the sleeve of his open coat before he could fall.

				“Help me pull him up,” Alex yelled as he tightened his grip on Mr. Mitchell’s coat. The officers reached down to assist.

				Before they could pull him to safety, Mr. Mitchell threw back his head, released a bone-chilling laugh, and wriggled out of the coat. Grace had a split-second glance of the surprised look that flashed across his face before he plummeted toward the murky waters below. With them free of Mr. Mitchell’s weight, she and Alex tumbled backward and landed on the walkway pavement with his arms wrapped around her.

				She only had a moment to realize she was safe before Alex was on his feet and rushing back to the railing. She sat up and watched him lean over the railing and scan the river below. He turned to the officer next to him. “I don’t see him. Notify harbor patrol where he went into the water. If we’re lucky, we may be able to recover his body before the current carries it downstream.”

				Alex’s shoulders sagged as he continued to look down at the water. After a moment, he turned and glared at her. Grace tried to rise, but her shaking legs wouldn’t cooperate. Alex strode back to her, grabbed her uninjured arm and lifted her to stand next to him. She pushed a lock of hair out of her face and struggled to keep from bursting into tears. “Thank you, Alex. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be dead right now.”

				The muscle in his jaw twitched, and his eyebrows drew down across his nose. He released a long breath and shook his head. “I’ve seen you do a lot of crazy things, but nothing can top what you did today.”

				She started to answer, but she noticed Derek still held the camera. “Derek, you can stop now. Go on back to the van and wait for me.”

				He lowered the camera and glanced from her to Alex. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

				“I’m fine. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.” Her wrist throbbed, and she massaged it as she watched Derek walk away. Then she turned back to Alex. Anger boiled up in her, and she took a step closer to Alex and stared up into his angry eyes. “May I ask what your problem is, Detective Crowne?” she hissed.

				He didn’t back away from her. Instead, he leaned toward her until they were face-to-face. “My problem? It was your problem. You almost got yourself killed. Why didn’t you wait for me to get here? I might have been able to talk him down off that railing.”

				Grace straightened her back and stared at him. “I had no idea when you’d get here, and I wanted to get Mr. Mitchell down as quickly as possible.”

				“And you wanted to be the main rescuer in the story, didn’t you? You forget I know you too well, Grace. Your story on the noon news would sure look a lot better if you’d saved a man from a watery grave without the help of the police.”

				Her face grew warm, and she shook her head. “I think he was determined to end his life no matter who was here.”

				“Maybe,” Alex said. “But we might have avoided the attempt on your life. I told you not to go any closer, and you didn’t pay any attention to me. That shouldn’t surprise me since you’ve never listened to me about anything.”

				His words cut deep, and she struggled to keep from bursting into tears. “What do you mean? Have you forgotten I’m the girl who followed you everywhere from the time we were ten years old? And that I’m also the girl who loved you and you threw my love away as if it was nothing? I’d say you’re the one who never listened.”

				He shook his head and gave a sarcastic chuckle. “I guess it’s true. Two people can see a situation and interpret it in an entirely different way. If I remember correctly, it was you who walked away from me without caring how I felt.”

				She took a step back from Alex and tried to stem the tears welling in her eyes. She’d never been able to make him understand her side of their breakup, and she probably never would. It saddened her to think their once close friendship had come to this.

				She lifted her chin and took a deep breath. “Who are you to talk about caring? You haven’t even asked me how I’m feeling after almost taking a hundred-foot dive into the river. For your information I didn’t ask to come here today, and I sure didn’t ask to almost get killed. I was trying to save a man’s life.” Her battle to stop her tears failed, and she wiped at one that slipped down her cheek. “It turns out I didn’t help, and your attitude has turned a bad day into an even worse one. I’d like to say it was nice seeing you again, but it wasn’t.”

				Alex raked his fingers through his hair. “Grace, don’t you understand—”

				She held up her hand. “I think you’ve made your feelings very clear, Alex. Now I need to get back to work.”

				Clutching her fists at her side, she whirled and stormed down the walkway in the direction of the station’s van. She’d failed to get the story of stopping a man from committing suicide that she’d first visualized when she set foot on the bridge. Instead of a piece to add to her résumé, she’d ended up with the last tragic moments of a man’s life.

				She didn’t think she would ever forget the look on Mr. Mitchell’s face right before he plunged to the river. She needed to get back to the station and decide how she would use the footage on the noon newscast, but at the moment she couldn’t bear to think about the sad events on the bridge this morning. Maybe when she had calmed down, she could reflect on all that happened on the bridge today, but right now she needed to get as far away from it as possible.

				* * *

				Alex watched Grace stride away from him. Her blond hair glistened in the sunlight that had chased off the early-morning fog. She held her back erect, and anger oozed from every pore in her body. That was his doing. He should never have attacked her like that. After all she’d just had the scare of a lifetime, and he hadn’t helped any with his harsh words.

				He’d spoken before he had time to think. But he’d been so scared when he saw Mitchell grab her arm and go over the side of the bridge. At first he couldn’t move, and then instinct kicked in. He had his arm around her and was pulling her backward before he realized what was happening.

				He raised a shaking hand and brushed it across his eyes. Regret that he hadn’t been able to save Timothy Mitchell hit him like a kick in the stomach, and he knew it would be a long time before he could forget the look on the man’s face when he’d truly realized at that last moment he was about to die. But he had to keep reminding himself Grace had lived. If he’d been a second later, she would be at the bottom of the Mississippi River with Mr. Mitchell right now. He almost groaned aloud at the thought. As usual, their meeting today had ended like many others in the past, but this one was his fault.

				His eyes followed Grace, who had stopped to talk with Captain Wilson, and he wished he could take back the harsh words he’d spoken earlier. He couldn’t, though, just like he couldn’t undo the past.

				He’d had many tense moments since he’d joined the force, but today had to be the worst he’d ever experienced. At the moment he’d thought she was going over the bridge, he didn’t think of her as the woman who had broken his heart. He remembered her as the little girl who had shared his childhood with him. He had to make her understand how scared he’d been.

				Alex turned to the officers who’d gathered at the railing and now watched the rolling water. “Do you need me for anything else?”

				One of the officers who had tried to reach Mitchell shook his head. “There’s not much more to do here. Thanks for the help.”

				Grace turned away from Captain Wilson and headed toward her van. Alex took a deep breath and jogged to catch up with her. She’d opened the door and was about to climb into the van when he called out to her. “Grace, wait. I want to talk with you.”

				She closed the van’s door and glared at him as he approached. Her eyes flashed with anger when he stopped in front of her. “Do you want to berate me further for my bad judgment?”

				Alex swallowed. “No. I wanted to make sure you’re all right and apologize for the way I spoke to you on the bridge. You’d just seen a man die, and you were almost killed yourself. After all you became a victim, too, when Mitchell tried to kill you. I shouldn’t have spoken to you the way I did. I’m sorry.”

				She frowned and shook her head. “So after all these years, your only concern for my welfare is because you saw me as a victim on that bridge.”

				He gritted his teeth and leaned closer. “You know that’s not true, Grace.”

				“You still hate me, don’t you?” She tilted her head to one side. “It’s sad to think that after all these years we find it difficult to be around each other.”

				He took a deep breath. “Yeah, but every time we’re together, it ends with angry words like it did on the bridge this morning. I don’t want it to end that way this time.”

				She looked at him for a moment before she spoke. “Neither do I. I’m always sad afterward when that happens.”

				He sighed. “Me, too, but it doesn’t change anything. There’s too much history between us, Grace.”

				She opened her mouth to speak but didn’t say anything. After a moment her shoulders sagged, and she nodded. “There is, and there’s no way to undo the past. All we can do is try to make the best of it. I’d like for us to at least be civil when we run into each other, though.”

				“I hope we can in time,” he said.

				“Maybe we’ll have time to make it happen while we’re trying to find out the truth about Landon’s death.”

				For a moment he thought he’d misunderstood her, but the determined look in her eye told him she knew exactly what she had said. “You can’t be serious.”

				“Oh, but I am.” She glanced around as if checking to see if anyone could overhear them before she lowered her voice. “What if his father was right and he was murdered?”

				Alex shook his head. “Just because Mr. Mitchell says so doesn’t make it true. The police did a thorough investigation, and they believed it was suicide.”

				“But still...”

				“Suicide, Grace. That’s all there is to it.”

				She arched an eyebrow. “So are you saying you won’t help me find out the truth? We both promised him we would find out about Landon’s death.”

				Alex stepped closer and frowned. “That was before the man tried to kill you. I think that canceled all promises.”

				“No, it doesn’t. What if he was right and Landon was murdered? Did you ever hear anybody talk about a secret society at school?”

				Alex thought for a moment before he responded. “I suppose I did. There was always talk about some mysterious group who lurked in the shadows. But I thought it was just gossip.”

				“What if it wasn’t? What if there was a secret group and they killed Landon?”

				Alex glanced at his watch. “I don’t have time for this, Grace. I have real unsolved crimes I’m working on. Landon’s death was a suicide. I have better things to do than go chasing after some silly rumor that circulated in our high school twelve years ago.”

				He started to turn away, but she grabbed his arm. “No, I’m not going to let you ignore this. We made a promise to a man right before he died. We may find it hard to be around each other, but that doesn’t release us from doing what is right. We have to find out the truth, Alex.”

				He stared at her a moment before he pulled loose from her grip. “Although Landon’s body was recovered, the medical examiner couldn’t establish for certain the cause of death. So the case was never officially closed. Since it’s a cold case, I’ll look into it again. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know.”

				She shook her head. “If it’s a cold case, you have a responsibility to investigate it. And I have an obligation to my station. I’m not about to let this story go.”

				Understanding dawned, and he chuckled. “Oh, I get it. All your talk about doing what’s right was just a ploy to get me to help you with a big story. What do you want, Grace? Are you tired of being back in Memphis and you need something that can get you back to the major networks?”

				Her face flushed, and she shook her head. “No, Alex. I want the truth, and I’m not going to give up until I find it. I worked as an investigative reporter before I went to the anchor desk, and I can do it again. It would help to have the police involved with this, too. But if you don’t help me, I’ll just have to do it on my own.”

				“You’re still as headstrong as ever.” He studied her for a moment. “I don’t believe you want the truth, but it so happens I do. You’re right about one thing. It is my job to work a cold case, so I’ll help you investigate Landon’s death.”

				She swallowed. “How can you work with me on an investigation if you hate me so much?”

				His shoulders sagged, and he shook his head. “I don’t hate you, Grace. I don’t trust you.”

				Tears sparkled in her eyes, but he didn’t blink. He’d seen enough of her tears through the years to know it was her way of getting what she wanted. He cleared his throat and glanced down at her arm. “I need to get back to work, and you need to go to a hospital and get that arm checked.”

				She nodded. “Derek is going to take me by the hospital before we go back to the station.” She started to climb in the van but turned back to face Alex. “You’re right about a lot of things about me, Alex. I made some mistakes in the past, but you did, too. And you’re wrong about my reasons for wanting to find out the truth about Landon’s death. I hope you can come to see that.”

				He didn’t know how to answer her, so he shook his head and stepped back from the van. He watched it drive away before he walked to where he’d parked his car.

				When he’d gotten out of bed this morning, he’d expected a routine day at work. So far there had been nothing routine about it. He’d seen a man fall to his death, and he’d prevented Grace from following him into the Mississippi River. Now he was about to take another look at a cold case that hadn’t produced a lead in twelve years.

				The most troubling thing, however, was the fact Grace wanted to be involved. He didn’t know if he’d be able to cope with that or not. Being around her stirred up too many painful memories. She’d broken his heart, and it had taken him years to get to the place where he was now. All he could do was protect himself so it didn’t happen again. He didn’t intend to ever let anyone hurt him again the way she had.
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				“LEAVE THE PAST ALONE…I’M WARNING YOU.”

				No threats will deter TV anchorwoman Grace Kincaid from the promise she made to investigate her high school classmate’s suspicious death. She’ll unravel the secrets from the past—even if she has to join forces with her former fiancé, cold-case detective Alex Crowne. Working closely together rekindles old feelings, and getting close to Alex puts Grace’s heart at risk. But it’s her life that’s in the most danger when she gets too close to exposing a killer-in-hiding who has made her his next target.
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				“He’s taunting you, Grace. You need to stop this right now.”

				She shook her head. “This guy knows something, Alex. He has to be the killer.”

				“This is getting out of hand. First he gives you an anonymous call, then he sends you a puzzle to find his hidden message, and when you do, there’s another clue that threatens you. This guy is setting you up for something bad, and I don’t like it. This is a matter for the police.”

				She glared at him. “I’ve been trained to follow a story wherever it goes. I’ll keep working on this whether you help me or not.”

				“Grace, I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

				“I’m not going to get hurt. And I’m not giving up,” she said and then stormed off.

				She was determined to follow through on this, and Alex knew he’d do what he’d done ever since they were children. He’d be right there with her, looking out for her. How could she still have a hold on him after all these years and after all they’d gone through? Maybe if he helped her with this case he could finally close the chapter on Grace Kincaid and put her out of his life permanently.

			

		

	
		
			
				Books by Sandra Robbins

				Love Inspired Suspense

				Final Warning
Mountain
					Peril
Yuletide Defender
Dangerous
					Reunion
Shattered Identity
Fatal
						Disclosure
*Dangerous Waters
*Yuletide Jeopardy

				*The Cold Case Files 

				SANDRA ROBBINS,

				former teacher and principal in the Tennessee public
					schools, is an award-winning multipublished author of Christian fiction who
					lives in the small college town where she grew up. Without the help of her
					wonderful husband, four children and five grandchildren who’ve supported her
					dreams for many years, it would be impossible to write. As a child, Sandra
					accepted Jesus as her Savior and has depended on Him to guide her throughout her
					life. Her writing ministry grew out of the need for hope she saw in the lives of
					those around her.

				It is her prayer that God will use her words to plant seeds
					of hope in the lives of her readers so they may come to know the peace she draws
					from her life verse, Isaiah 40:31—“But those who
					hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles,
					they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.”

			

		

	
		
			
				YULETIDE JEOPARDY

				Sandra Robbins

				

				[image: Har_LI_SUS_2012_Cab_Blk.ai]

			

		

	
		
			
				Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you, with all malice:

				And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.

				—Ephesians 4:31–32
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				ONE

				The WKIZ-TV van skidded to a stop near the police cars blocking the entrance to the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge, and Grace Kincaid jumped from the vehicle before her cameraman had time to turn off the engine. The blue lights on the cruisers flashed in the cold December morning fog that drifted up from the Mississippi River below.

				She held up her identification badge, which hung from a lanyard around her neck as she ran toward the officers who stood beside the cars. “Grace Kincaid, WKIZ. I had an urgent message that a man who’s threatening to jump from the bridge wants to talk to me.”

				Captain Wilson, who she had interviewed once, pointed toward the middle of the bridge. “His name is Timothy Mitchell. Do you know him?”

				Grace’s eyes widened, and she nodded. “His son was a friend of mine in high school. He committed suicide on this bridge when we were seniors.”

				“We found that out,” he said.

				Grace’s mind raced at the possibilities of this story. The father of her high school boyfriend was threatening suicide on the same bridge where his son had died, and he’d asked for her. Stories like this came along maybe once in a career. If she handled this right, the video would make a good addition to her application when she decided to apply to the networks again. She had to handle this carefully if she was to have a happy ending to this story by getting Mr. Mitchell safely off the bridge.

				She turned to Captain Wilson. “Has he asked for anything else?”

				“Mr. Mitchell asked for you and Detective Alex Crowne, but he’s not here yet. You can wait here until he arrives,” Captain Wilson said.

				Grace groaned inwardly. Just what she needed. This story had just gotten a lot more complicated. She hadn’t seen Alex since the wedding of their best friends Laura Webber and Brad Austin six months ago, and he’d ignored her then. He would probably do the same thing when he arrived at the bridge because he still couldn’t stand to be near her. Instead of accepting his part in their failed romance, he had chosen to blame her, and she supposed he always would.

				Grace shook her head. No way was he going to ignore her today and let this story slip through her fingers. She didn’t need Alex Crowne to help her with a man she’d known well once upon a time. With any luck she could have Mr. Mitchell down and be gone before Alex arrived.

				“No, thanks. He can join me when he gets here.” A cold gust of wind whipped her coat around her knees, and she shivered at the early-morning chill. She pulled her gloves from her coat pocket, tugged them on and nodded to her cameraman Derek. “Let’s go. Be sure you keep that camera on. This will be our lead-in story on the noon and six o’clock news.”

				Derek nodded. “Gotcha.”

				Grace hurried toward the two officers who stood up ahead in the roadway next to the knee-high concrete barrier that separated it from the pedestrian walkway. As she came closer, her heart sank at the sight of the man who straddled the walkway railing on the river side of the bridge. His eyes were closed, and he swayed back and forth on the handrail as his long, white hair blew about his face.

				The years had taken a toll on the once-handsome man. She’d heard that after his son’s death he had spiraled into a deep depression and had spent time in and out of mental institutions. Tears filled Grace’s eyes. The man balancing on the railing just feet away from her looked nothing like the wealthy businessman she’d once known.

				One of the officers glanced from her to Mr. Mitchell as she approached. “Just let him talk and tell you what’s on his mind. Maybe you can distract him long enough for us to get him off that railing.”

				Grace glanced around to make sure Derek had the camera rolling and nodded. “I’ll try.”

				She cleared her throat. “Mr. Mitchell,” she called out.

				Another gust of wind blew across the bridge, and the man wobbled as he struggled to maintain his balance. For a moment it looked as if he might fall to the river below, but he steadied himself. “Is that you, Grace?”

				Chills rippled up her spine at the sight of the gaunt figure perched on the railing. She took a deep breath and stepped closer. “Yes. I understand you wanted to see me. What can I do to help you?”

				The man didn’t speak for a moment. His eyes narrowed, and his gaze raked Grace. Her skin burned as his intense stare bored into her very soul. “You can find out who murdered my son.”

				Grace didn’t know if it was the force of Mr. Mitchell’s words or the veins that stood out in his neck and face that frightened her the most. “Mr. Mitchell, Landon committed suicide. Don’t you remember? His car was found parked on this bridge. The door was open, and the keys were still in the ignition. There was a note on the seat that said he was sorry.”

				His eyes blazed with fury. “He didn’t commit suicide. The note was printed off a computer. Landon hated typing on the computer. He would have left a handwritten note. Everybody was too quick to decide it was suicide.”

				She shook her head and frowned. “Mr. Mitchell, I noticed changes in Landon during the two years before he died. He started skipping school, his grades dropped and he cut himself off from his old friends. I thought he was going through some kind of depression, so I wasn’t surprised when he killed himself.”

				The man closed his eyes and yelled at the top of his voice. “He didn’t kill himself! He was murdered. It was that secret group he joined that killed him. You knew about it and didn’t tell anybody.”

				Grace’s eyes grew wide, and she held up her hand. “Mr. Mitchell, please be careful. You’re going to fall.”

				The words were no sooner out of her mouth than another wind gust whipped across the bridge. The loose-fitting, unbuttoned coat he wore flapped around his body. He grabbed the bar he straddled and clamped his legs around the base of the railing as he wobbled from side to side. Grace drew in a sharp breath and released it when he steadied himself.

				She waited until he’d regained his balance before she spoke. “I understand how hard his death must have been for you. I wish I could have done something to help him, but he shut me out of his life. He never told me he joined a secret group. What makes you think he did?”

				“Because after his death I found money hidden everywhere in his room. And I also found his journal. It was filled with all kinds of rambling entries about his successful deals and how much money he and his partners had made. There was a wolf’s head drawn on every page.”

				“I never heard him say anything about wolves. Maybe it was just his way of doodling on the page.”

				Mr. Mitchell shook his head. “No, it was more than that. One night I went into his room when he was sleeping to cover him with an extra blanket, and I saw a wolf’s head tattooed on his shoulder. So don’t tell me there wasn’t a secret group. I know there was. They were evil, and they killed my son.” The last words ended in a sob.

				“If you’re right about this, I would like to help prove it. You say there was a journal that told about this group. Where is it now?”

				He reached in his coat pocket and pulled out a leather book. “Here it is. I’ve read it over and over ever since he died.”

				“Would you let me look at it?” Grace inched forward and stepped over the low barrier onto the pedestrian walkway.

				“Grace, stop right there. Don’t get too close.” Her heart thudded at the voice that came from behind her. It didn’t matter how long it had been since she’d heard it. She’d know it anywhere. Alex Crowne had arrived on the bridge, and his command reminded her of the tone he’d used when cautioning her about something when they were children.

				She frowned and shook her head. They weren’t children anymore, and he’d long ago given up the right to be concerned about her safety. She arched an eyebrow and glanced over her shoulder. “It’s all right, Alex. I just want to see the journal.”

				Mr. Mitchell tilted his head back and laughed before he glared at Alex. “So Detective Crowne who supposedly solves cold cases came, too.” He leaned forward. “When I read in the paper you had been picked to help head up the new Cold Case Unit with the police, I begged you to solve my son’s murder. When are you going to do it?”

				“I looked into the case like I said I would do,” Alex said, “and I told you I wasn’t able to find any new evidence that his death was anything but a suicide.”

				Grace inched closer. “Mr. Mitchell, I’m sure Alex will be glad to look into Landon’s death again.” She turned her head and glanced at Alex over her shoulder. “You’ll do that, won’t you?”

				Alex looked at her, then to Mr. Mitchell. “Of course I will.”

				Grace smiled and turned her gaze back to Landon’s father. “We’ll both see what we can find out. Now why don’t you give me the journal and come down from the railing?”

				Alex stepped over the barrier and came to a stop behind her. “No, Grace. Don’t get any closer.”

				Without looking around, she waved Alex off. “It’s okay.” She moved closer to the railing and stretched out her hand. “I’m a reporter. If I see anything that makes me think Landon was murdered, I’ll find out who did it.”

				Mr. Mitchell started to hold out the book but pulled it back. “Do you promise you’ll find out who killed him?”

				“I promise I’ll look into his death, and Alex said he would also.”

				Hesitantly, he sat up straight and held out the book. Another strong gust of wind swept across the bridge, but it wasn’t the sudden breeze that chilled Grace. Her skin prickled at the change in Mr. Mitchell’s face. Whereas moments ago he had looked like a grieving father, his eyes now held a maniacal glare, and he stared at her as if seeing her for the first time.

				“Grace, be careful!” Alex’s warning came too late.

				Grace reached out to take the journal. Before she could touch it, Landon’s father hurled the book into the air and grabbed her by the wrist. “You can look at it with me at the bottom of the river.”

				Grace slammed against the bridge railing and gaped in horror as the book sailed downward toward the river. She looked up into Mr. Mitchell’s crazed eyes and tried to break free, but it was no use. He held her in a viselike grip. “You know who killed my son.”

				“Grace!” Alex’s panicked yell reached her, and she struggled to twist free.

				Mr. Mitchell’s hold on her tightened, and with a loud scream he fell backward off the railing but managed to clamp his free hand around the handrail. With one hand circling her wrist and the other clutching the railing, he dangled in midair and pulled her toward him.

				Grace clawed for a hold on the railing with her free hand and watched in horror as he uncurled one finger from his grip on the handrail. He grinned and lifted another finger. Her feet lifted from the walkway, and she screamed at the excruciating pain radiating up her arm. She tried to wedge her feet between the metal rods that supported the railing, but she couldn’t grab a foothold as his weight pulled her closer and closer to the top of the railing. In a few seconds she would be pulled from the bridge to a watery grave below.

				Just when she thought all hope was lost, Alex’s left arm encircled her waist, and he stretched his right one over the railing in an effort to reach Mr. Mitchell. The two uniformed officers appeared on either side of her to help Alex. Before they could catch hold of Mr. Mitchell, he released his hold on Grace’s wrist and the railing, but Alex grabbed him by the sleeve of his open coat before he could fall.

				“Help me pull him up,” Alex yelled as he tightened his grip on Mr. Mitchell’s coat. The officers reached down to assist.

				Before they could pull him to safety, Mr. Mitchell threw back his head, released a bone-chilling laugh, and wriggled out of the coat. Grace had a split-second glance of the surprised look that flashed across his face before he plummeted toward the murky waters below. With them free of Mr. Mitchell’s weight, she and Alex tumbled backward and landed on the walkway pavement with his arms wrapped around her.

				She only had a moment to realize she was safe before Alex was on his feet and rushing back to the railing. She sat up and watched him lean over the railing and scan the river below. He turned to the officer next to him. “I don’t see him. Notify harbor patrol where he went into the water. If we’re lucky, we may be able to recover his body before the current carries it downstream.”

				Alex’s shoulders sagged as he continued to look down at the water. After a moment, he turned and glared at her. Grace tried to rise, but her shaking legs wouldn’t cooperate. Alex strode back to her, grabbed her uninjured arm and lifted her to stand next to him. She pushed a lock of hair out of her face and struggled to keep from bursting into tears. “Thank you, Alex. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be dead right now.”

				The muscle in his jaw twitched, and his eyebrows drew down across his nose. He released a long breath and shook his head. “I’ve seen you do a lot of crazy things, but nothing can top what you did today.”

				She started to answer, but she noticed Derek still held the camera. “Derek, you can stop now. Go on back to the van and wait for me.”

				He lowered the camera and glanced from her to Alex. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

				“I’m fine. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.” Her wrist throbbed, and she massaged it as she watched Derek walk away. Then she turned back to Alex. Anger boiled up in her, and she took a step closer to Alex and stared up into his angry eyes. “May I ask what your problem is, Detective Crowne?” she hissed.

				He didn’t back away from her. Instead, he leaned toward her until they were face-to-face. “My problem? It was your problem. You almost got yourself killed. Why didn’t you wait for me to get here? I might have been able to talk him down off that railing.”

				Grace straightened her back and stared at him. “I had no idea when you’d get here, and I wanted to get Mr. Mitchell down as quickly as possible.”

				“And you wanted to be the main rescuer in the story, didn’t you? You forget I know you too well, Grace. Your story on the noon news would sure look a lot better if you’d saved a man from a watery grave without the help of the police.”

				Her face grew warm, and she shook her head. “I think he was determined to end his life no matter who was here.”

				“Maybe,” Alex said. “But we might have avoided the attempt on your life. I told you not to go any closer, and you didn’t pay any attention to me. That shouldn’t surprise me since you’ve never listened to me about anything.”

				His words cut deep, and she struggled to keep from bursting into tears. “What do you mean? Have you forgotten I’m the girl who followed you everywhere from the time we were ten years old? And that I’m also the girl who loved you and you threw my love away as if it was nothing? I’d say you’re the one who never listened.”

				He shook his head and gave a sarcastic chuckle. “I guess it’s true. Two people can see a situation and interpret it in an entirely different way. If I remember correctly, it was you who walked away from me without caring how I felt.”

				She took a step back from Alex and tried to stem the tears welling in her eyes. She’d never been able to make him understand her side of their breakup, and she probably never would. It saddened her to think their once close friendship had come to this.

				She lifted her chin and took a deep breath. “Who are you to talk about caring? You haven’t even asked me how I’m feeling after almost taking a hundred-foot dive into the river. For your information I didn’t ask to come here today, and I sure didn’t ask to almost get killed. I was trying to save a man’s life.” Her battle to stop her tears failed, and she wiped at one that slipped down her cheek. “It turns out I didn’t help, and your attitude has turned a bad day into an even worse one. I’d like to say it was nice seeing you again, but it wasn’t.”

				Alex raked his fingers through his hair. “Grace, don’t you understand—”

				She held up her hand. “I think you’ve made your feelings very clear, Alex. Now I need to get back to work.”

				Clutching her fists at her side, she whirled and stormed down the walkway in the direction of the station’s van. She’d failed to get the story of stopping a man from committing suicide that she’d first visualized when she set foot on the bridge. Instead of a piece to add to her résumé, she’d ended up with the last tragic moments of a man’s life.

				She didn’t think she would ever forget the look on Mr. Mitchell’s face right before he plunged to the river. She needed to get back to the station and decide how she would use the footage on the noon newscast, but at the moment she couldn’t bear to think about the sad events on the bridge this morning. Maybe when she had calmed down, she could reflect on all that happened on the bridge today, but right now she needed to get as far away from it as possible.

				* * *

				Alex watched Grace stride away from him. Her blond hair glistened in the sunlight that had chased off the early-morning fog. She held her back erect, and anger oozed from every pore in her body. That was his doing. He should never have attacked her like that. After all she’d just had the scare of a lifetime, and he hadn’t helped any with his harsh words.

				He’d spoken before he had time to think. But he’d been so scared when he saw Mitchell grab her arm and go over the side of the bridge. At first he couldn’t move, and then instinct kicked in. He had his arm around her and was pulling her backward before he realized what was happening.

				He raised a shaking hand and brushed it across his eyes. Regret that he hadn’t been able to save Timothy Mitchell hit him like a kick in the stomach, and he knew it would be a long time before he could forget the look on the man’s face when he’d truly realized at that last moment he was about to die. But he had to keep reminding himself Grace had lived. If he’d been a second later, she would be at the bottom of the Mississippi River with Mr. Mitchell right now. He almost groaned aloud at the thought. As usual, their meeting today had ended like many others in the past, but this one was his fault.

				His eyes followed Grace, who had stopped to talk with Captain Wilson, and he wished he could take back the harsh words he’d spoken earlier. He couldn’t, though, just like he couldn’t undo the past.

				He’d had many tense moments since he’d joined the force, but today had to be the worst he’d ever experienced. At the moment he’d thought she was going over the bridge, he didn’t think of her as the woman who had broken his heart. He remembered her as the little girl who had shared his childhood with him. He had to make her understand how scared he’d been.

				Alex turned to the officers who’d gathered at the railing and now watched the rolling water. “Do you need me for anything else?”

				One of the officers who had tried to reach Mitchell shook his head. “There’s not much more to do here. Thanks for the help.”

				Grace turned away from Captain Wilson and headed toward her van. Alex took a deep breath and jogged to catch up with her. She’d opened the door and was about to climb into the van when he called out to her. “Grace, wait. I want to talk with you.”

				She closed the van’s door and glared at him as he approached. Her eyes flashed with anger when he stopped in front of her. “Do you want to berate me further for my bad judgment?”

				Alex swallowed. “No. I wanted to make sure you’re all right and apologize for the way I spoke to you on the bridge. You’d just seen a man die, and you were almost killed yourself. After all you became a victim, too, when Mitchell tried to kill you. I shouldn’t have spoken to you the way I did. I’m sorry.”

				She frowned and shook her head. “So after all these years, your only concern for my welfare is because you saw me as a victim on that bridge.”

				He gritted his teeth and leaned closer. “You know that’s not true, Grace.”

				“You still hate me, don’t you?” She tilted her head to one side. “It’s sad to think that after all these years we find it difficult to be around each other.”

				He took a deep breath. “Yeah, but every time we’re together, it ends with angry words like it did on the bridge this morning. I don’t want it to end that way this time.”

				She looked at him for a moment before she spoke. “Neither do I. I’m always sad afterward when that happens.”

				He sighed. “Me, too, but it doesn’t change anything. There’s too much history between us, Grace.”

				She opened her mouth to speak but didn’t say anything. After a moment her shoulders sagged, and she nodded. “There is, and there’s no way to undo the past. All we can do is try to make the best of it. I’d like for us to at least be civil when we run into each other, though.”

				“I hope we can in time,” he said.

				“Maybe we’ll have time to make it happen while we’re trying to find out the truth about Landon’s death.”

				For a moment he thought he’d misunderstood her, but the determined look in her eye told him she knew exactly what she had said. “You can’t be serious.”

				“Oh, but I am.” She glanced around as if checking to see if anyone could overhear them before she lowered her voice. “What if his father was right and he was murdered?”

				Alex shook his head. “Just because Mr. Mitchell says so doesn’t make it true. The police did a thorough investigation, and they believed it was suicide.”

				“But still...”

				“Suicide, Grace. That’s all there is to it.”

				She arched an eyebrow. “So are you saying you won’t help me find out the truth? We both promised him we would find out about Landon’s death.”

				Alex stepped closer and frowned. “That was before the man tried to kill you. I think that canceled all promises.”

				“No, it doesn’t. What if he was right and Landon was murdered? Did you ever hear anybody talk about a secret society at school?”

				Alex thought for a moment before he responded. “I suppose I did. There was always talk about some mysterious group who lurked in the shadows. But I thought it was just gossip.”

				“What if it wasn’t? What if there was a secret group and they killed Landon?”

				Alex glanced at his watch. “I don’t have time for this, Grace. I have real unsolved crimes I’m working on. Landon’s death was a suicide. I have better things to do than go chasing after some silly rumor that circulated in our high school twelve years ago.”

				He started to turn away, but she grabbed his arm. “No, I’m not going to let you ignore this. We made a promise to a man right before he died. We may find it hard to be around each other, but that doesn’t release us from doing what is right. We have to find out the truth, Alex.”

				He stared at her a moment before he pulled loose from her grip. “Although Landon’s body was recovered, the medical examiner couldn’t establish for certain the cause of death. So the case was never officially closed. Since it’s a cold case, I’ll look into it again. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know.”

				She shook her head. “If it’s a cold case, you have a responsibility to investigate it. And I have an obligation to my station. I’m not about to let this story go.”

				Understanding dawned, and he chuckled. “Oh, I get it. All your talk about doing what’s right was just a ploy to get me to help you with a big story. What do you want, Grace? Are you tired of being back in Memphis and you need something that can get you back to the major networks?”

				Her face flushed, and she shook her head. “No, Alex. I want the truth, and I’m not going to give up until I find it. I worked as an investigative reporter before I went to the anchor desk, and I can do it again. It would help to have the police involved with this, too. But if you don’t help me, I’ll just have to do it on my own.”

				“You’re still as headstrong as ever.” He studied her for a moment. “I don’t believe you want the truth, but it so happens I do. You’re right about one thing. It is my job to work a cold case, so I’ll help you investigate Landon’s death.”

				She swallowed. “How can you work with me on an investigation if you hate me so much?”

				His shoulders sagged, and he shook his head. “I don’t hate you, Grace. I don’t trust you.”

				Tears sparkled in her eyes, but he didn’t blink. He’d seen enough of her tears through the years to know it was her way of getting what she wanted. He cleared his throat and glanced down at her arm. “I need to get back to work, and you need to go to a hospital and get that arm checked.”

				She nodded. “Derek is going to take me by the hospital before we go back to the station.” She started to climb in the van but turned back to face Alex. “You’re right about a lot of things about me, Alex. I made some mistakes in the past, but you did, too. And you’re wrong about my reasons for wanting to find out the truth about Landon’s death. I hope you can come to see that.”

				He didn’t know how to answer her, so he shook his head and stepped back from the van. He watched it drive away before he walked to where he’d parked his car.

				When he’d gotten out of bed this morning, he’d expected a routine day at work. So far there had been nothing routine about it. He’d seen a man fall to his death, and he’d prevented Grace from following him into the Mississippi River. Now he was about to take another look at a cold case that hadn’t produced a lead in twelve years.

				The most troubling thing, however, was the fact Grace wanted to be involved. He didn’t know if he’d be able to cope with that or not. Being around her stirred up too many painful memories. She’d broken his heart, and it had taken him years to get to the place where he was now. All he could do was protect himself so it didn’t happen again. He didn’t intend to ever let anyone hurt him again the way she had.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO

				Even with the bright lights on the set, a chill rippled through Grace’s body as she watched the footage from the bridge play on the monitor. She and Derek had reviewed the final cut several times, but her heart still hammered every time she watched her struggle to keep from going over the railing.

				When the footage ended, the camera focused back on the WKIZ News anchor desk. Her coanchor Todd Livingston turned to her and flashed his trademark toothy smile. “Wow, Grace. You had quite a morning. Thank goodness that detective was there to keep you from being pulled over the railing.”

				Grace returned his smile. “Yes, Todd. It was touch-and-go there for a few minutes, but thanks to Detective Crowne, I wasn’t hurt.”

				His gaze dropped to the elastic bandage around her wrist. “What did the doctor say about your arm?”

				She held up her arm. “It’s just a sprain. It should be okay in a few days. I really am lucky.”

				Todd looked into the camera and broadened his smile. “Knowing you, I doubt if you’ll let a little thing like a sprained wrist slow you down.”

				She chuckled. “No, I won’t. Before Mr. Mitchell plunged to his death, I promised him I would look into his son’s death and see what I could find.”

				Todd turned back to her, his eyes wide. “But I thought you said his son committed suicide.”

				“The police suspect suicide, but they can’t be sure. There was blood on the front seat. Mr. Mitchell believed his son was murdered and that the scene was staged to look like a suicide.”

				“So, what happens if you find something that suggests it might have been murder?”

				“That’s a matter for the police, of course. I’ve already talked with Detective Alex Crowne of the Cold Case Unit, and he’s agreed to investigate the case with me.” She looked into the camera. “If there’s anyone who has information about Landon Mitchell’s death or a high school secret society that he might have been a member of, you can contact me here at the station. Even if it’s something that seems inconsequential, get in touch with me. You never can tell what detail might help to solve a crime.”

				Todd picked up the papers in front of him and shuffled them into a neat stack. “Well, that’s all the time we have for today.” He glanced at Grace and gave an exaggerated shiver. “Suicide on the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge? A secret society in one of our high schools? A twelve-year-old unsolved death? It sounds like my busy bee coanchor has enough to keep the newsroom buzzing for a while. Tune in tomorrow and see what she has for us next.”

				Grace plastered a smile on her face and held it until the camera shut down. Then she turned to Todd. “Were you trying to embarrass me on air?”

				His eyes grew wide. “Why should I do that? You do it quite well without any help from me.”

				Her skin warmed, and she scooped up the papers on the desk in front of her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

				Todd pushed to his feet. “Nothing. I just can’t imagine a story about a secret society of high school kids in the most prestigious school in the city going on a killing spree. I have better stories to focus on than something like that.”

				Grace rose and faced him. She tilted her head to one side and smiled. “You know, Todd, I figured out a long time ago what the difference was between the two of us. We both love to report the news. But all I want is to keep the public informed about what’s going on in the world. You, on the other hand, only care how you can use your reports to propel you to a network job.”

				Anger flashed across his face, but it disappeared when he noticed the cameramen were listening to their conversation. He took a deep breath and flashed his smile again. “And maybe it will, Grace. You might have blown your chance with the networks, but I haven’t yet.”

				Grace watched Todd walk away before she turned to leave the set. Derek shook his head and pointed to Todd’s retreating figure. “Don’t let that guy get under your skin, Grace. He’s jealous that you get more fan mail than he does. Everybody here at the station knows the reason you left your job in New York, and they admire you for coming back to help take care of your father after he was wounded in that drive-by shooting. We really respect you for that, Grace.”

				Her heart thudded as it did every time she thought of her active father confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. “Thanks, Derek. My family means a lot to me.”

				“I know that, but you need to watch your back. Todd made life miserable for his last coanchor before you came. He wants to anchor alone, and he wants to be in a bigger market.” He stuck his hands in his pockets, observed Todd as he walked away and chuckled. “I sure do wish he would get a job at another station. Everybody here would be a lot happier.”

				Grace laughed. “Me, too, but I don’t have time to worry about Todd today. We have an interview with the mayor this afternoon. Are you ready to go?”

				“Yeah, do you want to grab a bite of lunch and head on downtown to his office?”

				“I’m going to get my hair cut on my lunch hour today. I’ll meet you there at two. Okay?”

				“Sounds good to me. I’ll see you then.”

				Grace hurried back to her office and had just grabbed her purse when her cell phone rang. Caller ID identified it as a private number, and she frowned. She sat down behind her desk and pulled the phone to her ear. “Hello.”

				“Grace, I saw your broadcast on the noon news. I thought we needed to talk.”

				Although the voice sounded familiar, she couldn’t identify it. The thought crossed her mind that the caller was using some sort of voice distortion. “Who is this?”

				“For personal reasons I’d like my identity to remain a secret. I’m sure you have anonymous callers a lot in your work. Just think of me that way—a nameless caller who wants to help you.”

				Grace took a deep breath. “Okay, but how did you get my private cell phone number?”

				“It really doesn’t matter. I called because I think you need to be careful.”

				Grace’s hand tightened on the phone. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“It means that there are people who don’t want you to get too close to the truth. Leave the past alone. You’ll only end up getting hurt if you dig into Landon’s death.”

				Grace gasped. “That sounds like a threat. Are you trying to scare me?”

				“No, I’m warning you.”

				“Do you have some information about Landon’s death?”

				“Yes.”

				Grace sat up straighter in her chair and pressed her cell phone harder against her ear. “Was he murdered?”

				“Please, Grace, for your own good, let it go.”

				“I can’t let it go. Landon was my friend, and from the way you’re talking, he was your friend, too. Don’t you want people to know the truth?” He didn’t answer for a moment, and she feared he’d disconnected the call. “Are you still there?”

				She heard a heavy sigh. “All right. I tried to persuade you, but you haven’t listened. If you’re determined to continue, I see there’s nothing I can do to discourage you. I have something I want to give you.”

				Grace’s eyes grew wide. “I’ll meet with you. Just tell me where and when.”

				“No, I don’t want to do that.”

				“Then mail it to me.”

				“I suppose I could....” His voice trailed off. Then he inhaled. “No, I’ll leave it for you somewhere.”

				She frowned. “Where?”

				“I—I don’t know. Somewhere that no one else would find it unless they were specifically looking for it. I’ll think about it and let you know where to look. I’ll call you again.”

				Grace’s heart beat faster. She couldn’t let him hang up before he’d agreed to give her his information. “Wait, don’t go yet. Tell me where to look, and I’ll do it.”

				He was quiet for a moment. “I remember hearing you say once that you are a geocacher.”

				“Yes, I am.”

				“And you said you like puzzle clues that lead to the hidden cache.”

				Grace frowned. “Yes, but I don’t understand what that—”

				“Has to do with finding Landon’s killer?” Grace’s skin prickled at the sudden change in the caller’s voice. Moments ago it had been soft and reassuring. Suddenly it had become harsh and demanding. “You don’t understand a lot of things, Miss Kincaid. If you want to find Landon’s killer, you’re going to have to solve much more than a geocache puzzle. I’m looking forward to seeing how smart you really are.”

				Grace stood up and gripped the phone tighter. “Don’t threaten me, Mr. Anonymous. You may find out I’m a lot smarter than you thought.”

				“I doubt it.”

				Grace chuckled. “I get it now. You didn’t call to warn me off. You wanted me more intrigued with this investigation than ever. If that was your plan, it seems to have worked. No way am I going to give up until I find out the truth.”

				He laughed, and the piercing tone chilled her. “Aren’t you a little afraid of me?”

				Her breath hitched in her throat, and her hand holding the phone shook. “N-no.”

				A laugh echoed in her ear. “Yes, you are. I can hear it in your voice. You’d be wise to be very afraid of me. You have no idea what’s about to come down on you. Look for my instructions. Game on, Miss Kincaid.”

				Before she could ask another question, the call disconnected. She stared at her phone for a moment and debated whether or not she should call Alex. He’d asked her to let him know if she found out anything. So far the only thing she knew was that someone wanted to play some kind of game with evidence he claimed to have about Landon’s death and he wanted her scared of him.

				If her shaking legs were any indication, being afraid of him wasn’t going to be a problem, but she couldn’t give up now. She might have just talked to Landon’s killer. Alex probably wouldn’t agree, though. He would more likely think she’d received a call from some prankster who pretended to have information, but she wasn’t so sure.

				A cold chill ran up her arm at the memory of the voice on the phone. He said he heard her on the broadcast. Maybe she shouldn’t talk about the investigation on the air. From now on, she’d be careful what she said. There were a lot of crazy people in the world, and the last thing she needed was to become the target of one.

				* * *

				Alex tossed the file he’d been studying down in front of him, propped his arms on his desk and buried his face in his hands. What was the matter with him? He’d been tense ever since he came into the office. Maybe he hadn’t gotten over watching a man jump to his death, but in his heart he knew that wasn’t true.

				The main reason he’d been distracted all morning was because he couldn’t quit thinking about Grace. He’d put their past behind him years ago, and now she wanted them to work together to investigate Landon Mitchell’s death. Even though he’d agreed, he wasn’t sure he was ready to do that. They would have to see each other from time to time, and that could stir up a lot of old memories that needed to be forgotten.

				He pushed to his feet, let out a ragged breath and ran his hand through his hair. Maybe some lunch would make him feel better. Before he could turn and leave the office, the door opened, and his partners, Brad Austin and Seth Dawtry, walked into the room. Brad held a sack with the name of Alex’s favorite fast food place printed on the side.

				“Seth and I were downtown and had lunch. We stopped and picked something up for you since you were holding the office down.”

				Alex grinned, reached for the sack and sank back into his chair. “Thanks. I was about to go get something. Now I can eat at my desk.”

				Brad nodded. “We thought you might not be in the mood to go out. You’ve had a tough morning.”

				Alex sighed. “Yeah, it’s never easy seeing someone commit suicide.”

				Brad and Seth exchanged glances. “Well, if you need to talk, buddy, we’re here for you.”

				“Thanks, guys, I appreciate it, but I’m okay.”

				Brad opened his mouth to say something but shook his head, walked to his desk and dropped down in his chair. Seth considered Alex for a moment before he ambled over to his desk. When his partners appeared engrossed in what they were doing, Alex relaxed in his chair and pulled the burger and fries from the bag. He picked up a French fry, dredged it in catsup and shoved it in his mouth.

				The thought of the look on Mr. Mitchell’s face as he plummeted toward the river flashed in Alex’s mind, and he frowned. He tried to chew the French fry he’d just put in his mouth, but he might as well have been eating sawdust for all the taste he got out of the piece of potato. He swallowed the fry, picked up the remainder of his lunch and put it back in the bag for later. There was no point in forcing himself to eat when his stomach churned. Maybe he needed to stop by the drugstore on his way home this afternoon and get something for a queasy stomach.

				The problem was he’d had this feeling for years. It recurred every time he saw Grace, and he’d never found any medicine that could cure what ailed him. All he had to do was keep his distance from her, and after a few days he’d feel better.

				After a few minutes he pushed to his feet. “I’m going to the break room for a cup of coffee. Anybody want anything?”

				Brad and Seth shook their heads, and he strode from the room. He’d only taken a few steps down the hall when he heard music drifting from the break room. He stopped, glanced down at his watch and grimaced. Just his luck. It was time for the WKIZ noon news. He hesitated at the door, unsure if he should enter or turn and walk back to his office. He rubbed his hand over his eyes, took a deep breath and walked inside.

				Several officers sat on the couch that faced the television, and their gazes were locked on the picture that filled the screen. Grace sat behind the anchor desk and in her usual professional manner related the events of the morning as she looked into the camera.

				He couldn’t move as she switched to the video the cameraman had filmed on the bridge. He shoved his hands into his pockets, leaned up against the door frame and watched in fascination as she reported the lead-in story for the newscast. His throat tightened, and his heart thudded as he relived each terrifying moment. Perspiration dotted his forehead, and he reached up to wipe it away.

				One of the officers glanced up and saw him standing in the doorway. “Hey, Crowne. That was some rescue you pulled off. I didn’t know you could move that fast.” The officers looked at each other and chuckled.

				Alex pushed to his full height and managed a weak smile. “I just wish I could have saved Mitchell, but at least Grace Kincaid didn’t go over the side, too.”

				He glanced back at the screen as the camera focused on Grace’s face again. Behind her he could see red poinsettias arranged on shelves. As he studied her sitting among the holiday decorations on the set, he was reminded of Christmas their senior year in college. He couldn’t wait for her to get back to Memphis from Philadelphia that year, but it hadn’t turned out to be the happy time he’d anticipated. Instead, it had ended with his heart broken. Every Christmas since then had held little interest for him.

				After a moment he stepped into the room and dropped down in a chair. He sat through the rest of Grace’s newscast, but he didn’t leave when the program was over and the other officers had returned to their desks.

				Suddenly he felt tired. Maybe the morning’s events were just catching up with him. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes and drifted on the edge of sleep. The ringing of his phone jerked him awake, and he sat up straight. He had no idea how long he’d been in the break room.

				He sat up and pulled his phone from his pocket. “Hello.”

				“Alex, this is Grace. Are you all right? You sound groggy.”

				He closed his eyes and rubbed his hand over them. “I’m alone in the break room, and I must have nodded off. The phone woke me. Why are you calling?”

				She hesitated a moment. “I don’t know if it means anything or not, but I just had a strange phone call.”

				He sat up straighter. “What do you mean?”

				“Someone called and wouldn’t tell me who it was. He said he has something he wants me to see.”

				“So you think he must have some information about Landon’s death?”

				“I do, but as the conversation progressed, he became sinister.”

				Alex rubbed the back of his neck. “Did he say he would call again?”

				“No. He said he was going to hide whatever it is he has and he’ll send me a clue where it is. I thought you should know.”

				He nodded. “I’m glad you called. Did he say anything else?”

				She hesitated a moment. “He said I should be afraid of him.”

				Alex exhaled and shook his head. “I don’t like the sound of that. Be careful, Grace. Don’t go to the parking lot alone when you leave work, and watch for anybody following you. Let me know if you hear from him again or if you receive anything from him.”

				“I will. I’ll talk to you later.”

				He disconnected the call and sighed. This was what he’d been afraid would happen. The calls were already beginning to come. Whether or not this one was legitimate remained to be seen. But no matter, Grace’s first thought had been to call him, and she’d probably do the same the next time something occurred that might affect the investigation.

				The last thing he needed in his life was to spend time with Grace Kincaid, but it seemed that’s where he’d been headed ever since Timothy Mitchell decided to jump off the bridge. All he could do now was guard against renewing any kind of friendship with Grace. He was determined that wasn’t going to happen.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE

				Grace pulled her car into her reserved parking spot at the television station and turned off the engine, but for some reason, she couldn’t make herself get out. She didn’t know if it was driving through the heavy morning traffic or her lack of sleep the night before that had left her feeling exhausted. She rubbed her hands over her eyes and tried to blot out the picture that had flashed in her mind during her sleepless night. Every time she’d closed her eyes, the scene on the bridge had popped into her mind. She saw herself grasping the bridge railing and staring down into Mr. Mitchell’s wild eyes.

				Her wrist throbbed, and she massaged it. A shiver went up her spine. No matter how hard she’d tried, she couldn’t dispel the fear that flowed through her every time she thought of that moment.

				She shook her head, took a deep breath and climbed out of the car. Thinking about what might have been was doing her no good. Today she would be thankful she was alive. She said a quick prayer of thanks as she headed into the building and down the hallway to her small office.

				The minute she walked in the door she spotted the small box wrapped in brown paper on her desk. Her name and the address of the station were on the mailing label, but there were no stamps on the package. This had not come through the mail.

				She was about to pick it up when a voice at the door startled her. “I see you found your delivery.”

				Grace whirled to see Julie Colter, a new employee, standing in the doorway. “Good morning, Julie. Did you see who delivered this?”

				“Yes, it was a private messenger service. The guy asked if I would give it to you and I said I would.”

				Grace frowned. “Did you sign that you’d received the delivery?”

				Julie shook her head. “No, he was gone before I had a chance to ask him.”

				Grace sighed. “Do you know the name of the messenger service?”

				Julie thought for a moment before she shook her head again. “No, he just said it was a special delivery for you. I guess I assumed he was from a service.” Julie’s eyebrows rose, and her face turned red. “Did I do something wrong, Miss Kincaid?”

				Grace hesitated before she answered. “Sometimes our newscasts can upset some people. We don’t know who might send something harmful to us. We just need to be careful when accepting deliveries.”

				Tears welled in Julie’s eyes, and she bit down on her lip. “Oh, Miss Kincaid, please don’t tell the station manager I did anything wrong. I need this job. If he fired me, I don’t know what I’d do.”

				Grace reached out and patted Julie’s arm. “Now, now. Don’t get upset. Nobody’s going to get fired. You just need to be more careful in the future.”

				Julie nodded. “I will. I promise. Now, is there anything I can do for you?”

				“No, thank you.”

				Julie eased toward the door. “Then I’ll get back to work, and I promise I won’t make that mistake again.”

				Grace nodded and didn’t speak as the girl left the room. How many mistakes had Julie made since she was hired? It seemed the subject of Julie and her mishaps came up in the conversation no matter who you talked to at the station. She probably wouldn’t make it much longer if her work didn’t improve.

				After a moment Grace turned her attention back to the package on her desk. Did it contain the clue her anonymous caller had told her about the day before? She leaned closer and studied the name and address on the mailing label. They had been typed, not handwritten, and there were no strings tied around the box, just tape to hold the paper.

				Should she open it or not? Only a year ago a Memphis accountant had been injured when he opened an package that contained a bomb. Perhaps she should have Alex take a look at it or even dust it for fingerprints, but she would feel foolish if there was nothing threatening inside the envelope.

				She pulled the tape loose and stepped back, then chuckled. If the box contained a bomb, a few steps away from the desk wouldn’t be enough distance to offer any protection. She eased back to the desk and loosened the package’s paper. It fell away to reveal a square box that looked to be about eight inches on each side.

				Her heart pounded as she lifted the top of the box and peered inside. A folded piece of paper lay atop something wrapped in tissue paper. Frowning, she pulled the note out and unfolded it.

				



				Dear Miss Kincaid,

				I enjoyed our chat yesterday, and I have done as I promised. I have enclosed directions inside this box for the first stop on your journey. For a knowledgeable geocacher like you the puzzle should be no problem. Solve it, and you will find what I have left for you somewhere in the city. I will be watching to see if you are successful. I’m looking forward to our journey together as you find out the truth about Landon’s death.

				Your Anonymous Friend

				



				The words made Grace’s skin prickle, and she read the note several times before she reached in the box and pulled out the tissue-wrapped object. She tore the paper away and blinked her eyes in surprise at the six-sided puzzle cube she held. She slowly turned it and studied the twisty puzzle’s mixture of white, red, blue, orange, green and yellow squares. Someone had turned the faces many times to make sure the colors were thoroughly mixed over every surface.

				Something written on one of the white squares caught her eye, and she stared closer at it. Her breath hitched in her throat. A quick glance over the other surfaces told her that more white squares had markings. GPS coordinates! Her caller had just sent her a challenge. Solve the puzzle by arranging all the white cubes on one side and she would have a location where she would find a clue about Landon’s killer.

				She dropped down in her desk chair and began to twist the faces of the puzzle in an attempt to get all the white-colored surfaces on one side. After twenty minutes she was ready to throw the toy in the trash can. She’d played with these puzzles when she was growing up and never had mastered the art of getting all the sides back in order. She doubted if she could do it now.

				“What are you doing?” Todd stood in the doorway to her office. A smirk pulled at his lips, and he let his gaze drift back and forth from her face to the puzzle in her hand. “Don’t you have anything better to do than play with toys? We do have a noon newscast to do, you know.”

				Grace opened her desk drawer, shoved the puzzle inside and stood. “I like to keep my mind sharp, Todd. You might try doing that sometime yourself.”

				He glared at her and took a step forward. “Someday you’re going to go too far with me, Grace.”

				She ignored the remark and crossed her arms. “Do you need something?”

				Todd shook his head. “No, I just thought I’d check and see if you’d had any response to your plea on yesterday’s newscast for information about Landon Mitchell’s death.”

				“I haven’t had anything concrete yet.”

				He cocked one eyebrow. “But you have had something?”

				She shook her head. “Nothing I can talk about.”

				He pursed his lips and frowned. “Okay. Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

				“I will.”

				She waited until he’d left before she sank back in her chair. Nothing would please Todd better than to scoop her on the story of Landon’s death. She would have to be more careful in the future.

				Grace pulled the drawer open and looked down at the puzzle. She should call Alex. She’d promised to let him know if she heard anything from her mysterious caller. She jumped up, hurried to the door and closed it before she returned to her desk and dialed Alex’s cell phone. He answered on the first ring.

				“Hello, Grace.”

				The abrupt tone of his voice startled her, and she winced. “My, my. Don’t you sound grouchy this morning?”

				“I’m sorry. It’s already been a busy morning.” His voice softened. “How are you feeling?”

				“Better today.”

				“Good.”

				“I don’t know if it means anything or not...” Her office door rattled as if someone was about to open it. She paused in speaking. “Hold on a minute.”

				She rose, walked to the door and pulled it open, but there was no one there. She stepped into the hallway and caught a glimpse of Todd just as he disappeared around the corner at the end of the hall. Had he been listening outside her door?

				Frowning, she stepped back into her office and closed the door. “I’m sorry. I thought someone was at the door, but I was wrong. But the reason I called was to let you know I received a message from my caller this morning.”

				“Really?”

				He remained silent as she related the details of her delivery this morning and her inability to solve the puzzle. “He told me this wasn’t going to be easy, and he was right. So, I’m at a standstill. I don’t know where to go until I get the GPS coordinates arranged on one side of the puzzle.”

				“This sounds weird to me, Grace. But then I’ve never done any geocaching. I’ve heard about it, and I know it’s like an internet scavenger hunt. But I really don’t know how it works.”

				She chuckled. “It doesn’t seem like something you’d be interested in, but I love it. Like you said, it’s an international internet scavenger hunt that’s run from a website. A cache is usually a small item that can be placed along with a log book in a box or some other container and hidden aboveground. Then the person who’s hidden the cache logs the coordinates on a geocaching website, and hunters enter the coordinates in a GPS to search for them.”

				“So the searcher gets to keep the treasure when he finds it?”

				“Not necessarily. The geocacher signs the log book that’s been left at the cache site and may take the item inside or leave it. If they choose to take the item, they are required to leave something of equal value for the next hunter to find. When they return home, they log into the website and report the date they found the cache. It’s not about what’s found in the box. It’s all about the hunt. I spend a lot of my weekends looking for caches. It tests your mind, and you get a lot of exercise, too.”

				Alex was silent for a moment. “So whoever sent you this puzzle is familiar with geocaching, and he knows you are, too. He’s left you a clue to Landon’s death, and the only way you can find it is to solve the puzzle and get the coordinates. Then you’ll know where to look.”

				“That’s right. I told you I would call if I found out anything, but I have no idea whether or not I’ll ever be able to get the puzzle faces turned so that all the whites are on one side.”

				“I was never much good at working those things, either. If you solve it, give me a call, and I’ll go with you to the location. I don’t want you going by yourself.”

				Grace sighed. “Okay, I’ll let you know, but don’t hold your breath. This may be a hopeless task.”

				“Thanks for calling, Grace, and keep in touch.”

				“I will.”

				Grace opened her desk drawer, picked up the puzzle, and twisted the surfaces. The longer she worked the more hopeless the task appeared. After about twenty minutes, she tossed the cube on her desk and rose to her feet. She might as well give up.

				She placed her hands on her hips and looked down at the innocent-looking toy on her desk. Hidden on its surfaces were directions to a place that might reveal an answer to how Landon died. She had to get those coordinates lined up.

				An idea hit her, and she smiled. There was more than one way to find what she needed to know. She sat down at her computer and pulled up the internet. Within minutes she had the information she needed.

				She rushed to the hallway and hurried to the small closet near the staff restroom where the custodian kept his tools. She grabbed a screwdriver, took it to her office, and sat down at her desk. Smiling to herself, she picked up the cube and followed the instructions she’d found on the internet. First she rotated the top layer by 45 degrees, and pried one of its edge cubes away from the other two layers. The piece fell to her desk.

				One by one she pulled the small cubes away from the center axis of the toy and watched them tumble to her desk in a pile of colors. When they were all stripped from the cube, she laid the white stickered sides out as if they were one surface on the cube and studied them. Frowning, she rearranged the pieces until she was satisfied she’d finally gotten the correct latitude and longitude. Then she leaned forward, folded her arms on top of her desk and smiled.

				The coordinates stood out from the white surfaces. All she had to do now was enter them in her GPS and she would be on her way to finding out the truth about Landon Mitchell’s death. Smiling, she picked up her cell phone and punched in Alex’s number. He answered on the first ring.

				“Hi, Grace.”

				“I’ve figured out the coordinates.”

				“Already?”

				She laughed. “Well, to tell the truth I took a short cut. I tore the cube apart and laid the white sides out until I had the numbers in the right order.”

				“That was smart. When do you want to go take a look at the cache site?”

				She glanced at her watch. “It’s almost time for the noon news. What if I pick you up at the police station about one-thirty?”

				“Sounds good. See you then.”

				Grace disconnected the call and sat there a few minutes. Ever since she’d been back in Memphis, she’d tried to avoid seeing or talking with Alex. Then yesterday they’d been reunited by a man who wanted them to bring out the truth about his son’s death. Although she wanted to uncover the facts, she still wasn’t sure working with Alex was a good idea. Once she’d trusted Alex with all her heart, but when she’d needed him to have faith in her, he had failed her.

				Her skin warmed at the thought of what Alex had said when he’d accused her the day before of wanting a story that would get her back to the networks. Although she’d denied it to Todd, in her heart she knew she hadn’t really left that life behind.

				Her primary reason for returning to Memphis had been to help her mother with her invalid father, but he was getting stronger every day. Maybe she could go back sometime in the future. That’s why she couldn’t let herself get sidetracked by old memories about Alex Crowne.

				She glanced up at the clock on the wall and gasped. Thinking about what the future held for her would have to wait. Right now she had the noon broadcast to do. She picked up a pen and wrote the coordinates on a piece of paper, stuck it in an envelope and along with the puzzle pieces dropped it in her desk drawer.

				* * *

				Alex consulted the GPS unit Grace had handed to him when he got into her car and then looked at the traffic in the lane beside them as they drove along East Parkway. “You need to change lanes. We’re going to turn left onto the road that leads down to the Overton Park Pavilion up ahead.”

				Grace nodded and glanced in her mirrors before she eased into the left lane and put on her turn signal. “Thanks.”

				She hadn’t said much since she’d picked him up. He wondered if it was because she was intent on finding the clue her caller said he’d left or if it was because he was with her. He shook the thought from his head and sat silent as she turned onto the road leading into the park and drove toward the parking lot at the pavilion.

				When she pulled to a stop in the deserted parking lot, she glanced around. “Not many people out today.”

				He let his gaze drift over the pavilion and nodded. “It’s almost Christmas, Grace, and the temperature is in the thirties. Not a good day to be having a picnic in the park.”

				Her face flushed, and she smiled. “Yeah, I guess I’m so excited about finding the cache that I wasn’t thinking.” She took a deep breath and reached for the door handle. “I guess there’s no use waiting. Let’s go.”

				They climbed from the car, and Alex waited until she had joined him. He held the GPS unit so that she could see it and pointed toward the line of trees at the back of the pavilion. “It looks like we need to go there. I hope your caller thought it was too cold to get very far away from the pavilion.”

				She smiled and pulled her coat tighter. “You should have been born in the tropics. You never did like the Memphis winters.”

				The memory of the two of them building a snowman in the yard of her home when they were about ten years old crossed his mind, and he smiled. “That’s not true. I like some things about winter. Low temperatures don’t happen to be one of them.”

				“Then let’s get this hike over with as quickly as we can.”

				Together they set off toward the trees in the distance. They didn’t speak as they entered the Old Forest State Natural Area of the park and ducked under some low-hanging bare tree branches. Within minutes they’d walked so far they could no longer see the pavilion. Alex plodded along, his feet growing colder by the moment, and kept his eyes on their coordinates.

				Finally, he held up his hand. “This is it.”

				Grace stopped, propped her hands on her hips and looked around. “It has to be around here somewhere. It could be at the base of one of the trees or partially hidden under a rock. It can’t be underground but somewhere that can be easily found.”

				Alex pointed to the right of where they stood. “I’ll take the area over here, and you take the opposite side.”

				She nodded and turned away from him. For the next few minutes they inched their way around the area as they inspected the trunks and bases of the trees. Alex turned rocks over and inspected each low-hanging branch to see if anything was perched there. He had just finished replacing a large rock he’d picked up when Grace called out. “I have something here.”

				He jumped to his feet and arrived at her side just as she pulled a small box out of a hole that had rotted away at the base of a tree trunk. She stood and held up the small container. “Here it is.”

				“It’s not a very big box.”

				She shrugged. “It’s not always about the size. It’s about what’s inside.”

				Grace loosened the string tied around the box, pulled the top off and found a small sealed envelope lying on top of a folded piece of paper. She slid her finger beneath the flap to unseal it and shook the contents into her hand. Her eyes grew wide, and she gasped at the sterling-silver ring that fell into her palm.

				Alex leaned closer and frowned. “What is it?”

				Grace swallowed and struggled to speak. She held it up for him to see. “It’s a friendship ring.”

				“Does this have some special meaning for you?”

				She nodded. “Yes, Landon gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday.” She pointed to the top of the ring. “He picked it out because it was designed with the infinity symbol across the top with our two birthstones set in it. He said it would always make me think of him.”

				Alex looked at the ring again, then back to her. “Then what’s it doing here?”

				“I don’t know. When Landon and I quit dating, I gave him the ring back. He had changed so much I didn’t want anything to remind me of him. He told me someday I would want to come back to him, and until then he was going to wear the ring on his pinkie finger. Every time I saw him in the hall at school he would have it on and would hold up his hand for me to see.”

				Alex frowned. “Do you think he might have been wearing it when he died?”

				“After his body washed ashore, I asked his father if he was wearing the ring. I wanted to keep it to remember him by, but his father said it wasn’t on his body. Do you think the killer could have taken the ring off his finger and kept it all these years?”

				Alex shrugged. “It’s possible. Some killers like to keep some item from their victims. But why would he want you to know he had this ring?” He glanced at the box she still held. “What is that in the bottom of the box?”

				She pulled the paper out and unfolded it. “It’s a note.”

				Alex eased closer. “What does it say?”

				“‘Good afternoon, Miss Kincaid. Congratulations on solving the puzzle and finding the first clue in your quest to discover how Landon really died. I thought you might like to have the ring I’ve kept all these years. As you know, it meant a lot to Landon. Now you must decide if you want to find out how I got it. If you want to know, then you must solve the next clue in hopes it will bring you the answers you desire. Does your search end here, or are you tempted to continue? The next move is yours, but be prepared for whatever may come.’”

				Alex pulled the note from her hand and scanned it before he looked at her. “Is there nothing else inside?”

				She glanced back in the box and pulled out another folded sheet of paper. “Here’s something.” She opened it and rolled her eyes in disgust. “It’s a Sudoku puzzle.”

				“What? Let me see that.” He glanced over the printed grid. “I see he’s left the instructions for you at the bottom. Once you’ve solved the puzzle, you’ll find the coordinates to the next clue in the sixth line across.” He scanned the page for a moment before he looked back at Grace. “He’s giving you clues instead of telling you what you want to know. I don’t like this. He’s taunting you, Grace. You need to stop this right now.”

				She shook her head. “But we have to keep looking into this, Alex. This guy knows something, or he wouldn’t have this ring. He has to be the killer.”

				Alex shook his head. “Not we, Grace. This is getting out of hand. First he gives you an anonymous call, then he sends you a puzzle to find his hidden message, and when you do, there’s another clue that threatens you. This guy is setting you up for something bad, and I don’t like it. This is a matter for the police.”

				She glared at him. “No, I’m not giving up. I’ve been trained to follow a story wherever it goes. I’ll keep working on this whether you help me or not.”

				“Grace, you’re not listening to me. This is for your own good. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

				She snatched the note out of his hand and whirled. “I’m not going to get hurt. And I’m not giving up.” She glanced over her shoulder as she stormed back through the forest.

				He watched her go and shook his head in dismay. Yesterday Grace had accused him of being stubborn, but when she set her mind to something, she wouldn’t give up. He kicked at a clump of dirt on the ground and took a deep breath.

				She was determined to follow through on this, and he knew he’d do what he’d done ever since they were children. He’d be right there with her looking out for her. How could she still have a hold on him after all these years and after all they’d gone through? But she did, and he couldn’t deny it. Maybe if he helped her with this case he could finally close the chapter on Grace Kincaid and put her out of his life permanently.

				He jogged back through the forest to tell her he’d help her. When he emerged from the forest, he caught sight of her already in the parking lot. She stood next to her car, her cell phone to her ear. His skin prickled. Something wasn’t right. As he got closer, he realized what it was. All four tires of her car had been slashed.

				“Yes, the pavilion in Overton Park. I’m standing beside the car.” She disconnected the call and turned as he came to a stop next to her. “I called the garage that I use. They’ll take care of this and check to make sure no other damage was done before they deliver the car to my home later today.”

				“Good.” He glanced around at the deserted parking lot. “I didn’t see anybody when I came out of the forest. Did you?”

				She nodded. “Just as I stepped out of the tree line, a car pulled out of the parking lot. At that distance I couldn’t tell who was driving.”

				A gust of wind blew across the parking lot, and Alex shivered. “It’s getting colder. I’ll call Brad to come pick us up. Why don’t we get in the car and wait for him there?”

				She nodded. “That sounds good to me.”

				He walked over and opened the driver’s door for her to step inside. Before she could move, the sharp crack of a gun split the quiet air, and a bullet slammed into the open car door. Alex lunged for Grace and knocked her to the ground as the second shot screamed over their heads.

				“Get to the other side of the car,” he yelled as he pulled his phone from the clip on his belt with one hand and his gun with the other. The shots appeared to have come from the forest. He fired in that direction, but he had no idea where the shooter was.

				Grace scooted on her stomach to the far side of the car as shots continued to hit the side of her car. Alex crawled behind, his phone pressed to his ear as he fired off two more shots. “Officer under fire,” he shouted into the phone. “Picnic pavilion at Overton Park. Need backup now!”

				“Officers on their way.” The 911 operator’s voice crackled over the phone.

				He grit his teeth and hoped they weren’t too late as another bullet shattered the car’s headlight. Fragments from the shattered headlight rained down on them as they scrambled to the far side of the car.

				Alex sat up with his back pressed against the fender of the car and tried to peer around the front, but another bullet plowed into the front bumper. The gunfire seemed to be coming from a different direction. Maybe the shooter was working his way around so he had a clear shot at them now huddled beside the car.

				Grace started to push up from the ground, but Alex shoved her back down and fell on top of her to shield her body as another bullet ripped past their heads. He was about to urge Grace to crawl to the back of the car when three police cruisers roared into the parking lot.

				Before he could sit up, the officers, one of them holding a dog, jumped out of the cars, fanned out across the parking lot and headed toward the trees at the edge of the forest. Alex sat up and pulled Grace into a sitting position.

				The lieutenant in charge of the officers squatted down beside them. “What happened here?”

				Alex stood up and pulled Grace to her feet. “Thanks for getting here so quickly,” he said as he began to relate the events in the park to the officer.

				After about fifteen minutes one of the officers emerged from the forest and jogged to where they waited. “We searched the woods, sir. The dog hit on several places where the shooter had stood when he fired, but he was gone. He must have had his escape route planned well.”

				Alex nodded. “I could tell he was moving, trying to get a better shot.”

				“We’re glad neither of you were hurt,” the lieutenant said. His gaze traveled over the bullet-marked car and shook his head. “Too bad about the car. We’re going to take another look in the woods before we go, but we’ll be glad to give you a ride when we leave.”

				Alex shook his head. “No need for that. I’ll call my partner.” He pulled out his cell phone and punched in Brad’s number.

				Brad answered right away. “Hello.”

				“Brad, it’s Alex. Grace and I are at the Overton Park Pavilion, and we need a ride. Can you come pick us up?”

				“Sure, I’ll be there right away.”

				“Thanks.”

				He disconnected the call and shoved the phone back in his pocket. “Brad should be here shortly. He can take you back to the television station. Would you like for me to give you a ride home this evening?”

				“I’d appreciate it. I’ll be ready as soon as the six o’clock news is over.” A cold wind blew across the parking lot, and she drew her coat closer around her. She bit down on her lip and pointed to her car. “This doesn’t change anything, Alex. I’m still going to pursue this story.”

				He gritted his teeth. “What’s the matter with you? Are you crazy? Somebody just tried to kill us, and you want to keep going with this investigation? This is something for the police to address, not you.”

				“I don’t understand why he waited until we got back to the car to shoot at us. He could have done that while we were in the forest.”

				Alex nodded. “I was wondering the same thing.”

				“What if he didn’t intend to kill us? What if he only wanted to scare us?” She pulled the note from her pocket. “I think he wants us to find the next clue.”

				“We could offer what-ifs all day long and not be any closer to the truth than we are now,” Alex said. “The facts are that someone lured you to a deserted place then shot at you. Whether or not he meant to kill you doesn’t matter. Any one of those bullets could have found their mark. This is where your involvement with this investigation has to end.”

				“No, it doesn’t.” Tears sparkled in her eyes, and she pulled Landon’s friendship ring from her pocket and slipped it on her finger. “I’m convinced that whoever shot at us took this ring off Landon’s finger after he killed him. I promised his father I would find out the truth, and I’m not giving up until I know what it is.”

				“Grace, please...”

				“No! I won’t give up even if I have to do this on my own.”

				He exhaled and shook his head. It would do no good to argue with her, and he’d come to the decision about what he should do while he was still in the forest. “I know I’m wasting my breath trying to get you to see reason, Grace. If you’re determined, I’m not going to let you do this alone.” He sighed and reached for the paper she still held. “I work these puzzles all the time. I’ll get started on it tonight.”

				“Thank you, Alex.” She hesitated a moment, and he knew she was about to ask him to do something else.

				He groaned inwardly. “I know that look, Grace. What else do you want me to do?”

				“When you take me home, I’d like for you to come inside and be with me when I tell my parents what happened today.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know, Grace. Your father never did like me. To him I’ll always be the gardener’s son. I doubt if my presence will make any difference.”

				“You’re wrong. My father is very different from when you knew him, and I want you to see for yourself. Please do this.”

				He wanted to tell her no, but her eyes begged him to do this. After a moment, he nodded. “Okay, I’ll come in for a few minutes.”

				She smiled. “Thank you, Alex.”

				She crossed her arms and leaned back against the car. Alex turned and stared into the woods where the officers continued to search. He glanced down at the broken headlights and the bullet holes in the car. They had barely missed being killed today.

				Cold fear washed over him, and he rubbed the hair on the back of his neck. Grace had opened a Pandora’s box with her announcement on air that she was going to look into Landon Mitchell’s death. There was nothing he could do to stop what might come, but one thing he could do was be there to make sure nothing happened to Grace.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOUR

				Grace gazed out the window of Alex’s car as he drove toward her home on the outskirts of Memphis. Usually she enjoyed the ride home from work, but not today. She had tried all afternoon to push her brush with death from her mind, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know if she would ever forget how those bullets had sounded as they hit her car. Thankfully, neither she nor Alex had been hurt, but the experience wasn’t one she would soon forget.

				Now she had to get through another troubling time. She had to tell her parents. If she didn’t, they might read about it in the paper or hear it on the news. With her father’s condition, she didn’t want him upset, but she didn’t see any way around it.

				She straightened in her seat as they approached the edge of her family’s property. Alex pulled into the driveway of the house, stopped at the gate and swiveled in his seat to face her. “Is the security code the same or has it been changed?”

				She smiled. “It’s still the same.”

				Alex punched in the code and drove through the gates onto the grounds of the home where she and Alex had played as children while his father was working there. He drove forward and stopped in front of the sprawling house. “Here we are. Are you sure you want me to come in?”

				“I am.” She glanced down at her watch and opened the car door. “My parents may not be home yet. Dad had an appointment scheduled with a physical therapist for late this afternoon. I’m sure the cook has something for us to munch on while we’re waiting for them. Come on inside.”

				Fifteen minutes later Grace and Alex sat on the sofa in the den and watched the blue gas flames flickering around the logs in the fireplace across the room. Grace set her coffee cup on the table at the end of the couch and turned to face Alex who sat at the other end. “I’m glad we have this time together before my parents get home. Everything has happened so fast for the past two days that we haven’t had time to talk.”

				He set his cup down and exhaled. “Talk about what, Grace? I think we’ve probably said it all at one time or another.”

				“There are several things I’d like to say. First of all, I want to tell you about my father.”

				“What about him?”

				She took a deep breath. “I want you to know what he’s gone through in the past year. After the drive-by shooting he was in bed for a long time before he reached the point where he could be in a wheelchair. During that time the pastor of the church nearby visited him a lot and shared with him the things in life that are really important and how God can get you through the bad times. After a lot of Bible study and prayer, Dad turned his life over to God. Now he’s trying to reach out to those he may have hurt in the past and apologize.”

				“B-but this is so unlike him. You’re telling me that your father has become a believer?”

				“I am. My mother and I are, too. My father’s shooting has changed everyone in the Kincaid household. For the first time since I can remember, we’re a real family. We also attend church every Sunday.”

				“Wow. I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”

				She smiled. “It’s true. Because I’ve put my trust in God, I’ve been able to get through a lot this past year, but there’s one thing I know I have to do. I want to be friends with you again. I want you to forgive me for all the mistakes I made. I’m praying you can do that, and I think this is the time to try. I don’t want us to go on saying and doing things that hurt each other. I think it’s time we called a truce, especially since you’ve saved my life twice since yesterday morning.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know if we can ever be friends again, Grace. I’m glad I was there to save your life, but I was only doing my job.”

				She blinked to keep the tears from filling her eyes. “I’d like to think it was a bit more personal than that. But even if it’s not, we can’t keep going through life pretending the other one doesn’t exist.”

				He took a deep breath. “Now that you’re back in Memphis, it’s hard to pretend you don’t exist. I see you on television nearly every day or I see your picture in the paper. I saw you on the society page not too long ago at a dinner at your country club, and also at a swanky party for the Cotton Carnival. You looked like you were surrounded by your friends.”

				She looked at him for a moment before she spoke. “I have lots of friends that I enjoy being with. I’d like for us to be friends again.”

				He pulled his gaze away from her and looked into the fireplace flames again. As she took in his profile, the muscle in his jaw twitched. “I don’t think that’s going to happen. There’s too much history between us, Grace.”

				She swallowed the lump in her throat and leaned forward. “We can try.” She closed her eyes for a moment and bit down on her lip. When she opened her eyes, he was staring at her again. “I don’t expect us to ever go back to where we were that summer before our senior year in college. I want to go back to the children we were when I followed you everywhere.”

				He let his gaze drift around the room. His eyes locked on the Christmas tree with the presents piled underneath and shook his head. “I’ve never seen that many presents under one tree in my life. It’s just one more reminder of the differences in our lives. We may have been childhood friends, but you were the daughter of the rich banker and I was the son of his gardener. It wasn’t okay with your father for you to be my friend then, and it certainly wasn’t when I got that scholarship to attend the same private school as you.”

				“You know I didn’t care what my father thought. I was thrilled when you got that athletic scholarship and we got to see each other at school.”

				A snort of disgust rumbled in Alex’s throat. “Yeah, we went to the same school, but I was never one of the guys.” He grimaced. “Landon Mitchell and his friends never let me forget it.”

				Grace sank back against her chair. “I tried to tell you none of that mattered. Not to me, at least.”

				He shrugged. “Well, being accepted by the group matters to a high school kid, and it did to me. When I look back on it now, I see it from an adult’s perspective, but it hurt back then.”

				“Did I ever make you feel like you weren’t accepted?”

				“No, but everything changed when you left for University of Pennsylvania and I stayed here at the University of Memphis. It was like I was free of all those childhood feelings and I was moving on with my life.”

				Grace sighed. “And then we ran into each other on Beale Street the summer before our senior years in college.”

				His eyebrows drew together, and he scowled. “There’s no need for us to rehash all our history, Grace. To you it was a summer romance. To me it was more.”

				She clenched her fists in her lap and shook her head. “It was more to me, too. I really missed you that fall when I went back to school.”

				He rolled his eyes and glanced back at the blinking lights of the decorated tree. “Yeah, I sure had a merry Christmas that year when I found out you’d been making plans for us. You had the rest of our lives all planned out.”

				Her anger flared, but she tried to extinguish it. She would never be able to make Alex see the truth if she argued with him. “I didn’t. I only wanted to take the chance to turn my internship at the Philadelphia television station into my first real job. They had offered me a good opportunity, one a new college graduate couldn’t get anywhere else. You could be a cop anywhere.”

				His lips thinned, and he gritted his teeth. “I didn’t want to be a cop anywhere. I wanted to be one right here in Memphis. I thought if you really loved me, you’d want me to work where I’d be the happiest.”

				“Ever since we were children, you’d done everything you could to make me happy. I thought if you could see what a great opportunity it was for me, you would give in and come to Philadelphia to work.”

				He shook his head. “You never understood how I love Memphis. It’s where I was born and where I want to spend my life. In my job I’ve come to know the streets, the back alleys and the people who inhabit those places. I feel the music of Beale Street in my soul, and I love to watch the Mississippi River roll by. I could never feel that way about another place. I didn’t want Philadelphia.”

				“So you made me choose.”

				He rubbed the back of his neck and sneered. “Yeah, and we both know which you chose—Philadelphia and all it offered for you. The boy who had loved you since he was ten years old was left behind without a second thought.”

				She shook her head. “No, you’re wrong about that. I thought you’d change your mind after a while and come join me.”

				“And I thought you’d come back home. I waited a year for you, but you stayed in Philadelphia. Of course I found out it wasn’t just the job. It was Richard Champion the news anchor that was so appealing to you.”

				Grace almost flinched from the anger in Alex’s eyes. Could she ever make him understand what it had been like for her alone in Philadelphia? “All right. Let’s talk about Richard. He was my mentor at the TV station when I was doing my internship, nothing more. When I started my job there after graduation, he was kind to me. He knew we had broken up, and he offered me a shoulder to cry on. Before I knew it, we were going out to dinner, taking in movies or just hanging out and talking. He was my friend.”

				Alex’s eyebrows arched. “How long did the friendship last?”

				“I waited a year for you, Alex, but you didn’t come. By that time I had a job, and I liked it. When Richard asked me to marry him, I couldn’t think of a reason to say no. We got along well, and we understood what the other one went through in our jobs. There was just one thing lacking, although I didn’t realize it at the time.”

				“What was that?”

				“I didn’t love him.”

				He leaned forward and gazed at her. “You can’t imagine what I went through thinking about you married to that guy. But what happened? That’s part of the story I’ve always wanted to know. Why didn’t you marry him?”

				Grace swallowed hard and met his gaze. “Because two weeks before the wedding I caught him with the weather girl at the station. As it turns out, she was only one of the women he was having an affair with.”

				A look of surprise flashed on Alex’s face, and he slumped back in his seat. “So that’s why you went to New York to work instead of staying in Philadelphia.”

				“Yes.”

				“And now? Why did you really come home, Grace?”

				“I’ll be honest with you, Alex. I didn’t want to quit my job in New York, but I did because I love my family. My father may be rich, but his money didn’t help him any when he was shot. He’s lucky to be alive even if he is confined to wheelchair for the rest of his life.”

				His features softened, and he nodded. “I was sorry to hear about that. I looked into the case after I joined the Cold Case Unit, but there weren’t any leads. I wish I could have solved the case for you.”

				“I wish you could have, too.” She took a deep breath. “When I first came back, Laura and I shared a house. After she and Brad married, my mother was having a difficult time, and I decided to move home. It was the best for all of us. I like my job at the station, and I come home to my family every night. It’s not a very exciting life, but it’s the one I have.”

				He didn’t say anything for a moment, then he smiled. “Well, after what’s happened the past two days, I’d say your life has just gotten a lot more exciting.”

				She laughed. “You can say that again.” Her smile faded. “Do you think we can ever be friends again?”

				He exhaled a long breath. “I don’t know, Grace. I’ve spent the past five years angry at you for dismissing my feelings so easily. When I told you I loved you, I thought I could trust you with my heart. But you broke it, and I don’t know if I can ever get the trust back I felt for you.”

				She nodded. “I understand. Now I know I was selfish and self-centered. I only thought of what I wanted. I never tried to come up with a compromise that could make us both happy. But then, neither did you.”

				“I guess we both failed. I guess we should chalk our romance up to one of those things that was never meant to be and go from there.”

				It surprised her to think that he might be right. She didn’t know if her life would have been different if she’d never fallen in love with Alex, but at least she wouldn’t have spent years getting over him. “I think it’s time we put the past behind us and concentrate on what we’re doing now. Maybe in discovering the truth about Landon’s death, we can find our way back to being the friends we were when we were children.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know, Grace. Going back may be too difficult. But maybe we can at least be cordial to each other while we’re working together.”

				She smiled. “Maybe so.”

				“Excuse me, Miss Kincaid.”

				Grace looked over her shoulder to see the maid standing in the doorway. “What is it, Nancy?”

				“Your mother’s car just drove into the garage. You said you wanted to know when she arrived so you could help her get your father inside.”

				Grace jumped to her feet. “Thank you, Nancy. Tell her I’ll be right there.”

				She turned back to Alex. “I’m glad we had this talk today.” She glanced at her watch and frowned. “They’re later than usual. I’m sure my father will be hungry and will want to eat right away. Why don’t you stay for dinner?”

				Alex rose from the sofa and shook his head. “No, I really should go.”

				Grace waved her hand in dismissal. “Don’t be silly. My parents will be glad to see you. Besides, I really do need you with me when I tell them about today.”

				She held her breath as he appeared to debate whether or not to stay. After a moment, he nodded. “Okay, if you’re sure it will be all right.”

				“Of course it is. Now sit back down and wait until I help get my father in the house. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

				Grace hurried from the room before Alex had time to think up another reason to leave. She dreaded telling her parents about the incident in the park, but it had to be done. Her father didn’t need something else to worry about right now. He needed to concentrate on the therapy that was restoring some movement to his legs.

				Her prayer every night was that someday her father would be able to stand again. She hadn’t dared pray yet that he could walk, just stand. If he could do that, it would make walking possible.

				She glanced down at the friendship ring on her finger and said a quick prayer that God would lead her to the person who had kept Landon’s ring for the past twelve years. If she and Alex could find him, they might find that he and Landon’s killer were one and the same.

				* * *

				Dinner was drawing to a close, and Alex hoped he could soon make his exit. All during the meal Grace had tried to downplay the events of the past two days as best she could. He couldn’t believe how her account of their experience in the park had lacked certain details. To hear her tell it, someone had slashed her tires and shot up her car. She’d left out the part where she and Alex had been present and cowering beside the car as bullets whizzed past them. He had arched his eyebrows as she related her version of the story, and she had frowned and given a slight shake of her head.

				Her father’s piercing blue eyes bored into him. “Thank you, Alex, for what you did yesterday at the bridge and taking care of her car in the park. Our family is indebted to you.”

				A frown pulled at Alex’s forehead, and he rubbed his hand across his face. He could hardly believe Grace’s father was speaking to him like this. In the past he’d always treated Alex like someone beneath the social level of his family and had ignored him when they met. Now there was a warm tone to his words, and Alex found it difficult to associate it with the man he had once known.

				“There’s no need to thank me, sir. I was just doing my job. Of course, since it was Grace, I was especially thankful I was successful.”

				“And so are her mother and I.” He hesitated a moment. “I know your father must be very proud of your rise through the ranks in the police department.”

				“He is, sir.”

				“Well, I’m happy for you, too, but I do miss your father since he retired to Florida. When you speak to him, tell him hello for me.”

				“I’ll do that. He’ll be glad to know you miss him.”

				As the maid removed the dessert plates, Mr. Kincaid pushed the controls on his wheelchair and backed away from the table. “Let’s have coffee in the den.”

				Alex moved to the back of Mrs. Kincaid’s chair, assisted her as she rose to her feet and smiled. “Thank you for a wonderful dinner, Mrs. Kincaid.”

				She patted his arm and looked up into his eyes. “It was a pleasure having you, Alex, and please call us Martha and Harrison.”

				He darted a quick glance in Grace’s direction before he swallowed and nodded. “Thank you. I’d like that.”

				Harrison led the way as they left the dining room and headed toward the den. When they entered the den, the coffee service sat on the table in front of the sofa. Martha pointed to it as she sank into a chair next to her husband’s wheelchair. “Grace, would you serve the coffee?”

				Grace nodded, sat down on the sofa and picked up the silver coffeepot. Her hand trembled a bit when Alex settled next to her. She smiled and handed him the first cup. “Black, just the way you like it.”

				A small smile pulled at his lips as he took the cup. “I see you can remember some things better than others.”

				Grace ducked her head and nodded before she poured two cups for her parents. When they were finally served, Alex glanced at Grace’s father. “You seem to be doing well handling your wheelchair, Mr. Kin— I mean Harrison.”

				He nodded and set his cup on the tray of the wheelchair. “Yes. It took a while to get used to the controls of this motorized contraption, but I think I have it mastered now. It’s not like walking, but it gets me around.”

				“I’m glad to see you’re doing so well.”

				Harrison pursed his lips before he spoke. “I don’t think I’d be doing so well today if you hadn’t been there to help Grace yesterday and today. I want you to know how grateful we are to you.”

				Alex set his cup down and shook his head. “You’ve already thanked me for what I did, but I’m glad I was there, too. I’m sure any other policeman would have done the same.”

				“They might have done the same, but it wouldn’t have meant as much to me. Especially with our history.”

				Alex shook his head. “Please, there’s no need...”

				He held up and hand and interrupted him. “Oh, but there is. I’ve had a lot of time to think this past year, and some of the things I’ve remembered have troubled me a great deal. One of those things is how I acted toward you in the past. I never liked your coming here with your father, but I tolerated it because he was the best gardener I’d ever had and because I knew he didn’t want to leave you home alone after your mother passed away. I’m afraid I wasn’t very gracious to you, and I said things that must have cut deeply into a child’s heart.”

				Grace stilled and glanced at Alex. A slight flush covered her cheeks. He took a deep breath. “You’re right about that, but it’s in the past.”

				“Then when Grace told me the two of you were in love,” her father continued, “I behaved even worse. I’m saying all this tonight, Alex, because I now realize how wrong I was to judge you because of my misguided ideas about social position. I’ve wanted to tell you this for some time, and I’m glad you’re here tonight so I can. I want to ask you to forgive me for how I’ve treated you in the past. I hope you can find it in your heart to do so.”

				After a moment, Alex swallowed. “I forgive you, Mr. Kincaid, and I thank you for telling me this. It means a lot to me.”

				Her father smiled. “Harrison, Alex. No more Mr. Kincaid.”

				A slow grin pulled at Alex’s lips. “That may take some time, but I’ll try.”

				Harrison let out a big breath. “Good. Now that’s all taken care of, we can finish our coffee.”

				A rustling sound at the door alerted them that someone had entered, and Alex glanced over his shoulder at Nancy, the maid, who stood just inside the room. She looked at Grace. “Excuse me, Miss Grace, a man from Hammonds Garage is on the phone. He says he needs to talk to you about all the damage to your car.”

				Grace set her cup on the coffee table and jumped to her feet. “Thanks, Nancy.”

				Her father glanced at Grace. “All the damage? I thought you said it was just a few bullet holes.”

				She cast a frantic look at Alex who had also risen before she responded. “I’ll, uh, go see what he has to say.”

				Her father shook his head. “No. I can tell you’re hiding something from me. What’s going on?” He moved his chair closer and glared at her. “I may be in a wheelchair, but I still have my mental faculties. Are you not telling me something?”

				Grace glanced over at the maid. “Nancy, please tell Mr. Hammonds I’ll call him later.” She turned back to her father. “Please, Dad, the doctor has told us it’s not good for you to get upset. I was only trying to spare you the details.”

				Her father grasped the arms of his wheelchair and gritted his teeth. “Grace, tell me what’s going on.”

				Even in his present condition, Grace’s father could still create a commanding presence. Alex had seen it many times, and tonight was no exception. Grace turned to him, a pleading look on her face. “Alex, help me out here....”

				Alex took a deep breath. “I’m sure Grace didn’t want to worry you by not telling you everything that happened in the park today. The truth is her car was bombarded with gunfire today while we were huddled behind it.” His voice seemed to echo in the now-quiet room.

				Her father’s face paled, and his mouth hung open. Her mother bolted out of her chair. “What did you say?”

				Alex glanced at Grace and sighed. “I’m sorry, Grace, but they deserve to know what happened.”

				“What are you talking about?” Mr. Kincaid’s voice thundered across the room.

				Grace started to protest, but Alex held up his hand. “No, Grace. They need to know the truth.” Before she could protest again, he began to speak and didn’t quit until he had told them everything that had happened since the incident on the bridge. “So,” he concluded, “I think Grace needs to back away from this story and let the police handle it.”

				“And I think you’re right,” her father said.

				“So do I,” her mother added.

				Grace clasped her hands in her lap and stared down at them for a few moments before she took a deep breath, rose slowly to her feet and looked at her parents. “I understand your concern, but I can’t back down from this. You knew when I entered this type of work that I might be called on to report stories that would put me in danger, but that’s one of the things that drew me to journalism. I love the excitement of following a story, and I want to find out what happened to Landon. He was my friend, and I think I owe it to him to find out the truth about his death.”

				Her mother’s eyes filled with tears. “Even at the expense of worrying your parents?”

				Grace hurried to her mother’s side and grasped her hands. “I don’t want to worry you and Dad, but this is something I have to do.” She glanced back at Alex. “Besides, I’ll be safe. Alex has agreed to help me.”

				Her father studied them for a moment before he shook his head. “Don’t you understand? Sometimes we have no control over what happens to us. Look at me. I’m a prime example of that. I never thought I’d end up in a wheelchair, but here I am.”

				Grace stared down at her clutched hands in her lap. “Dad, please, don’t get upset.”

				“No,” he said. “You have to understand how quickly something can happen that will change your life forever. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary when I left my office the day I was shot. People were leaving their workplaces, and the street was filled with traffic. All of a sudden I heard the roar of a car and gunshots. It took a few seconds for me to realize I was on the ground and bleeding. Even with so many potential witnesses around, nobody could describe the car or the shooter. The police thought someone shot into the crowd, and I was the unlucky one hit. I don’t want this or even something worse for you.”

				“Please, Dad, try to understand. This means a lot to me.”

				“Grace, your mother and I think—”

				Alex stepped forward and interrupted. “I think you’re wasting your breath. I’ve already tried to talk Grace out of this. But I promise you, I’ll stick close to her and make sure nothing happens to her.”

				Grace mouthed the words thank you before she turned to her father. “See, Dad? Alex will be with me.”

				Her father exhaled a deep breath and nodded. “Very well then. I don’t like it, but I’ll feel better if Alex is with you. Please be careful. I don’t think your mother and I could stand it if anything happened to you.”

				Grace bent over her father and kissed his cheek, then stepped beside her mother and did the same thing. “Thank you. I love you both so much. I promise I’ll be careful.”

				Tears flooded her father’s eyes, and he glanced at Alex. “Promise me you’ll take care of my daughter, Alex.”

				Alex nodded. “I’ll do everything in my power to keep her safe, sir.”

				“Good.” He cleared his throat and glanced at her mother. “Now why don’t you help me to my room, and we can leave these two young people alone?”

				“You don’t have to do that,” Alex protested.

				Her father shook his head. “No, I’m tired. I had a rough day with my therapist. I’m ready to go to bed.” He smiled at them. “Good night, Alex. It was good to have you in our home, and, Grace, I’ll see you in the morning.”

				Alex stood next to Grace as her mother followed the slowly moving wheelchair from the room. When the door closed, she turned back to Alex. “Thank you for supporting me.”

				He rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “I don’t think I did you any favors. I’d feel better if you’d do what your father wanted and forget all about Landon Mitchell’s death.”

				“I can’t do that.”

				He studied her for a moment. “No, I guess you can’t. You always went after what you wanted, and it didn’t matter what anybody else said or if they got hurt as long as you got your way. You’d think after all these years I would have learned my lesson, but I guess I haven’t.” He exhaled and pulled the Sudoku puzzle from his pocket. “Why don’t we work on this now?”

				Before she could answer, he strode across the room, grabbed a chair and carried it to the desk by the window. After a moment she followed, and they sank down in the two chairs now at the desk.

				Neither of them spoke. Then Alex laid the paper he held on the desk, pulled a pencil from a cup that held a variety of writing instruments and began to study the puzzle. Beside him Grace crossed her arms and fidgeted as the minutes went by, but she didn’t say anything.

				Grace’s anger radiated out of her body like a blazing fire consuming everything in its path. Alex heard the intake of her breath and knew what that meant. He’d experienced enough of her lectures in the past to know. He dropped the pencil onto the desk and leaned back in the chair.

				“Okay, let’s have it.”

				She hesitated. “Have what?”

				“The lecture you’re about to deliver. What is it this time? I’m insensitive to your feelings, or I don’t understand you or your opinion is never important to me? Which one is it? I’ve heard them all.”

				He turned to her, and his heart pricked at the tears she tried unsuccessfully to blink from her eyes. Her mouth opened as if she meant to speak, but she said nothing. Her shoulders drooped, and her body appeared to deflate. She didn’t move but held her gaze steady on him. Finally, she frowned and slowly reached across until her hand rested on his arm.

				“Was I really that awful, Alex? Did I make you feel like I thought I was superior?”

				The sudden shift in her mood startled him, and he regretted the harsh tone he’d used with her. His skin grew warm where she touched him, and he had to force himself not to cover her hand with his. He swallowed as he stared at her. “Sometimes.”

				A tear escaped the corner of her eye and trickled down her cheek. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. Then she reopened her eyes and looked at him with a sad expression that stabbed at his heart. “I guess old habits are hard to break. I admit when I turned toward you a few minutes ago I was going to let you know that I wasn’t the only one at fault when we broke up. We were young, and we wanted different things. We gave up too easily.”

				Alex pulled his arm toward him, and her hand released him. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “Yeah, but we had a lot going against us, Grace. You wanted a life away from Memphis and I didn’t. Besides that, your family didn’t like me.” He sighed. “I guess it turned out all right in the end.”

				“It will turn out all right only if we can forgive each other and try to be friends again. Don’t you want us to be able to be together without reliving all the hurts of the past?”

				He didn’t know how to answer her. He wished they could go back and capture the childhood friendship they’d had, but he didn’t know if he could do that or not. However he felt, though, he had promised her father he would make sure nothing happened to her on her mission to find out the truth about Landon’s death. But could his battered heart survive letting Grace back into his life? Alex and Grace together again. This time as friends. Nothing more.

				Finally, he nodded. “I want to see if we can. I promise I’ll do my part, and I won’t bring up the past again.”

				She smiled, and the light from the room’s crystal chandelier reflected in the tears standing in her eyes. “I won’t, either. We’ll start anew tomorrow, and we’ll concentrate on finding the answer to Landon’s death. Maybe by working together we can achieve some kind of truce between the two of us.”

				He squeezed her hand and smiled. “Maybe so.” He picked up the puzzle from the desk and pushed to his feet. “I think I’d better go now. We both have a lot to think about. I’ll finish the puzzle and come by the TV station tomorrow.”

				She smiled and stood beside him. “That sounds good. Make it after lunch if possible. The mornings are hectic.”

				“I have no idea how long this will take me, but I won’t come in the morning.”

				“I’ll see you to the door.”

				They walked from the room with Alex right behind her. When Grace opened the front door, she smiled at him again. “Thank you for coming, Alex. You have eased my father’s mind a lot. He’s been so concerned that you wouldn’t forgive him.”

				“I’m glad I came, too. I’d like to come see your father again sometime if he’d like.”

				“He would be thrilled. He gets very lonely.”

				Alex stepped outside and turned back to face Grace. “Then tell him I’ll drop by from time to time to see how he’s doing. Tell your mother thank you for the wonderful meal, and I’ll see you tomorrow. Good night.”

				“Good night, Alex.”

				He walked to his car, which he’d parked in the circle driveway in front of the house, and got in. Grace stood in the doorway as he headed back to the main gate. Just before he got there, it opened, and he drove out onto the road. She must have opened it for him.

				Alex settled back in his seat and glanced up at the bright Memphis skyline in the distance. He turned the car toward the city and smiled. All in all the evening had been a success, and he felt better than he had in a long time.

				He patted the right side of his chest, and the puzzle paper inside his pocket rustled. Maybe this clue would give them some answers to Landon Mitchell’s death. By tomorrow this time, he might be able to close a case that had been cold for twelve years. If they did solve the case, Alex had one regret—Landon’s father wouldn’t be there to know.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FIVE

				With the noon newscast completed, Grace hurried off the set toward her office. She had almost reached her destination when she realized she wasn’t alone. She stopped and turned to face Todd, who had followed her.

				She crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow. “Is there something I can do for you, Todd?”

				“I’ve been concerned about your injury and wanted to ask how you’re feeling.” He smiled, and she wondered why his trademark grin never quite reached his eyes. Perhaps it was because she’d seen him practicing the expression in front of a mirror from time to time. She wasn’t about to be fooled by his insincere interest in her well-being.

				Grace pasted a smile on her face. “I’m almost as good as new, but thanks for asking.”

				She turned to leave, but he took a step closer. “Any leads in the investigation of your friend’s death?”

				She shook her head. “Nothing yet, but don’t worry. If I learn anything, you’ll be the last person I tell.”

				His smile disappeared, and anger flashed in his eyes. “Don’t get smart with me. I simply asked you a question.”

				“A question?” She frowned at him and took his measure. “I thought you might know the answer already. I have a feeling you’re keeping a close watch on me.”

				His face turned red, and his eyes grew wide. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Oh, come on, Todd. I know you’d like to get out of Memphis, and you’d do anything to make it happen, even snatch a story right out from under one of your colleagues. I’ve heard the stories about what you did to your last coanchor, and I don’t intend to let you do that to me.”

				He shook his head. “I could care less about your story. I can find my own without any help from you.” His angry voice echoed down the hall, and several cameramen who were standing at the other end turned and stared at them. He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “You’re making a big mistake if you think you scare me. I intend to go somewhere else, and I won’t allow you or anybody else to stop me.”

				She studied him for a moment before she spoke. “I assure you I won’t stop you from going, but let this be a warning to you, Todd. You stay away from me and from my story. I’m going to be watching to make sure you do. If you want to get to the networks so badly, do it on your own. Don’t use my work as your stepping stone.”

				Before he could reply, she whirled and stormed down the hallway. When she rounded the corner leading toward her office, she came to an abrupt halt. Alex, his back to her and with his cell phone to his ear, leaned against the wall across from her office door. She drank in the familiar sight. A smile tugged at her lips when she noticed his hair touching his collar in the back. How many times in the past had she reminded him it was time to get a haircut?

				“I’ll check in with you later, Brad,” she heard him say, and she shook her head to rid it of those troubling thoughts from the past.

				Grace took a deep breath and stepped closer. “Hello, Alex. I wondered when you would come by.”

				He straightened to his full height and turned to face her. He smiled as he slipped his phone in his pocket. “Hi, Grace,” he said. “I arrived while you were doing the newscast. Some girl named Julie offered to let me sit in your office, but I told her I’d wait in the hall.”

				Grace rolled her eyes as she pushed the door open. “Julie is new here. We’re having a time training her in proper office procedures. She’s very naive.” She grinned at him and waved him to a chair as she sat down in her desk chair. “Of course I wouldn’t have minded you waiting in here.”

				“No problem.” He pulled the puzzle out of his pocket. “I finished this while I was having my coffee this morning. I have the coordinates.”

				She reached across the desk. “May I see it?”

				He hesitated a moment. “I suppose I’m hoping you’ll give up this search.” When she didn’t respond, he sighed and handed her the puzzle. “I’ve written the coordinates at the bottom of the page.”

				She nodded and studied the completed puzzle. “I’m glad you like to do these. I never can get the numbers right. Are you sure this is correct?”

				He nodded. “It has to be. All the lines across and all those going down have the numbers one through nine in them. You know you’re wrong when you get to a point that some line has two of the same numbers in it. Then you’ve made a mistake. I did this very carefully, and there are no mistakes showing up.”

				“I’m not questioning you, Alex, but I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since I received that call and the puzzles started coming. Something popped into my mind this morning, and I wanted to ask your opinion.”

				“Okay, what is it?”

				She took a deep breath. “Do you think Mr. Mitchell died in the fall from the bridge?”

				“Of course he did. Nobody could have survived that fall.”

				“How can you be sure? You never recovered a body.”

				Alex shook his head. “Don’t try to make this more complicated than it is. With the currents like they are in the river, his body is downstream somewhere. It may never be found. What made you start thinking about this anyway?”

				“I think it’s odd that a man called so soon after the newscast. What if it was Mr. Mitchell and he’s the one sending all the clues?”

				“It wasn’t Mitchell. Harbor patrol combed the water around the bridge and along the banks for hours. If he had surfaced and come ashore, they would have seen him. He didn’t survive the fall.” He walked to the door and opened it. “Now let’s go see what this next clue is going to tell us.”

				She started to protest, but she pursed her lips and nodded. Although she might wish Mr. Mitchell had survived that fall, Alex was right. It seemed highly unlikely. With a sigh, she reached into the drawer of her desk and pulled her purse out. “Then let’s go.”

				He glanced at his watch. “I didn’t realize the time. Would you like some lunch first?”

				“That sounds good. Where would you like to go?”

				“A new barbecue place opened a few blocks from here. Why don’t we give it a try?”

				She placed her purse strap over her shoulder and smiled. “Like we did every other barbecue place in the city? I don’t think you’d ever get tired of eating it.”

				Alex chuckled as he walked over and held the door open for her. “You got that right. I guess you know me well.”

				Grace glanced up as she walked past and smiled. “I guess I do.”

				She expected him to frown at the teasing tone of her voice, but he didn’t. Instead, he gave a small nod. “You’ve always known me better than anyone else.”

				She looked away from him and took a deep breath. For the first time in the past few days she felt Alex was more relaxed around her than he had been before. Perhaps dinner at her home last night and her father’s apology had been what he needed to see it was possible for them to be friends again. She hoped so, because she liked that he was more like the old Alex. She only hoped they could continue this comfortable truce.

				* * *

				Alex frowned as he pulled into the parking lot at the entrance to the Wolf River Greenway and glanced over at Grace. “Are you sure you’re following the coordinates correctly?”

				She nodded. “Yes. The next clue has to be hidden somewhere along the greenway.”

				He came to a stop in one of parking places and turned off the engine then turned toward her. “After what happened yesterday, there’s no way we’re going onto a path that runs through a forest and along the banks of the Wolf River. The guy who shot at us yesterday is probably out there somewhere waiting for us.”

				“I think you’re right,” she said. “What do you suggest we do?”

				He pulled his cell phone out. “I’m going to call for some help. We can get some officers in there to search the forest. If they don’t find anything, they can accompany us on the greenway when we go to find the spot. But we’re not taking a step into that area before it’s checked out first.”

				“That sounds good to me.”

				Alex made the call, and within minutes two squad cars pulled into the parking lot. Alex stepped out of the car and met them. They listened as he explained the situation and then headed onto the path that led down to the river. He watched them go before he climbed back in the car with Grace.

				“Aren’t you going with them?” she asked.

				“No. I don’t want to leave you alone. That guy would probably love to find you all alone sitting in a car in a parking lot. It’s better that I stay behind and make sure nothing happens to you.”

				She smiled. “Thanks, Alex.”

				“No need to thank me. I really am a good cop, Grace.”

				Her cheeks flushed, and she glanced down at her clenched fists in her lap. “I know that.”

				He pulled his gaze away from her to look out the window. “The temperature is dropping outside. If you get too cold, I can start the car and turn the heat on.”

				She shook her head and pulled her coat tighter around her. “There’s no need for that. How long do you think they’ll be?”

				“I don’t know. The length of the greenway at this point is over a mile long. They’ll have to search through the forest all along the path. It could take a while.”

				She yawned. “Then I think I’ll close my eyes for a few minutes. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

				“Go ahead. I’ll wake you when they get back.”

				She adjusted the seat to lean back and snuggled down in it. Within minutes a soft snore rippled from her throat. Alex sat still as long as he could before he opened the door and stepped out into the parking lot.

				He glanced at his watch and wondered where the officers were at that moment and if they had found anything. Even if they didn’t, he wasn’t sure he and Grace should follow through with the search for another clue. Every time he thought about the bullets that had flown past their heads the day before, he felt a moment of fear. It was astonishing that neither of them had been injured.

				So far he had helped Grace survive two attempts on her life. All it would take for the killer to succeed would be for him to let his guard down for one second. He had to make sure he didn’t do that.

				He began to pace up and down beside the car. Each time he passed the window, he looked inside at Grace who appeared to be sleeping as if she didn’t have a care in the world. He wished he could feel that way, but the promise he’d made her father weighed heavily on his mind.

				An hour later he was still pacing when the officers emerged from the greenway path. He stood still and waited as the officer in charge came toward him. “We didn’t find anything, Detective. There wasn’t a sign of anybody on the path or in the forest. We couldn’t find any evidence that anyone had been there recently.”

				Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to know. As I told you, we have a note from a suspected killer. He claims he’s left a clue for us in the woods. We need to find it, and I’d like for your men to accompany us in case he decides to show up while we’re there.”

				The officer nodded. “We can do that.”

				Alex opened the car door, leaned in and shook Grace’s shoulder. “Grace, wake up. The officers are back.”

				She bolted into a sitting position and wiped at her eyes. “Oh, I didn’t mean to go to sleep. Did they find anything?”

				“No, but they’re going back with us. Are you ready?”

				She nodded, stepped out of the car and pulled the GPS unit from her pocket. She looked around at the gathered officers and took a deep breath. “Well, let’s go see what our friend has planned for us today.”

				Alex’s heart thudded, and he fell into step with her. The officers fanned out on either side of them and behind as they headed for the path. Alex pulled his gun from the holster and bit down on his lip. They would soon know what Grace’s mysterious caller had in store for them today.

				* * *

				Grace consulted the GPS coordinates as she, Alex, and the officers stepped onto the paved path that meandered along the banks of the Wolf River. Since she’d been back in Memphis, she’d enjoyed many weekend afternoons walking the pathway. Today was different, and it wasn’t just the December chill in the air. The police officers who provided protection for them were a reminder of the danger involved in what they were about to do.

				Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Alex’s gaze sweeping back and forth across the path and into the forest. He held his gun as if he was ready to fire at a moment’s notice. They walked in silence for a few minutes before Alex spoke. “This is my first time along the greenway. It must be nice out here in the spring.”

				She glanced at him, but he was staring past her into the trees. “You don’t have to try and keep me calm, Alex. I know we’re in a dangerous position out in the open like this.”

				His face flushed, and he glanced at her. “No, I’m serious. I’ve never been out here before.”

				She laughed, and the tension in her body eased a bit. “You need to get out more often. You don’t know what you’re missing. I love walking along this path and looking at the river and the trees and plants all around. It makes me feel good, knowing this is a protected green area where I can enjoy what God has put in the world for us. By the time this project is finished, this path we’re on is going to stretch for thirty miles all the way downtown from Germantown and Collierville.”

				One of the officers walking beside her spoke up. “She’s right. You should get out here this spring and enjoy some of the activities.”

				Grace looked over her shoulder at all the officers and smiled. “Maybe all of you can join me some Saturday for a short hike along this trail.”

				After she spoke the words, she tensed. How would Alex react to her invitation? Would he think she wasn’t taking today’s mission seriously enough? To her relief, he smiled.

				“I hope the next time we’re not after some crazy guy who wants to shoot us.”

				“Me, too.” She glanced down at the GPS unit. “Maybe we’ll catch him before then, and he’ll be safely behind bars.”

				No one spoke again as they continued walking along the pathway. After about a mile Grace stopped and pointed to the trees alongside the paved walkway. “It’s in there.”

				Alex’s gaze drifted over the densely covered area. “I’m glad the leaves are off. Maybe it won’t be too difficult to find whatever’s been left. Let’s see what it is.”

				The police fanned out in a circle, and they all walked into the woods. They’d only been searching for a few minutes when Grace spotted a manila envelope. It stuck out from underneath a large rock that had been placed at the base of a tree. “I think I have something.”

				The officers formed a protective ring around Grace and continued scanning the forest as Alex trudged through the undergrowth, stopped beside her and glanced down. “He didn’t hide this very well, did he?”

				“No. He wanted to make sure we found it. Since there aren’t any other rocks that size around, he must have moved this one from down near the river.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s see what it is.”

				She picked up the bubble-cushioned mailer that looked to be about six by nine inches and ripped the seal open. Then she stuck her hand inside and pulled out an object wrapped in a piece of paper.

				“What’s that?” Alex asked.

				“I don’t know.” Grace frowned and unwrapped the object. A carved wooden wolf lay inside. She picked up the carving and turned it over and over as she studied it. Suddenly she winced. “Ouch!”

				Alex stepped closer. “What’s the matter?”

				She shook her head. “I’m okay. There’s a sharp edge on the wolf, and it pricked my finger.”

				He frowned. “Does it hurt?”

				“No, but it startled me.” She turned the carving around in her hand again, careful not to touch the edge, and then glanced at the paper it had been wrapped in. She swallowed hard at the words on the page. “He’s left me another note. It says, ‘Some ancient people thought the wolf represented danger. Landon found out it did. Are you next?’”

				Alex raked his hand through his hair. “Okay, that’s it. This guy is getting too vocal in his threats. You are getting out of this investigation right now before it gets more dangerous.”

				Grace glanced down at the wolf and the note again. “Don’t be ridiculous. We must be getting closer, or he wouldn’t feel the need to voice these threats.”

				Alex shook his head and glanced around the area. “We don’t know if he’s out there in the trees watching us or not. He could have you in the sights of a rifle right now.” He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward the pathway as he called out to the officers. “We’re leaving. Let’s get out of here now.”

				Propelled by Alex’s grip on her arm, Grace stumbled forward as she stuck the note and the wolf in her coat pocket. Once on the pathway, Alex didn’t slow down but kept a tight hold on her arm as they strode back toward the entrance. She glanced over her shoulder, and the officers hurried along the path behind them.

				After about half a mile Grace winced at the numbing pain radiating through her trembling legs. What was Alex’s hurry? Her chest heaved, and she panted for breath. “Alex, please slow down. You’re walking too fast for me.”

				His gaze swept the pathway and the trees beside it. “We need to get out of here, Grace. There are too many places someone could be hiding. We’ll slow down when we get to the parking lot.”

				She nodded and allowed him to pull her forward. By the time they’d gone five hundred feet farther her heart pounded so hard, she thought her chest might explode any minute. Her rubbery legs wanted to collapse, but she pushed on.

				A sudden crushing pain gripped her chest, and she gasped for breath. A sound from somewhere in her head filled her, and she glanced toward the trees. She shook her head to clear away the dizziness and squinted at the image staring at her from between two trees. With every ounce of strength she could muster she pulled free of Alex. “Look who’s here,” she mumbled.

				Alex jerked to a stop, whirled to face the trees, and pointed his gun in that direction. “Who is it?”

				The other officers surrounded them within seconds. “What’s going on?” she heard one say.

				“Something’s wrong with Grace,” Alex said, but his voice seemed to be coming from far away.

				She frowned at the gun in Alex’s hand. There was no need for that. She glanced back at the familiar face in the trees staring at her, held out her hand and wiggled her fingers. “It’s all right. You can come to me.”

				Alex turned back to her. “I don’t see...” His eyebrows drew together as he scanned her face. “Grace, are you all right?”

				“I’m fine.” She looked up at Alex. “Why won’t he come here?” She closed her eyes as another wave of dizziness swept over her. She reached for Alex, and he caught her in his arms when she toppled toward him.

				“Grace, what’s the matter?” He knelt down and cradled her in his arms. “You’re not making any sense. Who did you see?”

				She raised a shaking finger and pointed to the trees. “Snowball. I’ll ride him home.”

				“The pony you had when you were a child?” Alex turned his head to stare in the direction she pointed, then back to her. “Where is he?”

				“Right there,” she gasped. “Don’t you see him?”

				“There’s nothing there, Grace.”

				What was the matter with Alex? Didn’t he recognize the pony they’d ridden together when they were children? She struggled to push to her feet, but Alex’s strong arms held her still. “He’s there. I want to ride him.”

				Her eyesight blurred, and she blinked to clear her vision. When she reopened her eyes, the pony had disappeared. She frowned and glanced up at a strange man who hovered over her. Several other faces looked down at her. “Wh-who are you?” she stammered.

				“Grace, it’s Alex. Don’t you recognize me?”

				She shook her head and tried to pull from this stranger’s grasp. “Don’t touch me,” she screamed. “Alex, where are you?” she yelled.

				“I’m right here, Grace.”

				She looked up into the face of the man who spoke, but she didn’t know him. “Do you know Alex?”

				“Grace, I’m Alex.”

				She saw his lips move, but the ringing in her ears drowned out his words. He leaned closer, and she tried to speak. Her breath hitched in her throat, and her words died on her lips.

				The man moved slightly, and she saw a cell phone in his hand. With a sigh she surrendered to the darkness that crept over her.

				* * *

				Alex started to punch in 911 on his cell phone, but one of the other officers was already calling on his phone. Alex cradled Grace’s limp body in his arms as another officer helped him to his feet. He glanced at the man on the phone. “Tell them to meet us at the parking lot. We’re almost there.”

				He held her close as he ran down the path that led back to where he’d left his car. He heard the sirens just before he and the officers reached the entrance to the greenway and stumbled into the parking lot at the same moment the ambulance pulled to a stop.

				The EMTs were out of the ambulance almost before they’d come to a stop, and Alex laid Grace on the gurney they pulled out. Alex stepped back and watched Grace’s pale face as the two men began to check her vitals.

				One of them glanced around at him. “Are you the officer who called this in?”

				The man who’d called stepped forward. “No, I did.”

				The EMT turned his attention back to Alex. “Did anything unusual happen to cause her to faint?”

				“No. We were on our way back to the parking lot when she collapsed. She started breathing heavily, and she became disoriented. She didn’t recognize me and thought she saw a pony she had when she was a child.”

				The second EMT pulled the stethoscope he’d been using to check her heartbeat from his ears and glanced at his partner. “Heartbeat is weak and breathing is shallow. Let’s get her on some oxygen and put her in the ambulance. We need to get to the E.R. right away.”

				Alex nodded. “I’ll follow in my car.” He turned to the officers who’d accompanied them on the greenway. “Thanks, guys. I appreciate all your help today. I need to go to the hospital.”

				The officer in charge nodded. “You go on. I’ve never seen anything like what happened to her out there. Let us know how she gets along.”

				“I will.”

				He cast one last look at Grace before he ran back to his car. Within minutes he was headed up the street. The ambulance’s siren and the wail of the one on his unmarked police car split the afternoon air. Traffic pulled out of their way and allowed them to speed unchecked along the street.

				Alex roared into the hospital parking lot and jumped from his car as soon as it came to a stop. He knew from experience he wouldn’t be allowed through the bay where the EMTs took Grace, so he paused in the parking lot long enough to call his office and alert his partners, Brad and Seth, to what had happened before he ran toward the doors of the emergency room waiting area.

				He rushed inside, came to a stop at the desk and held up his badge. “The EMTs just brought my friend Grace Kincaid in. I followed the ambulance here.”

				The receptionist peered over the rim of her glasses, which sat propped on her nose. “I’ll let you know when there’s any news.”

				He opened his mouth to protest, but he realized it would do no good. As difficult as it was going to be, he had to wait until the doctor had determined what had happened to Grace. He groaned and slunk off to find a seat in the crowded room.

				He’d barely settled in his chair before he thought of Grace’s parents. He’d promised them he would keep their daughter safe and he hadn’t. The bad thing was that he had no idea what had happened to her. Had their mysterious caller with his GPS puzzles been able to cause Grace’s collapse?

				“Alex.” The sound of his name being call jerked him from his thoughts, and he found Laura Austin, his partner Brad’s wife and Grace’s best friend, standing in front of him. He jumped to his feet, and she threw her arms around him. “I just finished a counseling session upstairs, and Brad called to tell me Grace has been brought in.”

				He released her, and they sat down together on the couch. “I’m glad he did. I didn’t know if you were working here or at Cornerstone Clinic today. Thank you for coming down.”

				Laura smiled. “Where else would I be? I’ve always been there when Grace has gotten into scrapes. But tell me what’s happened. Brad said she’s unconscious.”

				She listened as Alex related the events earlier on the greenway. When he got to the part about how she had become delusional and passed out, his voice grew husky. He swallowed before finishing his story. “I’ve been over everything that happened on the greenway, but I can’t figure out what caused her attack. It was like some allergic reaction.”

				Laura pursed her mouth and frowned. “Could it have been something in the environment? A tree or plant?”

				“I thought of that, but it’s December. There’s very little vegetation out there.”

				Laura thought for a moment. “Then did she touch anything?”

				Alex shook his head. “Nothing but the...” He stopped in midsentence, and his eyes widened. “The wood carving!”

				His loud words startled Laura, and she jumped. “What are you talking about?”

				“The envelope contained a carving of a wolf and a note. She touched those. The carving had a sharp edge on it, and she pricked her finger with it. That has to be it!” He sprang from his seat. “They’re still in her pocket. I need to tell the doctor to test them.”

				He took a step to go to the desk, but Laura grabbed his arm to stop him. “Wait, Alex. You can’t go back there, but as a nurse, I can. I’ll go tell the doctor. You sit tight, and I’ll let you know what he says.”

				He nodded. “All right, but tell the doctor to be careful. He needs to wear gloves before handling those items.”

				“I’ll tell him and be right back.” Laura strode across the room, stopped at the desk and spoke with the receptionist. She nodded and pushed a button, and the entrance to the treatment area opened.

				Alex sat down and waited for Laura to return. It seemed like hours before he saw the door open again and Laura emerge. He was on his feet before she reached him. “How is she?”

				“She’s still unconscious.”

				“What did the doctor say when you told him about the note and the carving?”

				“The doctor found both of them in Grace’s pocket. He’s sent them to the lab for testing. They should know something in a little while. In the meantime, we just have to wait.”

				He sank back on the couch and raised a shaking hand to wipe his forehead. “Waiting has always been hard for me to do, but I’m glad you’re here.”

				She sighed, glanced at her watch and rose to her feet. “I wish I could stay, but I need to get back to work. I’ll check with you later to see how Grace is doing. When she wakes up, tell her I was here.”

				He stood and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for coming, Laura.”

				She smiled before she turned and walked down the hallway that led into the hospital proper. He stared after her for a moment and then stepped to the side of the room and pulled out his cell phone. There was no putting off the inevitable any longer. He had to call Grace’s parents and tell them he hadn’t been able to protect their daughter the way he’d promised.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIX

				Grace opened her eyes and frowned as she tried to determine where she was. She lay in a bed, but this wasn’t the comfortable mattress she was so used to. She squinted at a small light shining through a cracked door that led into another room, a bathroom perhaps. A soft snore alerted her she wasn’t alone, and she turned her head to look to her right.

				In the darkened room she could make out the form of her mother in the chair next to the bed. She tried to raise her head, but it was no use. She slumped back, her head against the pillow and moaned.

				Her mother jerked upright and was on her feet in one swift move. She leaned over the bed and gazed down at her. “Grace, are you awake?”

				She licked at her dry lips and struggled to speak. “Wh-where am I?”

				“You’re in the hospital.”

				Grace closed her eyes and tried to remember what had happened. The greenway popped into her mind, and her eyes blinked open. “Alex?”

				Her mother patted her arm. “Alex is fine. You collapsed while the two of you were with the police officers at the greenway. They called 911 and got you here in time. You’re going to be fine.”

				A memory of running along the path returned, but nothing else. “Wh-where is Alex?”

				“He called us after you were brought in, and your father and I came right away. When the doctors told us you were going to be all right, Alex took your father home so I could stay. He’ll be by in the morning to see you.”

				She nodded and closed her eyes. She wanted to talk more, but she couldn’t concentrate. Right now she wanted to go back to sleep. There would be time later to find out why she was in the hospital.

				The next time Grace opened her eyes, the sun streamed through the windows. She turned her head toward where her mother had sat the last time she awoke and saw instead Alex reading a newspaper in a chair next to her bed.

				He glanced up and saw her looking at him. “Good morning. So you’re finally awake. I thought you were going to sleep all day.”

				She frowned. “What time is it?”

				“It’s nearly ten o’clock.”

				“Why aren’t you at work?”

				“I’ll go in after lunch. I wanted to be with you when you woke up.”

				She looked around the room. “Where’s my mother? She was here when I woke up before.”

				“I sent her home when I got here. She hadn’t slept any, and I told her I’d stay with you.”

				“What about my father? Mother told me you took him home last night.”

				Alex nodded. “He didn’t want to leave, but he was really tired. I took him home and got him settled in bed.”

				Grace’s eyes grew wide. “You helped my father to bed?”

				Alex’s face flushed, and he nodded. “I was glad to do it. Your mother wanted to stay here, and I told her I’d make sure your father got to bed.”

				“Thank you for doing that.” A sudden thought struck her. “But it was the maid’s night off. Did he stay in the house alone?”

				Alex shook his head. “No. I couldn’t leave him alone. I stayed in the guest room and put the phone by his bed so he could call my cell phone during the night if he needed me.”

				Grace’s mouth gaped open. “You stayed at our house with my father?”

				“I did.”

				Tears filled Grace’s eyes. “Thank you, Alex. That was very kind of you. Especially since you and my father haven’t had a good relationship in the past.”

				Alex smiled at her. “When your father apologized, I knew I had to meet him halfway if we were ever to overcome the memories of the past. The more I’m around him, the more I can see his good qualities. I think we may end up being friends.”

				Grace smiled, too, and wiped at the corner of her eye. “Nothing would make me happier.”

				Alex cleared his throat and folded the newspaper he’d been holding when she woke up. “Laura’s been here several times. She came in yesterday after we got here, and she dropped by this morning on her way to work.”

				“I hope she wasn’t worried about me.”

				His eyes darkened, and his gaze lingered on her face. “We were all worried about you, Grace.”

				She tried to pull her gaze away from him, but she couldn’t. “I’ll call her later.” Alex stared at her without speaking, and after a moment Grace cleared her throat and started to rise. “I need to get up.”

				Alex jumped to his feet and shook his head. “You can’t get up until a nurse comes to help you. I’ll call for one.”

				He grabbed the cord for the call button and punched it. “She’s awake,” he responded when the nurse’s station answered.

				Within seconds a nurse entered the room, stopped beside the bed and smiled. “It’s good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”

				Grace hesitated before she answered. “I’m not sure yet.”

				“Do you think you’re strong enough to walk to the bathroom?”

				“I think so.”

				The nurse turned to Alex. “If you’ll excuse us for a moment, I’ll help Miss Kincaid get freshened up a bit. I’ll call you back in when we have her ready for breakfast.”

				Alex nodded. “I’ll be outside.”

				When he’d exited the room, the nurse released the side rails of the bed and supported Grace as she sat up on the side of the bed. “How’s that?”

				A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she swayed. “I’ll be okay in a moment.”

				“Take it easy. You’ve been through a lot.”

				Grace looked up at her and frowned. “What happened to me?”

				“We can talk about that after you’re feeling stronger. First, let’s get you ready to visit with that handsome police detective. From what the other nurses tell me, he was a nervous wreck when you were brought in. He paced the waiting room floor for hours. It’s plain to see how he feels about you.”

				Grace smiled and shook her head. “We’re really good friends. We have been since we were children.”

				The nurse arched her eyebrows. “All I can say is I wish I had a friend who cared about me so much.”

				Grace laughed and allowed herself to be helped to her feet. Thirty minutes later with a clean hospital gown on and her breakfast tray in front of her Grace sat up in bed and smiled as Alex walked back into the room.

				“I was beginning to wonder where you’d gone.”

				He grinned and slipped his cell phone in his pocket. “I was on the phone with Brad. He said Laura is worried sick about you.”

				Grace laid her fork on the tray and looked at Alex as he sat down in the chair next to the bed. “I’ve been trying to remember what happened. The last thing I remember is you pulling me along the path. I thought my lungs were going to explode. What happened?”

				“You collapsed, and we called 911.”

				“I know that, but why did I faint?”

				Alex shifted to the edge of his chair and stared at her. “Do you remember the wolf and the note?”

				“Yes.”

				“And do you remember pricking your finger on a sharp edge?”

				“Yes.”

				Alex inhaled a deep breath. “When the lab tested the wolf and the note, they found both of them were covered with cyanide. The poison was able to enter your system through the small nick on your finger, and your mysterious puzzle maker knew that’s what would happen. If we hadn’t gotten here in time, you might be dead now.”

				“Cyanide?” A shiver ran up her spine, and Grace flinched. “But I thought cyanide killed you right away.”

				“From what the doctor said, that only happens in the movies. It actually works much slower than chomping down on a capsule and dying instantly.”

				“Was I really in danger of dying?”

				“You could have. The doctor told us cyanide poisoning can occur in different ways—by eating cyanide-laced food, inhaling cyanide gas or absorbing it through the skin. I wrote down what they gave you as an antidote.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and glanced down at it. “They gave you sodium nitrite and sodium thiosulfate. You’ll be fine in a few days. You just need to rest.”

				Grace rubbed her hand over her forehead. “I wish I could remember. I recall trying to keep up with you on the pathway, and I remember falling down. But nothing else.” She glanced up at Alex. “Did I just faint?”

				He fidgeted in his chair. “I thought you were conscious, but you were talking out of your head.”

				“What did I say?”

				“You said you saw Snowball standing in the forest.”

				Her eyes grew wide. “Snowball? I thought I saw my pony?”

				He chuckled. “Yeah. You said you wanted to ride him home.”

				“Did I say anything else?”

				He hesitated a moment, then took a deep breath. “No, you lost consciousness. None of us could figure out what happened to you. It was really scary, Grace. Thank goodness we got you here in time.”

				“I remember being dizzy, and then I felt really frightened.” She swallowed the fear that rose in her throat. “Alex, he’s tried to kill me twice.”

				He looked at her without blinking. “I know. This has gotten out of hand, Grace. We can’t let this happen again. He might be successful the next time.”

				“But what are we going to do? We can’t let him scare us off.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet, but I will. I’ve promised your parents I’ll keep you safe, and I intend to keep that promise. For now, though, you need to rest and get well.”

				“You’re right. I should have listened to you all along. Right now I’m so grateful to be alive, and I have you to thank for that. You’ve done what you promised.”

				He leaned over and covered her hand with his. “Don’t worry, Grace. We’re going to get this guy. We just have to go about it in a different way now.”

				She nodded and lay back on her pillow. Her heartbeat quickened at the thought of what might have happened if Alex and the other officers hadn’t been with her yesterday. For some reason the person who had killed Landon had set his sights on her. She’d been fortunate to escape him twice, but she might not be able to a third time.

				Perhaps she’d been wrong to push Alex into including her in this investigation. Now she had put him in the position of not only finding a killer but protecting her at the same time. Her stubborn determination to have her way in this investigation had put him in danger also, and she regretted that. She should have realized he was the trained police officer and listened to him, but she had pushed him into including her. And he had given in, just like he always had when they were children.

				She glanced over at him sitting beside the bed. “I’m sorry, Alex.”

				He lowered the newspaper he was reading. “For what?”

				“For insisting on being included in this investigation. I have put you in danger, and I’m truly sorry for that.”

				His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, and after a moment he spoke. “It’s something I face every day, Grace. It’s not your fault that somebody wants to kill you. I just want to keep you safe.”

				Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked. “Thank you. I know you’ll do that.”

				She looked down at her hand on top of the blanket and stared at Landon’s ring on her finger. Whoever had tried to kill her had kept that ring for twelve years. How she wished it could talk and tell her where it had been, but that was impossible. After a moment she turned over, pulled the covers up to her chin and closed her eyes. She needed to sleep. Maybe when she woke she wouldn’t be haunted by the thought of someone lurking in the shadows and planning his next attempt on her life.

				* * *

				Alex drank the last drops out of the soda can, tossed it into the waiting room trash can and glanced at his watch. The doctor had been in Grace’s room for about fifteen minutes. What could be taking him so long?

				Alex walked to the door and peered down the hall toward Grace’s room. A nurse stepped out and walked back toward the nurse’s station. He stopped her when she drew even with him. “Excuse me, but is the doctor still in Miss Kincaid’s room?”

				She nodded. “He is, but he’ll be out in a few minutes.”

				“Thank you.” He smiled at her and watched as she continued to her destination. He was about to go back and sit down when his cell phone rang. Brad’s number flashed on caller ID. He raised the phone to his ear. “Hey, Brad. What’s up?”

				“I thought you were coming to the office this afternoon.”

				Alex sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I had intended to, but I kept waiting for the doctor. I wanted to hear what he would say about Grace’s condition.”

				“Has he come yet?”

				“Yeah, he’s in with her now. I’m waiting for him to leave. Then I’ll probably come in.”

				“No need to, buddy. Everything’s under control here. Stay with Grace as long as she needs you. I know it’s hard for her parents to be there with her father’s condition.”

				“He was here for a while last night, but I took him home.”

				Brad’s startled gasp vibrated in Alex’s ear. “Since when did you and Harrison Kincaid get so friendly? I thought the guy hated you.”

				Alex chuckled. “Not anymore. It seems the shooting has made a changed man out of him. He’s turned his life over to God. In fact, he asked me to forgive him for the way he treated me when I was growing up.”

				“I never thought I’d hear that, but I’m glad he’s changed. It’s too bad it took him being shot to open his eyes to God’s love for him.”

				“I guess you’re right.”

				“When you see Grace, tell her Laura is coming back to the hospital when she gets off work. She wanted to stay this morning, but she had to get to work because they were short staffed at the clinic. She has some counseling sessions later at the hospital, so she’s going to see Grace before her patients get there.”

				“I told her Laura had come by, so she’s looking forward to seeing her.”

				“Well, they have been best friends since elementary school.” Brad hesitated a moment. “Are things getting better between you and Grace?”

				Alex sighed. “I think we’re getting there. It’s better than it has been.”

				“Good. Laura and I hate to think about our two best friends at odds with each other. We’re praying you and Grace can learn to at least be civil to each other.”

				“Thanks, Brad.”

				“Now if Laura had her way...” He paused for a moment. “Hey, I’m getting a call on another line. I’ll check with you later.”

				Alex ended the call and stared at his phone for a moment. Brad didn’t have to finish his sentence for him to know what he was about to say. Brad and Laura would be happy if he and Grace could get together again. They were his closest friends, too, but he couldn’t make them understand it was too late for him and Grace. She had chosen another life instead of having one with him, and he was doing all right on his own.

				Gritting his teeth, Alex whirled and stormed back into the waiting room. He strode toward the window, stopped in front of it and looked out at the parking lot. Snow had begun to fall, and he watched the swirling flakes fall to the ground.

				Maybe they were going to have a white Christmas this year. When he and Grace were children, they’d wish every year that it would snow for the holidays, but Memphis had seen little snowfall during their childhood. The biggest one had been when they were ten years old. They’d built a snowman and placed one of her father’s hats on its head. He smiled at the memory. Why did things like that keep popping into his head?

				Before he could answer the question in his mind, he heard footsteps in the hall, and he turned to see the doctor walk past the waiting room. He needed to find out what the doctor had said. He strode down the hall to Grace’s room and knocked before entering.

				“Come in,” she called out.

				Her bed was positioned so that she was sitting upright, and she smiled when he walked in. His heart thudded at the thought that she’d almost died the day before. Having her back in his life might be difficult, but having her dead would be unbearable.

				He returned the smile and sat down beside the bed. “What did the doctor say?”

				“He wants me to stay another night, but he feels sure I can go home tomorrow.”

				Alex nodded. “I think that’s wise.”

				“I also talked to my boss at the station. I have two weeks of vacation coming, and I’m going to take off until after Christmas. That should give us some time to figure out where we go from here in the investigation of Landon’s death.”

				His eyes grew wide, and he jumped to his feet. “Whoa, there. What makes you think we go anywhere after what’s happened?”

				She sat up straighter and clenched her hands in her lap. “Because we haven’t found the answer yet.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve thought about this since I woke up. I have to admit I’m scared this guy will come after me again. I don’t think I should go looking for any more of his clues, but we can’t just drop the investigation.”

				Alex shook his head. “No, Grace. You’ve had two attempts on your life. You need to stay out of this. Let me handle it by myself.”

				“I know you’re the trained police officer, and I’m just a nosy news reporter. But I can’t give up.” She held up her hand. “Look at that ring, Alex. Somebody killed Landon and kept it for twelve years. I want to know who did that. Please don’t shut me out. Let me help you with this case. I promise I’ll do whatever you say.”

				He ran his hand through his hair and muttered under his breath. “Why are you so pigheaded? I’m only trying to protect you. I was scared to death yesterday that you were going to die before I could get help. I don’t want to go through that again.”

				Tears pooled in her eyes, and she nodded. “I’m sorry you were scared, but I’m so thankful you were there. Please, Alex, help me find out the truth, and then I’ll never ask you for anything again.”

				He looked at her for a moment, and he felt his resolve crumbling. He sighed in resignation. “Okay, but no more puzzles. This time we’re doing it my way. We’ll investigate with some good old-fashioned police work. Do you understand?”

				She nodded, and the smile that lit her face sent a warm rush through his veins. “Yes, and I promise I’ll listen to you.”

				His gaze drifted over her face, and his breath hitched in his throat when he spied the tiny scar at the edge of her hairline on the right side of her forehead. He reached over and let his finger trace the jagged line that had faded with time. “You’ll listen to me like you did when I was teaching you to ride the bicycle you got for Christmas?”

				She reached up, placed her finger on top of his, and looked into his eyes. “It wasn’t your fault I had a wreck and cut my head. I should have listened to you and let you hold on to me until I learned to balance better.”

				“But your father blamed me, and I blamed myself, too.”

				“I never wanted you to do that.” She smiled. “This scar is very special to me. Every time I look in the mirror to comb my hair, I see it and I think of you. It’s helped me get through a lot of difficult times.”

				He pulled away from her, and she smiled. Then without saying another word, she lay back in bed and closed her eyes. He sat down in the chair beside her bed and picked up a magazine that lay on the bedside table. After a few minutes her breathing became steady, and he realized she had dropped off to sleep.

				There was work to be done at the police station, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. He’d made a promise to her father that he would protect her, and he would do whatever it took to keep that promise. In the past three days she’d almost been killed twice, and he couldn’t let that happen again. If their puzzle maker was determined to get to Grace, he was going to have to go through him first.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVEN

				Grace closed the high school annual she’d been looking at for the past hour, laid it on the den desk and glanced at her watch. This was her second day home from the hospital, and she’d been waiting for Alex to visit all morning. Now that it was midafternoon, she’d begun to wonder if he was coming at all.

				He’d brought her home yesterday and had barely seen her settled before he rushed off to his office. But she really couldn’t blame him. For the past few days he’d been at the hospital a good deal of the time, and his work had probably piled up while he’d been away.

				She stood, walked to the window and pulled back the curtain. The snow that had fallen while she was in the hospital had melted, but the weather prediction called for more accumulation before Christmas, which was only a week and a half away.

				The sound of someone entering the room caught her attention, and she turned to see Alex coming toward her. Tired lines creased his face, and his eyes looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. She frowned. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

				“Nancy let me in.”

				She took a step toward him. “You look tired. Are you all right?”

				A small smile pulled at his lips, and he nodded. “It’s been a hard day at work. My partner Seth and I have been working on a case with a retired police officer for a while now, and it seems to be going nowhere. Besides I haven’t slept much the past few nights.”

				“Why not?”

				“For one thing I’ve been trying to figure out where we go with the Mitchell case now, and the other problem is my father.”

				Grace’s eyebrows knit. “What’s wrong with your father?”

				He looked down at his feet, and she recognized the mannerism he’d had ever since they were children. She knew he would take a breath, look up in a few seconds and proceed to tell her something she probably didn’t want to hear. She braced herself for what he was about to say. “Since my father retired to Florida, he’s been after me to come down there. The town where he lives is going to hire a new police chief, and he wants me to apply for the job. He’s been calling me every day about it.”

				Grace couldn’t control the gasp that escaped her throat. It was as if someone had thrown a glass of ice water in her face. “You aren’t seriously considering it, are you?”

				Alex shrugged. “You know how I feel about Memphis, but my father’s getting older and he’s not well. I suppose I’m kind of in the same situation you were when you had to come back to Memphis because of your father’s situation. Of course my dad’s illness doesn’t compare to what your father’s going through, but he’s my father. He needs me.”

				“I can understand that. Our parents took care of us when we were little. Now it seems it’s our turn to help them. I’ll be praying for you to make the right decision. When do you think you’ll decide?”

				“I told him I’d let him know at Christmas. He’s coming here to spend it with me.”

				Grace smiled. “Then maybe I’ll get to see him. I would like that.”

				Alex nodded. “Maybe so.”

				Grace took a deep breath and walked back to the desk where she’d placed the annuals she’d been studying before Alex arrived. She picked up one and opened it. “I found something I wanted to show you.”

				“What is it?” He walked over and peered down at the book she held.

				She pointed to the three books on the desk and the one she held. “These are our high school annuals. I’ve been looking through them, and I’ve noticed something. In all the pictures of Landon in our freshman and sophomore years he looks like a happy boy. He’s healthy-looking, and he’s smiling in every picture. There are some action shots of him on the football field, and he’s in a lot of pictures with groups of kids. He was one of the leaders in our geocache club during our sophomore year.”

				Alex nodded. “I remember how quick he was on the football field. Once he got started running toward the goal line, there was no stopping him. He was tough, and he could outrun anybody on the team. Coach thought Landon would get a scholarship to a major university.”

				Grace sank down in the desk chair and motioned for Alex to sit in the one beside her. “He had everything going for him. I don’t understand what happened during our junior year that made his life start to fall apart.”

				She opened the annual from their junior year and pointed to his picture. “Look at his face. He had this cocky expression that he never had before. That’s about the time he began to act like he was big man on campus. By the time we were seniors, he’d dropped out of the geocache club. He said he didn’t have time for childish activities. He was into other things.”

				“Did he say what those other things were?”

				Grace shook her head. “When I would ask, he’d just laugh and tell me I was better off not knowing. He dropped all his old friends, including me, quit the football team and took up with a whole new group of kids.”

				“I remember him quitting. Coach was fit to be tied, but Landon wouldn’t change his mind. Do you know who his new friends were?”

				“Yes. They were Jeremy Baker, Billy Warren, Sam Jefferson, Clay Mercer and Dustin Shelton.”

				Alex narrowed his eyes as if he was in deep thought. After a few moments, he nodded. “I remember them. They were a bunch of spoiled rich boys who drove the fastest cars and thought the rules didn’t apply to them. Do you know where they are now?”

				Grace grinned and laid the book on the desk. “No, but I know how we can find out.”

				“How?”

				“I called our high school this morning and talked with the secretary. Did you know that Mr. Donner is still the principal there?”

				He nodded. “Yeah, I see his name in the paper from time to time when the school makes the news.”

				“Well, we have an appointment to see him in...” She paused and glanced at her watch. “In about thirty minutes. I’m glad I thought about calling this morning. This is the last day before Christmas break, and the school will be closed for the next two and a half weeks.”

				“Do you think he might know where these guys are now?” Alex asked.

				Grace rolled her eyes and groaned. “I can’t imagine his not knowing. There probably isn’t a school in the whole state that has an alumni association as active as the one at our old school. I suppose that’s to be expected since it’s a private school that receives a lot of their operating funds from donations. Mr. Donner has even hired an office worker who makes it a priority to keep an updated address list of former students and their families. They send out newsletters and requests for contributions to the school all the time.” She paused and propped her hands on her hips. “Sometimes it seems like I get two letters a week wanting me to donate to some program at the school.”

				Alex chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, I get them, too. In fact, I mailed a check last week for the fund-raiser for some new computers in the technology department.”

				“I got that letter, too.”

				Alex glanced at his watch. “Well, if we’re going, we need to be on our way. Traffic may be heavy this time of day.”

				“My coat’s in the hall closet. I’ll get it.”

				He nodded and followed her from the room. When they reached the closet, she pulled the coat out, and he held it for her to slip her arms inside. Then he turned her to face him and pulled the coat tight around her. “It’s cold outside today.”

				His fingers brushed her throat, and her pulse raced. “I know.”

				He stared at her for a moment, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. Then he stepped back, cleared his throat and glanced over his shoulder. “Where are your parents?”

				“They’re upstairs. My father is taking a nap, and my mother is wrapping Christmas presents. She wants to get all of them under the tree tonight. And that reminds me, they said they’d like for you to stay for dinner.”

				He shook his head. “That’s not necessary. I’ve already eaten here once this week.”

				She stopped and looked up at him. “It’s an invitation, Alex. They appreciate what you did for us.”

				“I didn’t do anything special.”

				“You called for an ambulance and carried me from the greenway, then you brought my father home and put him to bed. You also stayed the night so he wouldn’t be alone. You did a lot.”

				“It was no more than any friend would have done.”

				“Then stay and let us show you how much we appreciate your friendship.”

				He seemed to consider the offer, and she held her breath, waiting for his answer. After a moment he nodded. “Okay, I’ll stay for dinner.”

				Grace smiled and opened the door. “Good. Now let’s go see if our former principal can help us locate Landon’s friends. If we can find them, they may be able to answer a lot of questions about what made Landon change from the boy we’d known and why he had a wolf’s head tattooed on his shoulder.”

				* * *

				The school had changed very little since the last time Alex had been inside. The trophy case still hung on the wall in the spot where it had been when he was a student, and posters of club meetings and extracurricular activities dotted the walls.

				He stopped in front of the trophy case and saw the gold-plated championship cup his football team had won his senior year. The memory of the night they became state champs still excited him after all these years. He knew the coach had retired some years ago, but he had no idea where most of his teammates were. He hadn’t kept up with anyone after high school except Grace and Brad.

				The door to the school office opened, and Grace stepped out into the hall. She walked over and stopped beside him. “The principal is on the phone. His secretary will call us when he’s ready to see us.” She didn’t speak for a few minutes as she looked at the awards inside the case. “There’s the state championship trophy from our senior year. Do you remember the night of the game?”

				He straightened and grinned. “Yeah, I do. I couldn’t believe we beat the top-ranked school, but we did. We all went to that hamburger place down the street to celebrate.”

				She laughed. “I was so proud of you because you’d been named Most Valuable Player for the game, but you shrugged it off like it was no big deal.”

				He grinned. “I thought it was more macho to pretend I didn’t care. Of course I was proud.” He looked at the trophy again. “Seeing it after all this time takes me back to our school days. I can’t believe it’s been twelve years since we graduated from high school.”

				She rolled her eyes. “I can. A lot has happened since then. I’m twelve years older, and I know I’m not that young girl anymore. I check the mirror every morning to see how many new wrinkles I have.”

				Alex laughed and cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. You’re prettier now than you were then.”

				She batted her eyelashes at him. “Thank you, kind sir. I needed that, especially after spending two days in the hospital.”

				The teasing tone of her voice made him smile. He was about to reply when the office door opened, and the secretary stuck her head out. “Mr. Donner is off the phone now. He said for you to come in.”

				They followed the young woman inside and to the door of Mr. Donner’s private office. When he saw them, he rose from behind his desk and motioned for them to enter. “Grace Kincaid and Alex Crowne. It’s good to see you.”

				“And you, too,” Alex said as he reached out and shook the principal’s hand. “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice.”

				He shook Grace’s hand and motioned for them to take two chairs in front of his desk. “How long has it been since you graduated? Eight years?”

				Grace chuckled. “No, twelve.”

				Mr. Donner shook his head. “It can’t have been that long. It seems like yesterday.”

				Alex settled back in his chair and let his gaze travel over the room. He smiled when he spied a framed picture on a shelf behind the principal’s desk. It was a younger Mr. Donner standing in the parking lot beside a motorcycle he used to ride to school. He laughed and pointed to the picture. “I remember the day that was taken. Some of the guys on the football team were examining your bike when you came outside to go home. You asked one of the fellows to take your picture.”

				Mr. Donner smiled. “Yeah, I was proud of that bike.”

				Alex nodded. “We could tell. We thought it was really cool that our principal rode a motorcycle. Do you still ride?”

				“I do. Not that bike of course. I gave it to my son when he got older and bought myself a bigger one. I ride in a club with a bunch of friends. It’s my only hobby.” He clasped his hands on top of his desk and leaned forward. “But I doubt if you came by to talk to me about my bike. Tell me what brings you back to school.”

				Alex cast one last glance at the picture before he looked back at Mr. Donner. “I don’t know if you’ve heard or not, but I’m with the Memphis Police Department. I work on cold cases, and at present I’m investigating the death of Landon Mitchell who was thought to have committed suicide the year Grace and I were seniors.”

				Mr. Donner sat back, rested his elbows on the chair arms and tented his fingers in front of him. “I remember when that happened. It was a horrible thing.” He glanced at Grace. “I saw your coverage about Landon’s father and heard you say you would be trying to find out the truth. Are the two of you working together?”

				Grace nodded. “We are.”

				Mr. Donner pursed his mouth as if in deep thought before he spoke. “I’ve always had my doubts about Landon’s death. I thought the police ruled it a suicide too quickly. Have they reopened the case?”

				“It was never officially closed even though they did recover his body and do an autopsy. The investigators thought it was suicide but the medical examiner couldn’t make a definite ruling because of other injuries to the body, such as a head wound.”

				Mr. Donner frowned. “But couldn’t that have been caused by the impact from the fall?”

				“That’s the problem,” Alex said. “It might have been, and it might not have been. I hope this time we find the answer.”

				“What can I do to help?”

				Alex settled back in his chair and took a deep breath. “If you heard Grace’s report about Mr. Mitchell’s death, then you know he thought his son was involved in some secret society here at the school and that they killed him. Have you ever suspected there might be a club that operates in the shadows out of the administration’s sight?”

				Mr. Donner thought for a moment before he shook his head. “Soon after I took this job, I heard rumors of such a group. I investigated it and never found anything that would make me think such a group existed.”

				Alex pursed his lips and thought about what the principal had said for a moment. “Would it surprise you to know such a group was talked about often in the locker room?”

				The man’s eyes grew wide and he nodded. “Really? I talked to students I knew to be trustworthy, and they all assured me no such group existed.”

				“It could have just been kids talking without any real knowledge of a secret society.” He glanced at Grace. “But it’s still difficult to understand why Landon would suddenly drop all his old friends and associate himself with a new group.”

				“Did he do that?” Mr. Donner asked.

				Alex glanced at Grace. “Tell him about Landon’s friends.”

				She scooted to the edge of her chair. “Landon and I dated up until our senior year when he suddenly broke up with me. He also dropped all his old friends and started hanging out with a new group. I lost track of them after high school, and we wondered if you had any information on where they are now.”

				“I try to keep up with our graduates for our alumni council.” He turned to his computer. “Give me a name, and I’ll look him up.”

				“The first one is Sam Jefferson,” Grace said.

				Mr. Donner smiled. “I don’t have to look him up. Sam is a lawyer with offices downtown. He’s done really well for himself. In fact, my wife and I have used him when we’ve needed legal advice.”

				Alex pulled a small notepad from his pocket and wrote down Sam’s information. “That’s good to hear. What about Dustin Shelton?”

				Mr. Donner sat back in his chair, a sad expression on his face. “I don’t have to look him up, either. Dustin disappeared while on a trip to the Gulf Coast a few years after he graduated. I attended the memorial service his family had.”

				Alex relaxed his grip on the pen poised to write Dustin’s address and stared at Mr. Donner. “I remember Dustin. He was in one of my classes. I’m sorry to hear that.”

				“Yes, it was very sad. His family has never recovered from not finding his body.” He shifted in his chair. “Who’s the next one, Grace?”

				“Jeremy Baker.”

				“Um, I don’t remember him, but I’m sure he’s in the alumni database.” He typed the name into the computer, and his eyebrows rose as the information came on the screen. “This is a coincidence.”

				Alex leaned forward. “What is?”

				Mr. Donner looked up from the computer screen. “Jeremy died in California about five years ago.” His forehead wrinkled, and he looked back to the screen. Suddenly he nodded. “I do remember something about this young man. I remember some of the teachers talking about a former student who was found shot to death in his apartment in California. The police thought he’d been killed in a home invasion.”

				Alex and Grace exchanged startled glances before he wrote the latest information down. Then he swallowed and turned back to Mr. Donner. “What about Clay Mercer?”

				He smiled. “Oh, I see Clay from time to time, although he lives in Nashville now. He’s a political advisor and works with the governor’s office.”

				Alex scribbled on the notepad and nodded. “What about Billy Warren?”

				“Billy Warren,” Mr. Donner murmured as he typed in the name. “Here he is. Oh, no. He’s dead also. He was killed in a car wreck in Colorado four years ago.” He glanced from Alex to Grace. “Those were the boys Landon had started hanging out with?”

				“Yes.” Alex’s stomach roiled from the thoughts racing through his head. Of the six boys who had been friends, four of them were dead. The odds against that happening must be astronomical. He closed the notepad and glanced back at Mr. Donner. “We really appreciate your time today, but I know you’re ready to begin your Christmas vacation. We won’t take up any more of your time. It’s been great being back here.”

				The principal stood and held out his hand. “Don’t you two stay away so long before you come back to visit. If I can help you any more, please let me know.”

				Alex shook his hand and then Grace stood and did the same. “Thanks, Mr. Donner. It’s been great seeing you today.”

				“It’s always good to see you, Grace. And by the way, you know our annual fund-raiser is coming up in February. It would be great if you could maybe play it up on your newscast after Christmas. Let your viewers know the school you attended needs the support of the community if we are to continue providing quality programs to our students.”

				Grace smiled. “I’ll see what I can do, Mr. Donner.”

				She turned toward the door, and Alex followed her from the room. They were almost to the front door of the school when a voice rang out in the hallway. “Grace Kincaid! What are you doing here?”

				They whirled to face the man coming toward them. “Mr. Caldwell!” Grace hurried to him, and he enveloped her in a big hug. She pulled back and studied him at arm’s length. “It’s so good to see you. I haven’t seen you in years.”

				Alex walked to where the two stood and stuck out his hand. “Mr. Caldwell, I don’t know whether you remember me or not. I’m Alex Crowne.”

				The man grabbed Alex’s hand and pumped it up and down. “Of course I remember. Who could forget that winning touchdown pass you threw in the state championship your senior year?” He leaned closer to Grace conspiratorially and said in a loud whisper, “We haven’t won a title since then.”

				Grace laughed and looped her arm through Mr. Caldwell’s. “Alex, this is my favorite teacher from my high school years. This man turned me on to writing and made me want to be a journalist. I owe him so much.”

				Mr. Caldwell gazed down at her and patted her hand. “You owe me nothing. It was a pleasure to teach a student who hung on my every word. I worried all the time that I would give out some wrong information in class and you would correct me.”

				Grace shook her head. “I wouldn’t have known if you had. I was too busy trying to be the perfect student in your class.”

				He nodded and glanced at Alex. “I don’t think I ever had you in my class, Alex.”

				“No, I was sorry I never got you for a teacher. Grace talked about you all the time. I guess you knew Landon Mitchell well, too, since he was your student.”

				“I did.”

				“And he was a good student?”

				“He...” Mr. Caldwell hesitated. “He was a good student until about halfway through his junior year. Then something happened to him. It was like he didn’t have his mind on his studies, and his grades took a nosedive. I talked to him and to his father, but nothing I said helped. By the middle of his senior year, I was afraid he might not graduate.”

				“I know,” Grace said. “I saw it happening, too, but I couldn’t figure it out. Did you have any theories concerning this abrupt change in him?”

				Mr. Caldwell looked over his shoulder as if to make sure no one could hear what he was about to say. Then he leaned closer. “Of course the first thing you think about is drugs. He had all the symptoms of drug use—failing grades, avoiding old friends, skipping school, getting in trouble all the time. And then I heard he was involved with some secret group here at the school.”

				Alex’s eyes grew wide. “What secret group?”

				“I don’t know who was in the group, but some of the kids told me they all had wolves tattooed on their shoulders. I was afraid they were selling drugs, but Mr. Donner wouldn’t listen to me.”

				Alex and Grace exchanged quick glances. “Did you tell Mr. Donner about what the kids were saying?”

				“Yes, but he dismissed it and wouldn’t investigate. When I told him, he looked at me, laughed and said, ‘Patrick, don’t be ridiculous. There are no drugs in this school.’ He doesn’t want the school board to think there are any problems in this school, and he tries to keep quiet anything that might blemish the school’s reputation and cut down on donations from alumni. He’s been this way ever since he came here.”

				“So he buries his head in the sand and hopes things will work out?” Grace asked.

				Mr. Caldwell nodded. “Yes. If he had taken my concerns seriously and allowed me to find out more, we might have prevented the problem we have now.”

				“And what kind of problem is that?” Alex asked.

				“Drugs. Drugs are everywhere in this school, and the problem gets worse every day. The administration refuses to acknowledge it, and teachers can’t fight it on their own. I’m thinking of retiring at the end of this year. I’ve already cut back to part-time, but I know it’s time for me to do something else.”

				Grace’s forehead wrinkled, and she grabbed Mr. Caldwell’s arm. “What will you do?”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know, but I can’t take much more of the atmosphere around here.”

				“I’m so sorry,” Grace said. “The students are losing a great teacher.”

				Mr. Caldwell straightened to his full height. “My time here is drawing to a close. Somebody else is going to have to take up the fight.” He glanced at his watch. “Oh, my. I didn’t realize it’s so late. I have some Christmas gifts to pick up on my way home. They’re for some of the residents at a retirement home where I volunteer.”

				“That’s a very nice thing for you to do,” Grace said.

				He shrugged and smiled. “I have no family, and neither do some of them. So we’ve become each other’s family. I’ll spend Christmas with them.”

				Grace grasped his hand once more. “You’re a good man, Mr. Caldwell. It was great to see you again.”

				He smiled and took her hand with both of his. “It was good seeing you, Grace. Don’t stay away so long again.”

				“I won’t, and I hope you and your friends at the retirement home have a merry Christmas.”

				“I’m sure we will, and merry Christmas to both of you.” Mr. Caldwell turned and hurried down the hall to the door that led to the faculty parking lot. When he exited, Grace turned to Alex. “Mr. Caldwell always seemed so sad when I was in his class. He talked about having no wife or children and how teaching was his life. Volunteering at a retirement home helps fill that void I suppose.”

				“I guess so,” Alex replied.

				She tilted her head and looked at him. “But his story is a bit different from Mr. Donner’s. I wonder why the principal lied to us about never having heard about a secret group.”

				Alex pursed his lips and stared in the direction of the office. “I don’t know, but he did give us some new information about Landon’s friends. I think our next step should be to question Sam Jefferson. I’ll call his office in the morning and get an appointment for us to see him. For now, let’s go see what they’re serving at the Kincaid house for dinner tonight.”

				“It sounds like you’re becoming more comfortable being around my family. I’m glad. I’ve wanted that for years.”

				Alex didn’t say anything as she headed toward the door. Was he becoming more comfortable with her family? If he was, he needed to be careful. His experience with the Kincaids had only brought him heartache in the past, and it could happen again.

				As much as he loved Memphis, maybe his father was right. That job in Florida might be just what he needed to start a new life. Just he and his father living where there was no cold weather and you could walk on the beach every day of the year. The more he thought about it, the more it appealed to him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHT

				The minute she and Alex walked through the door at the law offices of Jefferson, Brooks and Dunbar the next morning Grace knew their old schoolmate Sam had done all right for himself. The waiting area resonated with the unspoken message one needed a fat bank account to afford this firm’s high retainers and huge billing hours.

				Grace slowed her steps as she followed Alex into the room and let her gaze drift over the large, framed photographs of breathtaking scenes hanging on the walls. The huge pictures offered a panoramic view of some of the most famous places in the world, places she’d always wanted to visit. Leather couches and chairs with tables beside them were scattered across the area where several people who Grace assumed to be clients sat reading newspapers or magazines.

				A huge Christmas tree, its white lights twinkling like tiny diamonds and ornaments dangling from every branch, took up a whole corner of the massive room. The halo of the angel at the top touched the ceiling, and packages wrapped in gold paper sat underneath. A cart next to the tree was loaded with coffee carafes, Christmas cookies, pastries and fruit.

				The receptionist smiled at them as she and Alex approached her desk. “May I help you?”

				Alex pulled out his badge and showed it to the young woman. “I’m Detective Crowne with the Memphis Police. This is Grace Kincaid from WKIZ. I called earlier this morning. Mr. Jefferson is expecting us.”

				The woman’s smile grew larger. “Mr. Jefferson told me you were coming. He’s with a client right now, but I’ll let you know when he’s available. In the meantime, help yourself to the food on the cart.”

				Alex nodded and headed to the coffee cart, but Grace stepped closer to the receptionist’s desk. “I couldn’t help but notice all these beautiful framed photographs on the wall. I’d love to have some for my home. Would you mind telling me where you bought them?”

				The woman laughed and shook her head. “I’m afraid you can’t buy them anywhere. They’re all Mr. Jefferson’s work.”

				“Really? Sam shot all those pictures?”

				“Yes. He’s quite the photographer, and he loves to travel. He took them all while he was on trips.”

				“I’ll have to tell him how beautiful they are,” Grace murmured. She glanced around at Alex who balanced a cup of coffee in one hand and a Christmas cookie with thick icing in the other as he eased onto a sofa.

				He glanced up as she sat down beside him. “This cookie is good. Want one?”

				She shook her head. “No, thanks.”

				“They have eggnog, too.”

				“I’ll wait. It’s almost lunchtime.”

				“I know, but I didn’t have time for breakfast this morning. I need something to tide me over until we go to lunch.”

				His words left a question in her mind. Did he mean they would eat together or go their separate ways after seeing Sam? She directed her eyes to her hands clenched in her lap. “You’ve done so much for me over the past few days, I’d like to take you to lunch.”

				He washed a bite of cookie down with a swig of coffee and nodded. “Okay. Where would you like to go?”

				She thought for a moment before she answered. “A new tea room just opened down on Madison. Laura and I had lunch there the other day, and the food was delicious. They have all kinds of salads and sandwiches.”

				He swallowed another sip of coffee. “Do they have barbecue?”

				She frowned. “Barbecue? I don’t think so.”

				“So they don’t have all kinds of sandwiches. Just chick food that’s on some kind of bread I can’t pronounce and a veggie substitute inside instead of meat.”

				Her face grew warm, and she leaned closer. “Well, pardon me. I forgot you live and breathe barbecue. Tell me where you want to go, and I’ll take you there.”

				He laughed, and several people in the waiting area turned to look at them. “I’m sorry, Grace. I couldn’t resist teasing you a bit. You always wanted to introduce me to the culinary delights of Memphis as you called them, but I’m still a meat and potatoes kind of guy. And there’s nothing better to me than Memphis barbecue.”

				She burst out laughing at the twinkle in his eye. “I know, Alex, and I won’t try to change you. Since I’m treating you, we’ll go wherever you want. Where will it be?”

				He studied her for a moment, then a slow smile spread across his face. “I think I’d like to try the tea room on Madison. Maybe it’s time for some changes in my life.”

				His gaze caressed her face as it traveled from her eyes to her lips, where it lingered for a moment before he took a quick breath and settled back on the sofa. Grace eased back into the cushions, picked up a magazine from the table next to the couch and held it in front of her face. What had just happened between her and Alex? Just now they’d laughed and joked together as they had years ago. Was it possible they could become friends again?

				Before she could dwell any longer on the relationship changes she and Alex appeared to be experiencing, the receptionist rose from her desk and motioned for them. “Mr. Jefferson will see you now.”

				Alex drained the last drop of coffee from his cup and rose to follow Grace. When they reached the desk, the young woman took the cup and set it on a tray beside the door before she led them down a long hallway. They stopped in front of a mahogany door, and she knocked.

				“Come in.” The muffled voice came from inside.

				She opened the door, stepped aside and motioned for them to enter. Grace eased into the room with Alex right behind her. Sam Jefferson rose from the chair behind his desk and held out his hand. “Alex, Grace. It’s good to see you again.” He shook both their hands and motioned them to the chairs in front of his desk, then he sat down.

				Alex propped his elbows on the arms of his chair and leaned forward. “Thanks for seeing us on such short notice, Sam. From the looks of people waiting, it must be a busy day around here.”

				Sam shook his head. “No more than usual. But I always have time for old friends. I don’t think I’ve seen you since we graduated.” He glanced at Grace. “Of course I see you on the news every day, but that’s not the same. How have you been doing?”

				Grace smiled. “I’m fine.”

				He leaned back in his chair. “And how’s your father doing? I heard about the drive-by shooting. I hope he’s recovered and doing all right.”

				“He lived, but he’ll spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. That’s been difficult for him to accept, but I think he has now.”

				Sam’s eyes grew wide. “I had no idea.” He stared at her for a moment before he cleared his throat and turned to Alex. “And I read in the paper you’re heading up a new unit at the police department with Brad Austin and another detective.”

				Alex nodded. “A Cold Case Unit. Seth Dawtry is the other officer who works with Brad and me. In fact, Grace and I are here today about a case the police have never closed.”

				“Oh? Which one?”

				“Landon Mitchell’s death.”

				Sam’s face paled, and he clasped his hands on top of his desk. “I thought Landon’s death was ruled a suicide.”

				Alex shook his head. “Suicide was suspected but never proved. If you saw Grace’s coverage earlier this week, you know Landon’s father jumped from the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge. Before he did, he made some accusations we’re looking into.”

				Sam shifted in his chair and narrowed his eyes. “What kind of accusations?”

				“He said he suspected Landon was involved with a secret group of some kind before his death. Mr. Mitchell found lots of money hidden in his son’s room, and he also saw a wolf tattooed on his shoulder.” Alex paused and took a breath. “We thought you might know something about these things.”

				Sam regarded Alex with an aloof expression and shrugged. “Why would I know anything? I barely knew Landon.”

				Grace sat up straight and gasped. “Sam, how can you say that? Our senior year you were with him all the time.”

				Sam directed a frosty glare in her direction, and a shiver went up Grace’s spine. “I had a lot of friends. Landon was one of them, but we didn’t hang out together after school. In fact, I found him rather boring.”

				“So these other friends you had,” Alex interrupted. “Would they have been Jeremy Baker, Billy Warren, Clay Mercer and Dustin Shelton?”

				Sam picked up a pencil from the desk and began to roll it in his fingers. “Yes, they were friends of mine.”

				“Did you know that Jeremy, Billy and Dustin are all dead, too?”

				“Yes. I was sad when I heard about each of them.”

				Alex leaned forward. “Don’t you think it’s strange that four boys you were friends with in school have all died.”

				Sam shook his head. “Not necessarily. Everybody dies, Alex. Some sooner than others.”

				“Do you know if any of them had a wolf tattooed on their shoulders?” Alex’s stare didn’t waver from Sam’s face.

				Sam didn’t flinch but returned an icy glare. “I have no idea.”

				Alex let his gaze drop to Sam’s shoulder. “What about you? Do you have a wolf tattooed on yours?”

				Sam rose to his feet, tossed the pencil he held to the desk, and glanced at his watch. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut our visit short. I have paying clients waiting to see me.”

				Alex and Grace rose as Sam walked over to the door and opened it. “It was good seeing you two again. Maybe we’ll meet at the next reunion of our graduating class.”

				Alex trailed Grace to the door and stopped in front of Sam. “I’m going to find out what happened to Landon, Sam. If you think of anything that might help, give me a call at the station.”

				“I will.”

				“Goodbye, Sam,” Grace said as she and Alex walked from the office.

				They had only taken a few steps when Sam’s voice called out. “Oh, Alex.”

				They stopped and turned to face him. “Yes?” Alex said.

				“For your information I’ve always been afraid of needles. I have no tattoo.”

				Before they could answer, he closed the door. They looked at the door then back to each other and walked from the office. They didn’t speak until they’d climbed into Alex’s car. Then Grace swiveled in her seat and faced him. “What did you make of our visit?”

				Alex smiled and shook his head. “He knows something. He tried to hide it under his courtroom facade, but my question about the tattoo rattled him.”

				“What will we do now?”

				“Let’s give him a few days to stew over what we told him. Then we’ll come back. In the meantime, how would you like to take a trip to Nashville to see Clay?”

				“That sounds like a great idea. When do you want to go?”

				“I don’t know. With the holidays Clay may be back in Memphis. I’ll check tomorrow and let you know.” He turned the key in the ignition. “Now how about some lunch? I’m starved.”

				Grace laughed and nodded. “You’re the chauffeur. Go wherever you like.”

				He grinned, and Grace’s heart fluttered at the boyish teasing that sparkled in his eyes. From somewhere deep inside her a memory surfaced. She remembered how she used to run the tip of her index finger down his jawline, and how he would smile in contentment when she did. She couldn’t move for a moment, and then she blinked and took a deep breath. She couldn’t let herself think like that. Right now she needed to concentrate on finding the man whose attempts on her life had turned it into a living nightmare. Then she could go back to her peaceful life, and Alex could go to Florida.

				* * *

				Alex leaned back into the plush sofa cushions in the Kincaids’ den and stretched his legs out in front of him. Dinner at the Kincaid house had been delicious as he’d known it would be, and conversation with Harrison had proved interesting. He couldn’t believe he was actually beginning to like the man. Now as he waited for Grace to return from helping her mother put her father to bed he was glad for a few minutes alone to reflect on what was happening in his life.

				A week ago he’d been content to go to work every day and search old files in the hopes some piece of overlooked information would leap off the page and send him in pursuit of someone who’d gotten away with murder years before. Then he’d been called to the bridge where a man was threatening suicide, and Grace had reentered his life.

				Now he was beginning to feel comfortable around her again, and he couldn’t let that happen. He didn’t believe for one minute that she’d stay in Memphis if her father’s condition improved. She’d be knocking at the networks’ doors again to get her old job back, and he really couldn’t blame her. She was the total package when it came to what the networks wanted in an anchor. She was beautiful, smart and had the ability to connect with viewers.

				He jumped to his feet, strode to the window and looked outside. The question remained, what was he going to do? Did he really want to give up his job in Memphis to go to Florida? He really missed his father and would like to be with him again. He sighed and leaned against the window frame. It wouldn’t hurt to apply for the job down there. There was no guarantee he’d get it. Perhaps he should apply and see what happened.

				“What are you doing?” Grace’s voice startled him, and he glanced over his shoulder to see her entering the room.

				“Just looking outside. Did you get your father settled?”

				She nodded. “He said to say good-night for him and tell you he was glad you came to dinner again. He’s enjoying getting to know you.”

				“It’s good to see this side of him, too.” A glow lit her face, and he let his gaze drift over her. She’d never looked more beautiful. He swallowed and turned back to look outside. “The weatherman says we may get some more snow next week.”

				She eased up beside him and looked out into the night. “I hope so. Do you remember how we used to wish for snow at Christmas when we were children?”

				They stood so close he could smell her perfume, which gave off a fruity fragrance. “I remember, but we’re not children anymore, Grace.”

				A sad look flickered in her eyes. “No, we’re not. I suppose going back to the school yesterday brought up a lot of old memories and a lot of unexplained reasons for why things turned out the way they did between us.”

				His heart pounded, and he shook his head. “Grace, please, I don’t want to talk about this.”

				“There’s something I want to ask you. Did you ever wish you had gotten in touch with me after we broke up?”

				He nodded. “I did. But then I could ask you the same question. Did you wish you had called me?”

				“Yes.” The word was barely a whisper.

				His eyebrows arched at her answer. What had made him wait so long? Pride? Anger? He had no answer, but it really didn’t matter. There was no going back and making everything right again.

				He sighed. “Well, neither of us did, and we both survived. I have a great job here in Memphis, and you went on to New York and built a great career in television as an investigative reporter and then a news anchor. I imagine when your father improves you’ll be off to the networks to continue your career, and I’ll be happy for you.”

				Her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know if—”

				The ringing of his cell phone interrupted what she was about to say, and he pulled the phone from his pocket. He glanced at the caller ID and frowned. “It’s our office phone.” He connected the call. “Hello.”

				“Alex, it’s Seth.”

				“Hey, man. Are you still at the office?”

				“Yeah, I’ve been looking over the files from the Mitchell case.”

				“Did you find anything?”

				“No, I called to tell you something else. I know when you called in this morning you said you and Grace were going downtown to some lawyer’s office.”

				“Yes. Sam Jefferson’s.”

				“I thought Jefferson was the guy’s name.”

				Alex frowned and glanced at Grace. “What makes you ask about Sam?”

				“One of the homicide detectives I used to work with dropped by the office a few minutes ago and told me they found Sam Jefferson’s body earlier tonight in the parking lot at his office building. He said it looked like he’d been shot execution-style in the back of the head when he was getting in his car.”

				The breath exploded from Alex’s body in a rush, and he clamped his hand over his eyes. “No, no. This can’t be true.”

				“I’m afraid it is, buddy. Sorry I have to tell you.”

				Alex took a deep breath. “Don’t worry about it.” He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at Grace. “The police found Sam Jefferson shot to death.” Her mouth dropped open, and she sank onto the couch. Alex turned his attention back to Seth. “Are the police still at the scene?”

				“I think the crime scene investigators are there now. The medical examiner has the body.”

				“Thanks for calling, Seth. I’ll see you in the morning.”

				He ended the call and sat down beside Grace on the couch. “What happened?” she asked.

				Alex related what Seth had told him and took a deep breath. “I need to make another call.” He punched in the number he’d called so many times in his years on the force. Dr. Harvey answered on the first ring.

				“Medical examiner’s office. Dr. Harvey speaking.”

				“Dr. Harvey, this is Alex Crowne. I understand you’ve brought Sam Jefferson’s body to your office.”

				“Yes, Alex, but I haven’t done any work yet.”

				“I realize that, but there’s something I’d like for you to check for me first. It may shed some light on a cold case I’m working.”

				“What is it?”

				“Would you check the victim’s shoulders and see if he has a wolf tattooed on either one?”

				“Sure, Alex. Give me a minute.”

				Alex drummed his fingers on the sofa cushion as he waited for Dr. Harvey to return. Within minutes his voice came over the phone. “Alex?”

				“Yes?”

				“I checked, and he does indeed have a wolf tattoo. Do you want me to take some pictures of it and email them to you?”

				“I would appreciate it very much. Thanks, Doc.”

				“No problem.”

				Alex disconnected the call and nodded. “He has the same tattoo Landon had. I think Mr. Mitchell must have been right. Those boys became involved in some kind of secret society and used the wolf as its symbol. And now five of the six are dead. We need to get to Clay as soon as possible. He may be next on the killer’s list.”

				“I think you’re right,” Grace said.

				“Or...” Alex paused. “As the only survivor, he may be the killer who’s trying to protect some secret.”

				Grace only nodded, but he could tell his words concerned her. She hadn’t forgotten, and neither had he, that someone out there had also tried to kill her. It had to be tied into whatever Landon Mitchell and his friends had done twelve years ago. He hoped he could find the answer before someone else was silenced.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				NINE

				In the early afternoon the next day, Alex and Grace sped along Interstate 40 on the three-hour drive from Memphis to Nashville. Neither had spoken for the past fifteen minutes, and Grace didn’t think she could endure the silence much longer. She glanced at Alex out of the corner of her eye and saw the muscle in his jaw twitch, a sign he was in deep thought. What was going on in his head? Was he upset over Sam’s death, or was it something else? Their interrupted conversation last night might be the reason for his silence.

				She took a deep breath and swiveled in her seat to face him. “I’m surprised you were able to reach Clay. I thought surely he would already have left Nashville for the holidays.”

				Alex nodded. “I thought so, too. He said he and his wife are leaving later today for a skiing trip. They’re spending the holidays in Germany.”

				“Probably in Garmisch. Our families used to see each other there on skiing vacations. His father and mine loved skiing the trails of the Zugspitzplatt. It’s a beautiful place.”

				“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never taken a ski trip. For that matter, I never learned to ski.”

				“It’s not too late, you know. You can still learn.”

				He chuckled and shook his head. “Not on a policeman’s salary. Can’t afford it.”

				“Sure you can. There are a lot of places around that don’t cost all that much. You could go there while you’re saving up for a bigger trip later on.”

				He cast a sideways glance at her before he turned his attention back to the highway. “I don’t think so. Besides, there aren’t many ski resorts in Florida.”

				His words hit her like a punch in the stomach. She took a deep breath. “So you’re really going to move.”

				He nodded. “I’m considering it. It makes sense. Even if I don’t get the chief of police job, I’m sure I can get on with one of the law enforcement agencies down there, and I can take care of my father.”

				“I see. If that’s what you want, I wish you well.”

				She closed her eyes and settled back in her seat. The sound of the tires on the pavement lulled her, and she began to nod. The next thing she knew, Alex was shaking her shoulder. “Wake up, Grace. We’re at the restaurant where I told Clay we would meet him.”

				She sat up and rubbed her eyes. The afternoon sun had begun to sink into the west, and shadows stretched across the parking lot. Christmas lights around the roofline of the restaurant twinkled in the coming darkness.

				She unbuckled her seat belt, pulled the sun visor down and looked in the mirror on the back. “The days are so short in winter. By five o’clock it’ll be dark, and then we have the drive home.”

				“I may let you drive back to Memphis so I can sleep like you did on the way to Nashville.”

				She glanced around at him, and her heart thumped at his grin. “As long as you feed me, I can do that.”

				He surveyed the restaurant. “Clay mentioned dinner, but I don’t know when he has to leave for the airport. If he can’t stay, we’ll eat anyway.”

				“I just hope he understands the urgency of what we have to ask him. We don’t want him to end up like all his friends.”

				Alex held up a finger as if to caution her. “Unless he’s the killer. Remember that, and watch his every move. Also remember I have no jurisdiction here. This is strictly a meeting to question him about what he knows. He’s not required to answer anything I ask him.”

				She swallowed her fear. “Do you really think he could have been the one who tried to kill me?”

				“I don’t know. At this point I’d say with his connection to the other victims, we could consider him a person of interest.”

				Grace nodded and opened the car door. Together they walked to the front door and entered the restaurant. Soft Christmas music drifted through the interior, and a decorated tree graced one corner of the entry. A young woman dressed in a knee-length full black skirt and a white blouse with billowing sleeves buttoned at the wrists greeted them.

				“Good evening. Welcome to Antonio’s. Do you have a reservation?”

				Alex nodded. “Yes. It’s in Clay Mercer’s name.”

				Her eyes lit in recognition, and she smiled. “Mr. Mercer’s been here for a while. I’ll show you to his table.”

				As they followed the hostess to the table, Grace let her gaze drift over the restaurant. Since it would be several hours before the dinner crowd arrived, there were only a few customers seated at the elegantly draped tables adorned with flickering candles. Waiters and waitresses in their black pants with matching vests and white shirts bustled about the room as they prepared for expected customers.

				Grace caught sight of Clay halfway across the room, and he waved to them. The boy whose family had shared vacations with the Kincaids was hardly visible in the man with the receding hairline and expanding waistline. He staggered a bit as he rose and clasped her hand when she stopped beside the table.

				“Grace Kincaid. I can’t believe it’s you. I haven’t seen you in years.” Clay’s slurred words rolled from his mouth. The smell of alcohol on his breath let Grace know how Clay had spent his time waiting for them.

				“It has been a long time, Clay.” She shook his hand and then eased into the chair Alex held for her next to Clay. She cast a smile over her shoulder. “Thanks, Alex.”

				Clay’s gaze drifted back to Alex, and he reached out and shook his hand. “And Alex. Good to see you, too. I don’t think I’ve seen you since graduation.”

				“It has been a while.”

				Clay motioned for Alex to have a seat, then picked up his glass and swallowed what was left of his drink. With a cocky smile he held up the empty glass. “Marjorie, darling, find out what my friends are drinking and bring me one of these.”

				Concern flickered in Marjorie’s eyes, and she hesitated. “Mr. Mercer, you’re already over your limit. Maybe you need to order something to eat.”

				His eyes narrowed, and his face flushed. “Don’t tell me what I need. Just do what I say.”

				Marjorie’s lips trembled, and she cast a quick look at Grace. “But Antonio said—”

				Clay slammed the glass down on the table and glared at her. “I don’t care what he said. I’m the customer, and I told you what I wanted.”

				Grace smiled reassuringly at Marjorie. “All I want to drink is a glass of water.” She glanced up at Clay. “And I am a bit hungry. I’d really like to order. What about you, Alex?”

				“Water’s fine for me, too.” He smiled at the hostess. “If you’ll have the waiter come over, we’ll order.”

				Marjorie cast a grateful smile in their direction and hurried away from the table. Clay shook his head and frowned as he sank back into his chair. “I keep telling Antonio he should get better help in here, but he won’t listen to me.”

				Grace started to respond, but the waiter arrived at that moment to tell them the specials of the day. After ordering, Clay slumped back in his seat and looked from Grace to Alex. “Okay, so let’s have it. I don’t think a TV anchor and a police detective drove all the way from Memphis to Nashville just to have a reunion with a high school classmate. What do you two really want?”

				Alex leaned forward and crossed his arms on top of the table. “We want to talk to you about Landon Mitchell.”

				Clay picked up his water glass and took a drink. When he set it back on the table, it wobbled, and he grabbed it to keep it from turning over. “Are you talking about the kid who committed suicide when we were in high school?”

				“Yes.”

				Clay shrugged. “I don’t know how I can help. I barely knew him.”

				Grace shook her head. “That’s not true, Clay. You and Landon were inseparable our senior year. I saw the two of you together all the time.”

				“We were lab partners in chemistry class. We were only together to study.” He reached for his glass again, and his hand shook.

				Grace reached over and placed her hand on his arm. “Clay, Landon didn’t take chemistry our senior year.”

				His face grew red, and he glared at her. “Yes, he did.”

				“No, he didn’t. I know what his schedule was because it was just like mine. And he didn’t take chemistry.”

				He shook free of her and shrugged. “Then maybe I’m mixed up. It must have been our junior year. Anyway, what does a twelve-year-old suicide have to do with me?”

				Alex’s stare bored into Clay. “It’s strange, isn’t it, that so many of the kids we graduated with are dead now.”

				“Wh-what do you mean?” Clay asked.

				Alex pursed his lips as if in deep thought. “Well, there’s Landon, of course, and Jeremy, Billy and Dustin. You remember all of them, don’t you?”

				Clay picked up his drink glass and frowned at the empty container. “Of course I remember them.”

				“And now Sam Jefferson.”

				Clay’s mouth twitched, and he swallowed before he set the glass back on the table. “Sam’s dead?”

				Alex nodded. “Yes. He was murdered yesterday.”

				Grace had expected a violent reaction from Clay, but it didn’t happen. Instead, he sat perfectly still. After a moment, he took a deep breath. “What do you really want from me, Alex?”

				Alex leaned forward. “For starters, Clay, I’d like to know if you have a wolf tattooed on your shoulder.”

				He shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

				“Landon did, and so did Sam.”

				Clay sighed. “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

				Alex didn’t blink as he stared at Clay. “Would you be willing to prove it to me?”

				Clay frowned and shook his head. “Why should I have to prove anything to you?”

				“Because then we’ll know you weren’t part of the group that had the tattoos.”

				Clay pushed his chair back from the table and glanced at them. “You don’t have any proof that I know anything about Landon’s death or you’d have a warrant. Now why don’t we agree to have dinner as three old friends and leave it at that?”

				Alex shook his head. “Because right now the Memphis police are investigating Sam’s murder. You’re going to have to talk to them at some point. Why not do it now instead of later?”

				Clay worried his lip and looked at Grace. “I’m really sorry about Sam. He was a good friend. It looks like I’m the only one of our group of friends left.”

				Grace nodded. “If you know anything that can help Alex find out who killed Sam, you need to tell him.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know anything about Sam’s murder or what happened to the others.” He glanced down at his glass again and sighed. “All this talk has made me thirsty. I sure could use another drink before dinner. I don’t care what Marjorie and Antonio say.” He rose and laid his napkin on the table. “I’m going to speak with the bartender. I’ll be back in a minute.”

				Grace’s gaze followed him as he strode across the dining room. When he disappeared into the bar area, she looked at Alex and frowned. “He seemed genuinely sorry about Sam’s death. Do you think he could be the murderer?”

				Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he’ll say something else while we’re eating that will shed some light on this case. I just hope the bartender doesn’t give him another drink. His blood alcohol is probably already too high to drive.”

				Grace nodded and glanced around the room. Several tables had filled while they’d been talking with Clay. Her wandering gaze locked on a young couple a few tables away from them. A large Christmas shopping bag sat in the empty chair next to the woman, and she smiled as she pulled out a doll and passed it to the man. His eyes lit up, and he nodded and smiled as he examined the toy. Her heart lurched. They must be a married couple, and the woman had just purchased the doll for their daughter’s Christmas present. How happy they looked.

				She shifted her gaze to Alex and struggled to keep tears from filling her eyes. If things had worked out for them, she and Alex might very well be discussing Christmas presents for their children. Instead, all that drew them together this Christmas were some unsolved murders and attempts on her life.

				“Excuse me.” A voice interrupted her thoughts, and she glanced up to see Marjorie standing by their table. “Mr. Mercer asked me to give you a message.”

				Alex’s gaze darted past her to the entrance to the bar. “Is there a problem?”

				She nodded. “I’m afraid so. He asked me to tell you he received an urgent phone call and had to leave. Your dinner is paid for, and it will be here in a few minutes. He said for you to enjoy your time here and he’ll phone you when he gets back from Germany.”

				Alex let out a long breath. “Thank you for telling us.”

				Grace waited for Marjorie to leave before she spoke. “Can you believe that?”

				“I should have suspected he was up to something and gone with him.” The look on his face reminded Grace of how Alex used to look when she beat him at one of the board games they loved. Amusement bubbled up in her. She pressed her hand against her mouth, but it was no use. A loud burst of laughter escaped her lips. He frowned. “What’s the matter?”

				She struggled to quiet down. “I was just thinking we are pathetic. Here you are a police detective who deals with criminals all the time and I’m a journalist who interviews people from all walks of life. We’re trained to tell when people are lying, and neither one of us tried to stop Clay from walking out of here.”

				He regarded her with a serious look for a moment, then his lips pulled into a grin. A sheepish expression covered his face. “You’re right. We let him outsmart us. We’ll have to be more careful in the future.”

				Her laughter died, and she crossed her arms on top of the table. “Do you think we’ll get the chance to question him again?”

				Alex nodded. “Oh, yeah. And the next time he won’t get away so easily.”

				Two waiters appeared at their table just as he finished speaking. The smells from the covered plates they carried made Grace’s stomach growl, and she pressed her hand to her abdomen. “Mmm, that smells good.”

				The waiters set the plates in front of them and removed their covers. “Is everything satisfactory?” one of them asked.

				“Mine looks scrumptious,” Grace said.

				“And my steak is perfect,” Alex added.

				When the two men had left, Grace picked up her fork and knife and cut off a bite of chicken. Before she could raise it to her mouth, Alex spoke. “Grace?”

				She halted, her fork in midair, and looked up at him. His gaze drifted over her face, and her skin tingled. “Yes?”

				“I’ve enjoyed being with you these past few days.”

				She swallowed and nodded. “I’ve enjoyed it, too.”

				“I’m kind of glad Clay ran out on us. He’s not here, and we’re not at the table with your parents. Tonight we can just enjoy being together.”

				Before she could respond, he looked back at his plate and began to cut into his steak. She smiled and dropped her gaze back to her plate. Over the past few days she and Alex had become more comfortable around each other, and she was glad. Their friendship had been the best part of her childhood, and she hoped they could eventually reach the place where they could lay the bad memories of their adulthood to rest.

				With a sigh she raised her fork to her lips and closed them around the bite of chicken.

				* * *

				Alex relaxed behind the wheel of the car and hummed along with the music of his favorite Memphis radio station as he cruised along Interstate 40. He glanced over at Grace sleeping soundly in the passenger seat and smiled.

				It seemed so right to have her in the car with him. He’d been lonely since their breakup, and a day didn’t go by without some memory of her popping into his head. Some days it might have been an angry thought, but most of the time it was about the good times they’d spent together, especially during their childhood.

				She groaned in her sleep, and he jerked his head to glance at her. A look as if she were in pain flashed across her face, and she moaned again. “No, no.”

				He reached over and gave her a gentle shake. “Grace, are you all right?”

				Her eyes blinked open. She looked at him with a wild-eyed stare and sat up straight in her seat. “Alex...”

				“I’m here, Grace.”

				She turned her head from side to side as if to get her bearings and rubbed her hands over her eyes. She exhaled a deep breath. “Where are we?”

				“Just outside of Memphis. You called out in your sleep.”

				She yawned and settled back in her seat. “I must have been dreaming. I don’t know what it was, though.”

				“We should be at your house before too long. You can go right to bed.”

				She shook her head. “No, I’ll have to wait up for my parents. They went to see the church’s Christmas program tonight. In fact, they took our maid and cook with them, as well. There shouldn’t be anybody at home when I get there.”

				“Then maybe I’d better stay until they get home.”

				She glanced at the clock on the car dashboard. “If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate your doing that. I didn’t think I’d ever be afraid to stay alone. I suppose those two attempts to kill me have changed my mind, but my parents should be home soon. I’m sorry to be such a nuisance.”

				He nodded and kept his attention directed to the traffic, which had increased since they got closer to the city. “You aren’t a nuisance. You’ve been a lot braver than most people would have been in your situation. I’m glad to see that you’re finally beginning to be cautious instead of charging in without thinking.”

				“Oh, is that what you think I do? Charge in without thinking?”

				He chuckled. “I’d say that’s right. Do you remember the time when we were about twelve years old and you decided you wanted a soft drink and there weren’t any in the refrigerator in the kitchen?”

				She laughed. “So I decided to borrow my mother’s car and drive down to the convenience store and get some for you and me to drink.”

				“Yeah. I tried to talk you out of it, but you wouldn’t listen.”

				“And you were afraid for me go alone,” Grace continued, “so you jumped in the car with me so you could help me if anything happened.”

				By this time they were both laughing. Alex glanced at her. “And we didn’t make it down the driveway before you hit a tree.”

				Grace lay back in the seat and shook her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen my father so angry. I was grounded for weeks.”

				“As well you deserved to be.” They rode in silence for a few minutes, each lost in their own thoughts, before Alex spoke again. “We have some great memories, Grace.”

				“Yes, we do,” she whispered and turned to gaze out the window.

				Thirty minutes later he pulled the car to a stop at the gate to Grace’s house and typed in the code. The big iron gates opened, and he drove through the entrance to the walled Kincaid estate. He watched in the rearview mirror as the gates closed automatically behind him.

				Beside him, Grace leaned forward in her seat and looked through the windshield. “That’s strange.”

				“What is?”

				She pointed toward the house. “Look. Every light in the house is on.”

				He stared straight ahead and frowned at the bright beams shining through every window. The house practically glowed it was so lit up. “Is that unusual?”

				She nodded. “My parents are always after me to turn out a light when I leave a room to conserve energy. There’s no way they would have left home with every bulb in the house burning.”

				“Are you sure? Maybe they wanted the outside Christmas decorations to show up.”

				She shook her head. “I know my parents. They would never have left all those lights on.”

				Alex pulled the car to a stop at the front of the house and got out. Grace jumped out and fumbled in her purse for her key as she ran toward the front steps. He raced around the front of the vehicle and caught her arm just as she started up the steps. “Wait, Grace. Let me go first.”

				She turned back to him, her eyes wide. “Why? Do you think something’s wrong?”

				He stepped in front of her and pulled his gun from the holster. “I don’t know, but I need to check this out before we go bursting in there.”

				She gasped, and her hand covered her mouth. “Do you think someone could be in there?”

				“Could be. Go ahead and unlock the door for me, but wait on the porch. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

				She nodded and started to stick the key in the door but turned back to him. “The door’s open. It looks like somebody jimmied it.”

				He pulled her away from the door, reached for his cell phone and dialed 911. When the operator answered, he identified himself. “I need backup for a B and E at 3947 Tulip Grove Road. I’m entering the house now.” He glanced over his shoulder at Grace. “Drive my car back to the gate and open it for the police. Don’t come inside the house until we’ve cleared it.”

				She nodded and backed away. He waited until she drove down the driveway before he entered the house. Holding the gun in front of him, he eased inside and swept it back and forth as he surveyed the scene before him. The home looked as if a whirlwind had ripped through it. Sofas and chairs, their pillows cut open and the stuffing pulled out, lay overturned amid upended tables and shattered lamps. Picture frames with their glass broken out hung at crooked angles on the wall.

				In the den the Christmas tree lay on its side, its broken ornaments scattered across the floor. The Christmas presents had been opened, and the items that had been inside littered the floor.

				The sound of a police siren split the air, and he pulled out his badge. He’d just arrived at the front door when the first patrol car pulled to a stop. He held his badge up as the officers jumped out of the cruiser. “I’m Detective Alex Crowne. I’ve cleared the front rooms downstairs, but I haven’t been upstairs or checked the back of the house.”

				Two more cars with Grace trailing behind rolled to a stop, and officers rushed to the porch. The officer in charge nodded to Alex. “Thanks. We’ll take it from here.”

				Alex moved out of the way and met Grace at the bottom of the steps. “Was there anyone inside?”

				“I didn’t see anyone, but the officers are checking.” He took a deep breath. “Grace, it looks bad in there. It looks like somebody took their time and moved from room to room trashing everything in their path.”

				Her eyes filled with tears, and she started toward the porch. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “You can’t go in there yet. The police are still working, and you need to be prepared when you see it.”

				She turned back to him, and his heart thudded at the fear in her eyes. “It’s the killer, isn’t it? I’ve survived his attempts to kill me, so he wants to hurt me in another way by destroying my home. Why does he hate me so?”

				“I don’t know.” A wail escaped her throat, and she covered her eyes with her hands as the tears rolled down her cheeks. Her shoulders shook, and before he realized what he was doing, he had wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. She laid her head against his chest, and he tightened his arms. “Don’t cry. It’s going to be all right.”

				She pulled back and stared up into his eyes. “It’s not going to be all right. I should have listened to you. You warned me about getting involved in Landon’s death, and now I’ve brought more misery on my parents. They have enough to face with my father’s condition. In the past week they’ve had to worry about me almost being killed twice, and now they’re going to come back to a vandalized home. They don’t deserve this.”

				She sagged against him, and her head dropped to his chest. He didn’t know what to say that would comfort her. This latest development probably was related to the Mitchell case, but it also told him something else. Mr. Mitchell had been right about his son being murdered, and he and Grace must have gotten close to some answers. But if Landon’s killer had come into the Kincaids’ house, he had to know they wouldn’t be home and he had to know how to access the property some way other than through the main gate.

				Perhaps the killer knew more about the Kincaids than Alex had thought. He could have been watching them all along. He tightened his arms around Grace and looked out into the dark night. “Don’t worry, Grace,” he whispered. “I promise you we’ll get this guy.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TEN

				An hour after coming home to the chaos inside the house, Grace stood on the front porch, two suitcases at her feet, and scanned the driveway leading from the now-open gate. Police cars, some with their blue lights still flashing, were parked up and down the driveway. From time to time she could hear voices inside the house and wondered if the officers had found any clues as to who had invaded their home.

				The front door opened, and Alex stepped onto the porch. “I thought I’d check and see if your parents had gotten here yet.”

				She shook her head. “Mom called when they left the church to see if I’d gotten home, and I told her what had happened. They’re on their way now.”

				He glanced down at the suitcases. “Were you able to find enough clothes for all of you to take with you?”

				“Yes. There had been some left in the closets of the bedrooms, and I collected enough for overnight. I called the Peabody and reserved us a suite with two bedrooms, and I called the drugstore.” Anger flowed through her, and she clenched her hands at her sides. “Why did he have to pour all my father’s medications in the toilet and then not flush it? It was almost like a taunt to see his medicine in the water and know it was useless to help with pain if needed.”

				“I know. I’ve seen burglars and vandals do a lot of crazy things. It’s hard to know the mindset of someone like that. What did the pharmacist say when you talked with him?”

				Grace let out a long breath. “I explained the situation, and he said we could get enough medicine to get us through the night. We’ll contact the doctor in the morning for new prescriptions.”

				“Good.” Alex stared toward the gate as a vehicle turned into the driveway. “Is that your folks’ van?”

				“No, that’s the WKIZ van.”

				He turned to her and frowned. “What’s it doing here?”

				“I called Derek, the cameraman that came to the bridge with me, and asked him to come over and bring a reporter.”

				“Why?”

				Grace steeled herself for Alex’s anger when she told him what she had planned. “I’m going to do a live feed on the ten o’clock news.”

				“You’re what?” The words exploded out of Alex’s mouth.

				“I talked with the producer, and he okayed it. I’m going to let the person who did this know he can’t scare me. We may not be able to prove it yet, but I know whoever did this killed Landon and a lot of other people.”

				Alex raked his hand through his hair. “Grace, I don’t think—”

				She reached out and grasped his arm. “Alex, this guy has killed people we went to school with, he’s attempted to kill me and now he’s violated the security of my home. Reporting is my job, and I have to cover this story.”

				After a moment he nodded, then directed his gaze back down the driveway where a second vehicle had just entered. “Tell that to your folks. Here they come.” He picked up the suitcases and waited for her parents’ van to come to a stop.

				Grace walked down the steps with Alex behind her, motioned for Derek to park beside the house, and waited for her mother to stop next to her. She then opened the sliding door on the side and peered in at her father strapped in his wheelchair.

				She reached in and grasped his outstretched hand. “The police haven’t finished inside yet, so there’s no need for you to come in. Go on to the Peabody, but don’t forget the medicine at the drugstore. The pharmacist said he’d have it at the drive-through. I’ll meet you at the hotel when I can leave here.”

				Her father shook his head. “I don’t want you driving downtown alone.”

				Alex shoved the two bags into the van and glanced at Grace. “Don’t worry, sir. I’ll drive Grace down there and see that she’s settled.”

				Grace frowned. “Alex, that’s not—”

				He held up his hand to stop her. “I insist. No discussion needed.”

				Her parents exchanged quick glances, and a smile pulled at her father’s lips. “Thanks, Alex. It seems like I’m thanking you a lot lately for taking care of my daughter.” His gaze drifted to the house. “For years I worked day and night to buy the things I thought would make my family happy. Now I realize those were just possessions. There’s nothing in that house that can even start to compare with the safety of my wife and daughter. I wish I had learned that lesson sooner.”

				Grace patted his hand and smiled. “Don’t think about that now, Dad. You go with Mother, and I’ll see the two of you later.”

				She and Alex watched as her mother turned the van around and drove back toward the gate. When the van turned onto the road leading toward the city, Alex looked at her and shook his head. “I still can’t believe how much your father has changed. He’s not the same man I knew.”

				“I know. That’s what happens when God takes over in someone’s life. He becomes a new person.”

				“I’ve heard that, but I never thought it possible. Now I’ve seen it with my own eyes. It makes me wish I could be more like your father.”

				She smiled up at him. “You can, Alex. All you have to do is open up your heart to God.”

				He shrugged. “I’ll think about it.” He glanced past her and frowned. “Here comes the cameraman. It’s not too late to change your mind.”

				She turned to smile at Derek, but her mouth opened in surprise at the sight of Julie Colter walking with him. They came to a stop beside her, and she glanced from one to the other. “Julie, what a surprise. I didn’t expect to see you.”

				Julie bit down on her lip and glanced up at Derek. “Well, you see...” She hesitated and turned to Derek.

				Derek shifted the camera he was carrying in his arms and smiled at Julie “She’s going to do your interview.”

				Grace’s eyes grew wide. “Wh-what?”

				Derek nodded. “Julie’s been talking to me at the station, and she’s not cut out for what management has her doing. They told her she’d get a chance to prove herself with some public interest stories. So far they haven’t followed through on their promise. How about it, Grace? Let’s give her a chance.”

				Grace blinked and searched her mind for something to say. Did she really want klutzy Julie to do this interview? Since the girl had arrived at the station, she’d made so many mistakes the station manager was about to fire her.

				Before she could reply to Derek’s question, Julie lifted her chin and took a deep breath. “I know I’ve made some mistakes, Miss Kincaid, but nobody has ever really given me any guidance. I’ve tried to do what I thought the manager wanted, but I haven’t seemed to please him. I have a degree in journalism, and I worked at my college’s TV station as a reporter. In fact, I won some awards, but he won’t give me an assignment. Derek is trying to help me out. I’d be forever grateful if you would, too.”

				Grace cast a helpless glance at Alex who shrugged and then to Derek before she locked gazes with Julie. “But this is a live feed into the news which is in progress right now. There’ll be no do-overs, and we can’t correct any mistakes we make. Do you understand?”

				Julie nodded, and the plea that sparkled in her eyes reminded Grace of her own hunger for a first chance to do an on-camera interview. She’d been fortunate, though. There were many people who’d helped her, including Richard Champion. Without their support she wouldn’t be a news anchor today.

				Had she paid their support forward and helped another wannabe reporter? The answer made her cringe. She couldn’t recall one single person she’d helped. Instead of thanking God for all the blessings He’d showered on her, she’d spent years dwelling on the bad things that had happened in her life—her breakup with Alex, Richard’s unfaithfulness and her father’s attack. It was time for a change in her life.

				Some things like her misguided infatuation with Richard and her father’s injuries couldn’t be changed, and she and Alex might never recapture their childhood friendship, but she could still be happy. She could start right now by helping a young reporter get her first story.

				She smiled at Julie. “I think Derek had a good idea, Julie. Let’s do an interview that will get you noticed.”

				Julie glanced at Derek, and the look that passed between them reminded her of the way she and Alex used to look at each other. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Alex watching them also. A smile crooked his mouth, and tears filled her eyes. It was the same way he’d smiled at her when they were children and he approved of something she’d done. But they weren’t children anymore.

				She took a deep breath and motioned for Derek and Julie to follow her into the house.

				* * *

				Alex stood inside the Kincaids’ den near the door and watched Julie discussing the upcoming interview with Grace. He remembered the day he’d gone to the TV station and how Grace had complained about the girl’s incompetence. Minutes ago she’d agreed to let Julie interview her on a live feed.

				He smiled and let his gaze travel over Grace who had always held everyone, herself included, to the highest standards when reporting the news. Why would she allow an unproven reporter to interview her on a breaking story? The answer came to him almost before the question had flashed in his mind. It was because of the path Grace’s life had taken in her new relationship with God. Like her parents, her eyes had been opened to the needs in others, and she was different in many ways than she’d been before. He couldn’t deny he liked the new Grace much better than the one he’d known all his life.

				In an effort to bring his thoughts back to the matter at hand, he turned his attention to Julie who was bustling about the room like a director getting ready to stage a play. Her commanding professional attitude indicated she hadn’t wasted her time at the station. She’d been watching, and she’d been learning. He hoped she could please Grace, who at the moment appeared to be following Julie’s instructions to stand in the middle of the broken ornaments littering the floor from the fallen Christmas tree.

				Julie turned to Derek for their last sound check. When they’d finished, he held up three fingers and mouthed the countdown to her. Julie looked into the camera with a no-nonsense expression on her face.

				“This is Julie Colter coming to you live from the home of WKIZ news anchor Grace Kincaid. As much as I wish this was a social visit, I’m here tonight with Grace to discuss the vandalism of her beautiful home.” She paused as the camera swept the room. “As you can see, some unknown person or persons entered the home while the family was away and left a trail of destruction throughout the entire house. Police are on the scene as we speak, and one of my sources tells me evidence has been recovered that may lead to an arrest.” She paused and faced Grace. “This must have been a terrible shock when you arrived home tonight. What was your reaction when you walked in to find your home had been invaded?”

				Alex couldn’t take his eyes off Grace as she proceeded to relate the shock of walking in to find nearly everything in the house destroyed. With sympathy flickering in her eyes, Julie hung on every word Grace spoke.

				Grace paused and then addressed the camera. “I’m sure anyone who has come home to find their home burglarized knows how violated I’m feeling right now. We read about these things happening or we see it on the news, but somehow we never think we’ll be the victim of a crime. Yet it happens all the time.”

				Julie nodded. “You’re right. According to statistics, a burglary happens every fourteen seconds, and the number is rising every year. We all are potential victims.” She turned back to Grace. “One of the deterrents to home invasion is a security system. Does your home have one?”

				“Yes, but unfortunately it wasn’t working. Either my parents forgot to turn it on when they left or the burglar disabled it. If my parents did forget, we’ll have to make sure they don’t again.”

				“And speaking of your parents,” Julie continued, “I know they aren’t here right now. How are they holding up? Your father especially. We were all saddened when he was gunned down in a drive-by shooting earlier this year.”

				“They’re doing all right. My father is strong, and he’ll get through this. Whoever shot him may have taken the use of his legs away, but it’s made a stronger man out of him. I’m very proud of him.”

				“That’s good to hear. Grace, we only have a minute left, and I understand you’d like to make a statement to our viewers.”

				Grace smiled. “I would. As many of you know, a few days ago I reported the death of Timothy Mitchell, who jumped from the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge. He was the father of one of my high school friends who was thought to have committed suicide twelve years ago. Thanks to the help of Detective Alex Crowne, I have been able to investigate Mr. Mitchell’s belief that his son was murdered. Our findings suggest he may have been right. In pursuing this case, however, I’ve been shot at, poisoned by a cyanide-laced note and now my home has been vandalized.”

				“Excuse me, Grace,” Julie interrupted. “Are you saying you believe Landon Mitchell was indeed murdered and his killer is responsible for the acts of violence you’ve suffered since you broke the story of his father’s plunge from the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge?”

				“I am. In fact, I’m convinced of it.” Grace glanced over at him, and Alex smiled. Then she continued. “So, I want to take this opportunity to let the murderer, who thinks he can intimidate me, know his attempts to stop the search for the truth haven’t worked. The police are on this case and before too long I expect they’ll have the answer to who murdered Landon Mitchell and at least four other people. You can’t stay hidden forever.”

				Julie frowned and leaned closer to Grace. “Those are brave words, Grace, and I’m sure our viewers wish you well in your search. Is there anything the public can do to help?”

				“Yes, there is.” She paused and took a breath. “One of you viewing this report may have information about the deaths of Landon Mitchell or Sam Jefferson, or about a secret high school club whose members were tattooed with a wolf. If you do, get in touch with me. You can leave a message on my voice mail at the station or you can email me at my address on the station’s website.”

				Julie turned and looked at Derek as he zoomed in on her for a close-up. “Grace needs your help. If you have information, get in touch with her. In the meantime, keep watching this station for the latest developments in the investigation. This is Julie Colter for WKIZ news, live at the home of Grace Kincaid.”

				Derek signaled that the camera was off, and Julie let out a long breath. Grace smiled and patted her on the back. “Great job, Julie. I think you’re right. Your talents are wasted working as a glorified gopher. When I come back to work, I’ll talk to the manager about making you my assistant. Would you like that?”

				Julie’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, Miss Kincaid, it would be like a dream come true.”

				“Then that’s what I’ll do. Now I think I’d better check with Detective Crowne and see if I need to stay here any longer.”

				Derek nodded and grasped Julie’s arm. “We’ll get out of your way, Grace. I hope to see you back at work soon.”

				“I’ll be back after Christmas.”

				Alex straightened from leaning against the wall as Grace walked toward him and smiled. “Good job on the interview. If our guy saw it, he’s probably trying to decide what he can do next to make our lives miserable.” He let his gaze drift over her face. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

				“I don’t either, but we can’t let him control us much longer.” She propped her hands on hips and glanced around the room. “Do you think Clay could have had time to drive from Nashville and do this?”

				“I don’t know, but I doubt it. He looked more scared than angry, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t be involved. He could have made a quick telephone call and set this in motion.” He sighed and rubbed his hand over his eyes. “Every way I turn with this case new questions pop up, and I have this thought niggling in my head that I’ve forgotten something.”

				“But you can’t figure out what it is?”

				He shook his head. “It’s like it’s just out of reach of my memory, and I know it’s something important. I’m missing something, but I don’t know what.”

				She yawned. “Don’t worry. You’ll remember.”

				“I hope so.” He sighed and glanced over his shoulder. “There’s no need for us to stay here any longer. The officers can take it from here. Let’s get you down to the Peabody, and then I’ll go home and get some sleep. Maybe tomorrow will bring some new leads in the case.”

				“I sure hope so. I’ll get my bag and be back in a minute.”

				He stood still and watched as she left the room. It had been a long day, and he was ready to get some rest. He hoped he could sleep. If only he could get this thought out of his mind that he knew something that could bring this case to a close right now. It was something someone had said. Not recently, but a long time ago. Something he should have remembered. But what was it?

				After a minute, he exhaled and shook his head. There was no use racking his brain tonight. Maybe tomorrow he could remember what he needed to know.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				ELEVEN

				Grace swallowed the last bite of her omelet and picked up her coffee cup. Breakfast had always been one of her favorite meals, and nothing could be better than being served in the dining room of the Peabody Hotel. Her parents were having a quiet morning with room service, but she’d wanted to mingle with other guests and enjoy the beautiful Christmas decorations that had turned the hotel into a wonderland.

				She’d attended many private parties at the Peabody and had dined here several times with friends, but this was the first time she’d ever spent the night in the elegant hotel. The visit would have been very exciting if it weren’t for the reason she and her parents had become guests. Her forehead wrinkled as she recalled the events of the night before. When she’d checked on her parents earlier, her father had mentioned they needed to contact their insurance company, and she needed to take care of that right away.

				She pulled her cell phone from her purse and was about to dial the number when she looked up and spied Alex walking in the door. Her pulse quickened at the sight of him. She’d always thought him handsome, but somehow this morning his presence set her heart to beating faster.

				He stopped at the table and dropped into the chair across from her. “Sorry to be so late. I took advantage of it being Saturday. Since I didn’t have to go to work, I slept in longer than usual.”

				“Do you want something to eat?”

				He shook his head. “I ate before I left home, but I could use some coffee.”

				As if she’d heard the request, a waitress stopped beside the table. “Coffee, sir?”

				He smiled. “Yes, please.”

				Grace waited until the woman had poured the coffee before she leaned closer. “How’s the case you’re helping Seth with coming along?”

				“We’re at a standstill, but it’s a case that goes back a lot further that Landon’s. We may never get the answer to that one.”

				Grace closed her eyes and shuddered. “It’s horrible for families not to have answers. I hope we can find some about all the deaths of our classmates.”

				“Me, too.” He looked down at the cell phone she still held. “Have you checked to see if anyone left you an email or a voice mail?”

				“No, I was about to call the insurance company, but I think I’ll check voice mail first.”

				Grace punched in the number and drummed her fingers on the table as she listened to the messages. From time to time she knit her eyebrows and shook her head. Every crazy in Memphis must have left a message for her, and they all claimed to know the killer’s name.

				She was about to give up when she clasped the phone tighter and sat up in her chair. “Hello, Grace, this is Sharon Warren,” a woman’s voice said. “I was Sharon Ashley when we attended school together, and I married Billy Warren. I’m in Memphis visiting my family for Christmas, and I saw your interview on television last night. I think we need to get together. I know some things that might help you with your case. You can reach me at 555-2721.”

				Alex set his cup down and frowned. “What is it?”

				“I had a message from Billy Warren’s widow. She wants to meet with me. She says she knows something that may help the case.”

				An excited look flashed on Alex’s face. “When?”

				“I have to call her.” Grace punched in the number and waited for someone to answer.

				A woman’s voice answered. “Hello.”

				“This is Grace Kincaid calling for Sharon Warren.”

				“Grace, this is Sharon. Thank you for returning my call.”

				“No, it’s I who need to thank you. I’m very much interested in talking with you. When can we meet?”

				Sharon hesitated a moment. “I’m at my parents’ home, and we’re leaving to take my daughter to Disneyworld this afternoon. It’s her Christmas present. Would it be possible for us to meet now?”

				“Yes, I can do that. Tell me where.”

				“Why don’t you come here? My parents have taken my daughter to the mall to get some last-minute items for the trip and won’t be back for a while.”

				“We can do that.” She pulled the phone away from her ear and whispered to Alex. “Do you have time to meet with Sharon?” He nodded, and she spoke into the phone. “Alex Crowne with the Memphis Police will be with me. It’s been a long time since I was at your parents’ home. What’s the address?”

				Alex pulled a pen and a small notepad from his shirt pocket and slid them across the table to her. Grace mouthed a thank-you and wrote down the address as Sharon recited it to her. “And one more thing, Grace,” Sharon said, “don’t tell anyone else I’m in town. I still don’t feel safe when I come back to Memphis.”

				“Okay. We’ll keep this to ourselves, and we’ll leave right now. We should be there in about thirty minutes.”

				“I’ll see you then.”

				Grace ended the call and placed the phone in her purse. “Sharon doesn’t want anyone to know she’s in town. She sounded scared. Maybe this is the tip we’ve been looking for.”

				“I hope so.”

				Thirty minutes later they pulled to a stop in front of the address Sharon had given her. Grace stared at the rambling house with the circle driveway and remembered high school parties she’d attended here. “I haven’t been to this house since we graduated.”

				Alex turned off the ignition and opened the car door. “I didn’t know you and Sharon were friends.”

				Grace climbed out and looked over the car’s roof at him. “We weren’t close friends. Our families were members at the same country club, and I was always invited to Sharon’s parties. It’s strange, though, I hadn’t even thought of her since I heard Billy was dead. I don’t know why I didn’t.”

				Alex rubbed his neck and frowned. “I know what you mean. I’ve still got this feeling that I’ve forgotten something.”

				Grace walked around the car, and they climbed the steps to the front porch. “I’m sure it will come to you.”

				Before they could ring the bell, Sharon opened the door. Even though Grace hadn’t seen her in years, she still recognized the girl she’d known growing up. She had matured, and her once-blond hair was darker than Grace remembered. But the blue eyes still crinkled at the corners when she smiled.

				She reached out and grabbed Grace’s hand in both of hers. “Grace, it’s so good to see you.”

				Then she turned to Alex and shook his hand. “And Alex Crowne. You’re still as good-looking as ever. Come in.”

				Alex’s face flushed, and he grinned. “Thanks, Sharon. I didn’t know if you’d remember me or not.”

				“Of course I remember you. Who could forget the guy who helped us win the state football championship?”

				Alex’s smile grew larger. “That was a long time ago.”

				Sharon rolled her eyes. “Don’t remind me.” She held the door for them to enter the house and led them to a study in the rear of the residence. When they entered the room, she closed the door. “I thought we’d talk in here since this is more private. Some of the household staff might pop into an open room while we’re talking, but they won’t open a closed door.”

				Grace sat down on a sofa and waited for Alex and Sharon to take their seats before she shifted to the edge of the cushions. “I was excited to hear from you. What is it you think might help us?”

				Sharon took a deep breath. “As you know, Billy and I dated through high school. Everything went well until about midway through our junior year. Something happened to change Billy. He became surly, his grades dropped and he cut school all the time. I was so concerned I went to his parents.”

				“Had they noticed the change in him?” Alex asked.

				“Yes, but they had no idea what was going on. Then when Landon died, it got worse. Billy became paranoid and said he was going to be the next to die. His parents were afraid he’d commit suicide, too, so they placed him in an institution.”

				A gasp escaped Grace’s throat. “I’d forgotten Billy wasn’t there to walk through graduation with us.”

				“No, he was off in another state undergoing treatment for a mental collapse. In the fall I started college at Rhodes here in Memphis, but I loved Billy, and I went with his parents to see him often. It was two years before he was able to leave the facility, but he said he couldn’t live in Memphis anymore. His father had a business out in Colorado, so he gave Billy a job there. By the time I finished college, he seemed like the old Billy, and we were married.”

				Grace counted up the years in her head. “So you must have been married about four years before he died.”

				Sharon nodded. “I found out after we were married he wasn’t the old Billy. He hardly slept at night. When he did, he’d wake up shouting all kinds of things.”

				Alex frowned. “What would he say?”

				“He’d say things like ‘I’m next’ or ‘Don’t kill me.’”

				Alex leaned forward. “Did you ask him about this?”

				“I did over and over. Finally, one night he broke down and told me that during our junior year in high school, he and Landon, Clay, Jeremy, Sam and Dustin had gotten some fake IDs and gone to a club in one of the seamier sides of the city. They were looking for some excitement in their lives, and they found it. Billy said the guys who hung out there were like characters you’d see in a gangster movie, but they were real. Billy and his friends wanted to be a part of that macho lifestyle, and before long they were pedaling drugs for their new friends. They made a lot of money selling to kids at school, and then they branched out with college kids.”

				Grace’s mouth gaped open, and she turned to stare at Alex. “They were drug dealers. That explains the money Mr. Mitchell found in Landon’s room.”

				Sharon nodded. “Things were going great for them. They were making money, hanging out with drug lords and thinking of themselves as smarter than the cops who were trying to get drugs off the streets. Then they began to get email messages from someone who warned them not to sell drugs to this one guy. Of course they ignored them. They thought they were untouchable. One day Landon emailed the others to tell them he’d found out who was sending the messages. He said he’d let them know that night. Instead, his car was found on the bridge.”

				“So he never told them who it was?”

				“No, but the messages continued. The person who sent the messages said he had killed Landon, and each one of them would meet the same fate if they sold this man’s son any more drugs. They wanted to go to the police, but they were scared. The last thing they wanted was for their parents to find out what they’d done. So they told their suppliers they were through selling, which didn’t sit well with them. For weeks they were afraid they were going to die in a drive-by shooting, but the emails stopped.”

				“What happened next?” Alex asked.

				“Billy had his breakdown and entered the hospital, and the others got their parents to send them somewhere for the summer before college in the fall. Dustin went to the Gulf Coast where he disappeared. By the time school started, the police had busted the drug ring, and their suppliers were in jail. They thought they were safe...that is until the letters began to arrive a year or so later.”

				Grace leaned forward. “What did they say this time?”

				“They said the boy they’d been warned about selling drugs to had died of an overdose, and it was their fault because they’d gotten him hooked. They were warned to watch their backs because the Wolf Pack was about to pay for what they did.”

				“Wolf Pack?” Grace and Alex spoke at the same time.

				“That’s what the boys called themselves. They had a wolf’s head tattooed on their shoulders.”

				Alex stared at Sharon. “Why didn’t you go to the police with this?”

				“Because Billy made me promise not to. He said if anything happened to him, I was to keep quiet. He didn’t want me or our daughter harmed. A week later he died when his Jeep crashed through a guardrail and ended up at the bottom of a Colorado ravine. The police suspected his brakes might have been tampered with, but they couldn’t prove it. I was scared, and I kept quiet.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “But when I saw Grace on television last night, I knew I had to come forward. This killer has to pay for what he’s done.”

				Grace reached over and grasped Sharon’s hand. “I’m glad you called. What you’ve told us lets us know that Landon was indeed murdered, and it looks like the others were, too. Did Billy tell you the name of the boy who died?”

				She shook her head and wiped at her eye. “No.”

				“Did he mention anything that might give us a lead about where to start looking for someone who’d want to avenge his death?”

				“No, he didn’t...” She paused, and her eyes grew large. “He did say the guy was a college student, but they weren’t the ones who sold him his first drugs. He’d started using when he was in high school. He mentioned that the first time they sold this guy drugs he was stoned out of his head and sitting on a motorcycle in a parking lot. Sam had been trying to get his dad to buy him one like it, and he kept asking questions about the bike. The guy mumbled something about it not being his but his father’s.”

				“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Alex asked.

				She shook her head. “I can’t think of anything else.”

				Alex let out a big breath and rose. “You’ve been very helpful, Sharon. I hope you and your family have a great time at Disneyworld. Maybe by the time you get back, we’ll have all this sorted out.”

				She stood and looked from one to the other. “I know Billy did some bad things, but he was really sorry about it later. It robbed him of his life, and our daughter will never know her father.”

				Grace hugged her and smiled. “Thank you, Sharon. If we catch this guy, it will be because of your help.”

				She gave a small shake of her head and led them back through the house. “If I had done it earlier, Sam might still be alive.”

				When they were back in the car, Grace swiveled in her seat and faced Alex. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking? Mr. Donner rides a motorcycle.”

				He nodded. “That he gave to his son. But there are still some unanswered questions. I’m going to the station to search the police records for all the deaths by drug overdoses in the years following our high school graduation. When I get the names, I’ll check each one out.”

				“But even if you have all the names, how will you be able to tell which one is connected to the boys from our school?”

				“We know the kid who died was in college, so I’ll pull out the ones that fit the age. Then I’ll trace the families and talk with each one of them.”

				“That may take a long time.”

				He smiled and turned the ignition. “This is the way cases are solved, Grace. We follow up one lead at a time, no matter where it takes us. Sometimes it leads nowhere, and other times we find answers. There’s still something I’m missing, and I’m not going to rest until I find out what it is. I’ll take you back to the hotel first.”

				“All right. I told Mom I’d go shopping with her to buy replacement presents for the ones destroyed last night. We also have an appointment to stop by our decorator’s office to discuss getting the house cleaned out and buying new furniture.”

				“What’s your Dad going to do?”

				“He’ll stay at the hotel.”

				“Alone? What if he needs something?”

				“That concerns me, too, but he assured Mom this morning he’d be all right.”

				“What if...” Alex hesitated as if he wasn’t sure what he was going to say. “What if I stayed with him?”

				Her mouth dropped open, and she stared at him. “You’d stay with my father? What about going to your office to check those records?”

				He waved his hand in dismissal. “I can go later after you and your mother get back.”

				“No, I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Grace protested.

				“Really I don’t mind. I’d feel better knowing he wasn’t alone.”

				Grace could hardly believe Alex had volunteered to stay with her father, especially with the history between the two. She blinked back tears and squeezed Alex’s arm. “Thank you. It means so much to me that you’d offer to stay. Even though it looks like the suite may be home for us for a while, he still hasn’t learned to navigate well in his new surroundings.”

				Alex glanced down at her hand on his arm and cleared his throat. “No problem. I’m glad to do it.” He pulled free of her and reached for his seat belt. “So is your family planning to spend Christmas there?”

				She sighed and buckled her seat belt. “It’s not about the house where you spend Christmas, Alex. It’s about being with the people you love. By the way, that reminds me. When will your father arrive for the holidays?”

				“He’s not coming. I talked with him this morning, and he’s not feeling well. I’ll probably leave Christmas Eve and drive down there.”

				“That’s only a few days away. Will you be back for New Year’s?”

				“I don’t think so. I’ve already put in for some vacation time. I’ll probably stay a few weeks.”

				She hoped her face didn’t convey the disappointment she felt knowing Alex would be gone all through the holidays. But if he decided to stay in Florida, he’d be gone for good. She forced a smile to her lips. “I know your father will be glad to see you.”

				He nodded and put the car in gear. He didn’t speak as they drove back to the hotel, but Grace glanced at him every once in a while. The muscle in his jaw twitched, and she knew he was deep in thought. Whether it was about the killer they were after or his sudden decision to drive to Florida, she didn’t know. Whatever it was, she wondered how much longer Alex would be in Memphis.

				* * *

				Alex still found it hard to believe he could feel so relaxed with Grace’s father, the man he had feared most of his life. Now as he sat in the hotel suite and chatted with Harrison Kincaid he saw nothing in his demeanor that even resembled the arrogant bank president of a few years ago.

				Mr. Kincaid took a sip of his coffee and set the cup and saucer on the tray of his wheelchair. “Thanks for sticking around to keep me company while Grace and her mother are shopping. They don’t want the vandalism of our house to ruin our Christmas. I’m sure when they come back they’ll have a tree as well as bags filled with all kinds of ornaments and presents to replace the ones damaged last night.”

				Alex smiled. “I was glad to stay.” He let his gaze drift over the room. “This suite is very comfortable. Grace said you’ll probably spend Christmas here at the hotel.”

				Mr. Kincaid nodded. “Of course we’d prefer to be in our home, but we’re thankful we can be together. Why don’t you join us for Christmas dinner? We’d love to have you with us.”

				“Thanks, but I’m going to Florida to see my dad.”

				“I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you. Tell him I said hello.”

				“I’ll do that. My father asks about you every time we talk. He always enjoyed taking care of the gardens at your house.”

				“He always did a good job. I hope you’ll tell him I’m sorry for the way I acted about him bringing you along all the time.”

				“I’ll tell him.” Alex hesitated a moment. “About that...I still find it hard to believe how different you are now. I’ve heard people talk about how God can change your life, but I never saw it until now.”

				Mr. Kincaid nodded. “I suppose some people would think I should be angry because I’m unable to walk and confined to this wheelchair, but the truth is I’m happier than I’ve ever been. When I turned my life over to God, He filled me with peace and the greatest love I’ve ever known. If He can do it for me, He can do it for anybody.” He pointed to his useless legs. “Don’t misunderstand me, Alex. It’s not easy, but I find myself able to cope with my disability because I trust God to make me content in my situation.”

				Alex’s brow wrinkled, and he shifted to the edge of his seat. “But how can you trust something you can’t see?”

				“It comes from faith, Alex. It’s a feeling inside that lets you know you’re not alone, that you’ll never be alone again. I have to admit some days I feel sorry for myself, then it’s like a small voice whispers in my head and tells me I’m not alone. When I feel like I’ve gone as far as I can go, I turn it over to Him, and He gives me the strength to carry on. He can do it for you, too.”

				Alex shook his head. “I don’t know.”

				Mr. Kincaid smiled. “Think about what I’ve said, and maybe we can talk about it again sometime. If you change your mind about going to Florida, then join us.” He took a deep breath and pointed to a manila folder on his wheelchair tray. “Now if you don’t mind, I have some work to do.”

				“I didn’t realize you were still working,” Alex said.

				“I do a lot of work for the bank from home. These are some loan applications I want to study.”

				Alex chuckled. “I’m glad it’s you and not me making those decisions. It would be hard for me to turn down anybody for a loan.”

				Mr. Kincaid nodded. “It is. There have been people I knew and respected that I had to say no to because they couldn’t afford to repay the money. I wouldn’t have done them any favors if I had led them deeper into debt. Unfortunately they didn’t always see it that way. I’ve had some really angry customers over the years.” He glanced back down at the folder. “But that’s all in the past. I think I’ll go in the bedroom to work on these. There are soft drinks in the refrigerator. Help yourself and turn on the TV.”

				“I will, and I’ll be right here if you need anything.” Alex rose to his feet and watched Mr. Kincaid guide his wheelchair toward the bedroom. Just before he reached the bedroom door, Alex called out to him, “I enjoyed talking with you. I’ll think about what you said.”

				Grace’s father turned his chair around and smiled at Alex. “I hope you will.” He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I have many regrets, Alex, but my biggest one is that I interfered in your and Grace’s relationship. If it wasn’t for me, you two might be married, and I would be a grandfather. I don’t know if I’ll ever get that chance now. She’ll never love anyone else the way she loved you.”

				“Mr. Kincaid, it wasn’t...”

				He held up his hand. “I know it wasn’t entirely my fault, but I was determined to break you two up. Now I have no idea why. I didn’t realize until I was shot how much I loved Grace’s mother. I wasted a lot of years when we could have been happy.” He paused and took a deep breath. “In spite of everything that’s happened this past week, Grace has been happier than she has in years because you’re back with her. She told me you might move to Florida, but I know she doesn’t want that. I think you have to decide what you want. I’ve been praying you will discover what our family knows now—it’s never too late for love.”

				Alex stood in stunned silence as Mr. Kincaid disappeared into the bedroom. He wanted to run into the room and tell Grace’s father he wasn’t to blame for their breakup. Alex could blame no one but himself. He and Grace could have worked out some sort of compromise if they had tried. Instead, he had declared that if she loved him, she’d give up her dreams, and she’d turned the same argument around on him.

				It made him sad now to think how he had decided Grace was only concerned with her own needs and that he could never trust her to care about his. Then when she became engaged to Richard Champion, he’d known he’d been right. Why hadn’t he gone to her and insisted they work out their problems instead of letting years pass while resentment and anger build up in both of them?

				For the past week they’d struggled to regain the trust they once had in each other, and they’d made progress. Even though she’d said she wanted his friendship, her father had hinted she still loved him. Was he ready to risk his heart again, or would it be best to walk away while he still could?

				He sank down on the sofa and covered his face with his hands. He had no idea what to do.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWELVE

				Grace frowned and glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It was nearly eleven o’clock, and Alex hadn’t phoned. When she and her mother had gotten back from shopping, he’d made his excuses and rushed off. She’d expected to hear from him by now to let her know if he’d found anything in the police records that might help solve their case.

				Her parents had gone to bed early in the adjoining bedroom after dinner, and she’d rattled around the suite trying to entertain herself while she waited for a call from Alex. She picked up her cell phone for the third time to call him. Before she could punch in his number, she shook her head and laid it back on the table. He’d call when he had any information for her.

				Thirty minutes later when he still hadn’t called, she gave up and got ready for bed. She’d just gotten her gown and robe on when the phone rang. Her excitement over Alex finally calling died when a number she didn’t recognize popped up on caller ID. She connected the call and raised the phone to her ear.

				“Hello.”

				“Good evening, Grace. Did you have a good visit with Sharon Warren today?”

				Her breath hitched in her throat, and she clutched the phone tighter. “H-how did you—”

				“Know you saw Sharon?” her anonymous caller finished for her. “I know everything you’ve done for days. You’d think two people trained as a news investigator and a police officer would realize when they were being followed. You and Alex Crowne are pathetic.”

				She narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “What do you want?”

				“I want to tell you who killed Landon.”

				“And Sam, Dustin, Billy and Jeremy, too? You took care of the Wolf Pack, didn’t you?”

				A chuckle came over the phone, and a chill went up her spine. “So you think you know the whole story, but you haven’t arrived at the full truth yet. Do you want to know?”

				“Yes, what is it?”

				“Don’t be so eager, Grace. I’m not going to tell you over the phone, but I’m sure you’re suspicious of meeting me.”

				Grace gave a snort of disgust. “I’ve tried doing things your way. Once I was shot at, and the next time I was poisoned.”

				“There’ll be nothing like that this time. I’m leaving town in a few minutes, but I’ve left you something.”

				“What is it?”

				He sighed. “I’m tired, Grace. I’ve stalked the Wolf Pack for years, and I’m ready to finish my quest. In fact, I’m sitting on board a plane right now bound for Germany. I hope to meet up with Clay there. But don’t get any ideas. We are taxiing to the runway and will be in the air before you can alert the police to my plan.”

				Grace sucked in her breath. “You won’t get away with killing Clay. The police will notify the German police, and they’ll stop you.”

				He laughed. “Maybe they will, but I doubt it. All kinds of accidents can happen on a ski trail. Afterward, I plan to disappear, and you’ll never hear from me again. So I’ve left you something to remember me by.”

				“What is it?”

				“I’ve made a video of my confession. When you see it, you’ll know who I am and why I’ve done what I did.”

				“Where’s this video?”

				“It’s in an appropriate place. I’ve left it underneath the entrance to the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge.”

				“Why there?”

				He laughed again. “I thought since your interest in the Wolf Pack started on the bridge, it would be a good place for you to learn the truth. The video is easy to find. Leave your car at the E. H. Crump Park visitors’ area and walk up the grassy rise toward the entrance to the bridge. At the top of the rise, walk down the slope toward the river, and you’ll find the DVD in a box on the bank that runs underneath the bridge. Do you understand?”

				“Yes, but how do I know I can trust you?”

				“I suppose you’ll have to decide. We’re in line for takeoff right now, and I’m going to have to stow my cell phone. By the time you get to the bridge I should be safely away from the city. Goodbye, Grace.”

				Before she could say another word, the call disconnected. She stared at the phone, undecided what she should do. Alex would know. She punched in his number and waited as the phone rang. When it went to voice mail, she blurted out her message. “I just had a call from the killer. He’s on a plane for Germany, and he’s left me a recording of his confession. I’m going to find the video, Alex. If you get this message, meet me at the E. H. Crump Park near the entrance to the bridge.”

				She disconnected the call, tossed her phone on the table and ran to the closet. Within minutes she was dressed and ready to leave. She debated whether or not to leave a message for her parents but decided against it. She would be back before they woke.

				Grabbing her purse, she hurried out the door and down to the parking garage where she’d left her mother’s van earlier. She unlocked the car, jumped in and turned the ignition. She glanced at the menu panel on the dash and frowned when the Bluetooth didn’t connect with her cell phone in her purse. With a groan she smacked the steering wheel with her hand. The phone wasn’t in her purse. It was still lying in her hotel room. Why had she run out of the suite without picking up her phone?

				Ignoring the urge to leave the phone behind, she leaned forward to turn off the ignition but froze when something round and cold touched the back of her neck. Only the barrel of a gun could feel like that. “Hello, Grace,” a soft voice purred from the backseat. “I’ve been waiting.”

				She closed her eyes and berated herself. How could she have been so gullible? The answer popped into her head. She’d let the story become so personal that she’d lost her objectivity. She’d been quick to believe a killer, and now it might cost her dearly. “I thought you were on a plane.”

				“I lied.”

				Grace’s heart thumped wildly, and she struggled to breathe. “Wh-what do you want?”

				“I thought I’d ride with you to the bridge.”

				She clasped her hands in her lap and tried not to move. “How did you get inside this car?”

				The sound of jingling keys echoed in her ear, and she cast a sideways glance at her mother’s extra set of keys. “I found these when I was at your house last night. I must say they came in quite handy.”

				She straightened in her seat and lifted her chin. “So what do you have planned next for me?”

				He gave a sharp gasp. “I want to tell you the truth. I thought we could all do it at the bridge. I’m sure you phoned Alex, and he’ll be along shortly. Just the three of us at the bridge where it all started, but only one of us will walk away tonight. After you two are out of the way, your father will be next, then I’ll get to Clay. That part wasn’t a lie. I think he’s about to have a skiing accident. As much as he drinks it won’t come as a surprise to anyone.”

				He laughed when he’d finished speaking, and the hatred in his voice made her skin prickle. “You’re despicable. Why would you want to kill my father?” She almost spat the words at him.

				“You’ll find out in good time, Grace. Now drive. We don’t want to keep Alex waiting.”

				She shook her head. “Not yet. Not until I know who you are.”

				“Then turn around and see.”

				She took a deep breath, looked over her shoulder and gasped at the familiar face smiling at her from the backseat.

				* * *

				Alex walked back into his office from his trip to the break room, opened the tab on the soft drink can he’d purchased and dropped down in his desk chair. He took a long drink and set the can aside before he turned his computer on and berated himself for not getting to the office earlier.

				Grace and her mother had returned exactly when they said they would, and he’d begged off staying for dinner so he could go to his office. The truth was, however, he wanted to put some space between himself and Grace. After the conversation with her father, he felt the need to ponder everything that had happened in the past week.

				So instead of going to his office, he’d driven home, fixed something to eat and paced through his apartment for hours trying to decide what he wanted. Now at his office with the clock inching toward midnight, he was no closer to an answer than he’d been earlier.

				He sighed, took one more sip from the soft drink and turned back to the computer. Looking through the records of several years for some unknown person might be a hopeless task, but he did have a few leads that might prove helpful.

				He pulled a legal pad out of his desk and wrote Randal Donner at the top of the page. Underneath he began to write the things he knew about his former principal. (1) Rides motorcycles (2) Father of a son (3) Gave son his motorcycle and bought himself a bigger one (4) Denied drug use in school (5) Denied knowledge of a secret society.

				Alex looked over the list, turned the page and started a new list under the heading Facts About The Killer. (1) Rides a motorcycle (2) Had a son who died of an overdose (3) Gave his son a motorcycle (4) Killed the boys who sold his son drugs.

				When he’d finished, he laid both lists side by side. The two lists appeared very much alike. However, he didn’t know if Mr. Donner’s son had died, but he knew who would. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and punched in Brad’s number.

				He answered after two rings. “Hello.”

				“Brad, it’s Alex. I’m at the office working on something, and I wanted to run a few things past you.”

				“Alex, do you know what time it is? It’s nearly midnight. What are you doing there so late?”

				“It’s this case about the kids at our high school. I feel like I’m so close, but there’s something I’m missing. I thought I’d bounce some things off you.”

				Brad sighed. “Man, you need to get a life. You can’t let work rule you. Take it from an old married man. You need a wife.”

				Alex snorted. “I’ll think about that. In the meantime, I wanted to ask you about Mr. Donner.”

				“Our high school principal?”

				“Yeah. What do you know about him?”

				“Hmm, well, he’s been at the school for years, and from what I hear, he’s done a good job.”

				“Did you know he’s in a motorcycle club?”

				“Yes. It’s a group of professional people who do charity rides for different organizations. They also do some mission work.”

				Alex’s eyebrows arched. “What kind of mission work?”

				“They go to motorcycle rallies and set up a tent where they speak to people about God’s love. They’ve become well-known across the southeast for their work at events.”

				“Very interesting. And what about Mr. Donner’s son?”

				“Which one?”

				“He has more than one?”

				“There are three. The oldest is a doctor in Nashville, the middle one is a teacher at the University of Tennessee and the youngest one is in college.”

				Alex’s phone beeped, and he pulled it away from his ear to stare at the screen. A message popped up that he had an incoming call from Grace. He’d return the call when he finished talking to Brad. He pulled the phone back to his ear.

				“So, did Mr. Donner have a son who died?”

				Brad was quiet for a moment before he answered. “No, I don’t think so. Not unless he died in infancy. My parents have known his family for years, and they never mentioned a child dying.”

				“This son would have been college-aged.”

				“Then, no,” Brad said. “I know he didn’t have one die at that age.”

				Alex exhaled a long breath and drew a big X through the page where he’d written the things he knew about Mr. Donner. “Well, that eliminates him as a suspect. My guy’s son bought drugs from Landon and his friends, and he rode his dad’s motorcycle. The son died of a drug overdose when he was college age. I guess I’ll have to keep looking.”

				“Wait a minute, Alex. You say this guy’s son died of a drug overdose?”

				“Yes.”

				“Have you thought of Mr. Caldwell?”

				Alex bolted upright in his seat. “What?”

				“He had a son who died of an overdose. His body was found in an alley near the downtown area about two years after we graduated from high school. Don’t you remember us talking about it? We were in college, and a guy we graduated with came by our table in the cafeteria and told us Mr. Caldwell’s son had died of an overdose. He remarked how surprised he was because none of the students even knew he had a son. The boy had grown up with his mother in Chicago. Evidently he got into drugs, and she couldn’t handle him anymore. So when he started college, she sent him to live with his dad.”

				Alex hit his palm on his desk and groaned. “I knew there was something I had forgotten. This is it. When Grace and I went to the school the other day, we talked to him, and he mentioned he had no family. Grace later told me she always felt sorry for him because he didn’t have a wife and children. Thanks, Brad. You’ve given me the answers I needed.”

				“One more thing,” Brad interrupted. “Mr. Caldwell also rides a motorcycle. In fact, he’s in the club with Mr. Donner.”

				Alex clenched his fist and pulled it down in a victory salute. “Yes, this is what I needed. I need to find Mr. Caldwell’s son’s death record now. Maybe by Monday morning I’ll have enough evidence to take it to the D.A. By the way, do you know his son’s first name?”

				“I think it was Dennis, but he went by Denny.”

				“Thanks, buddy. I owe you for this one. I’ll see you Monday.”

				“See you then.”

				Alex disconnected the call and turned to the computer screen. Within minutes he’d found the death certificate of Dennis Caldwell. The death was ruled a drug overdose, and the next of kin listed the name Patrick Caldwell.

				Alex sat back in his chair and smiled. Ever since he started in law enforcement, he had a deep desire to bring closure to a victim’s family. Now with his job in the Cold Case Unit, he was able to do that. In Landon’s case, however, it was too late for his father, but Grace would be happy.

				At the thought of Grace, he remembered her call. He needed to let her know what had happened, but she might already be in bed. He picked up his phone and noticed she’d left a message when she called, maybe to tell him good-night. Smiling, he retrieved the message, but his smile disappeared as he listened to what she was saying. His hand began to shake, and he groaned aloud.

				“No!” he screamed when the message ended.

				He willed his shaking fingers to punch in her number and waited for her to answer. When it went to voice mail, he yelled into the phone. “Grace, the killer is Patrick Caldwell. Do not trust him. I am on my way to the bridge. I hope you get this message.”

				When he’d hung up, he looked back at her message. It had been sent twenty minutes ago. The Peabody wasn’t too far from the entrance to the bridge, and she had a head start on him.

				Shoving the phone in his pocket, he ran from the building, jumped in his car and roared off to the park where Grace had told him to meet her. He hoped he wouldn’t be too late.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THIRTEEN

				Grace pulled the van to a stop in the parking lot where Mr. Caldwell had directed her. She then turned off the ignition and sat back in her seat. “What now?”

				“Give me the keys,” he said. She passed the key ring to him and locked gazes with him in the rearview mirror. He opened the back door, stepped out and motioned for her to do the same. When she stood on the ground beside him, he pointed toward the grassy rise that led to the side of the bridge. “Now walk up that way.”

				She turned around, and he stuck the gun in her back as they began their ascent toward the bridge. “You can’t get away with this, you know. Alex will track you down and see that you go to jail.”

				“Don’t waste your breath, Grace. Alex should have kept his nose out of this, and he would have been all right. Now he knows too much, so I have to get rid of him, too.”

				“How do you think you can escape? The police patrol this area all the time. Gunshots would bring them on the double. Then how are you going to get away?”

				He chuckled. “I already have my escape plan. I stopped by here earlier and left my motorcycle underneath the bridge before I called for a cab to take me to the Peabody. I’ll be out of here before anybody knows what’s happened. Now get moving.”

				She walked a few more steps before she stopped and glanced over her shoulder. “But I don’t understand. What is your connection to the Wolf Pack?”

				“It’s simple. They killed my son.”

				Her eyes grew wide. “You had a son?”

				“Yes. His mother and I divorced before he was born, and she kept him in Chicago and away from me for years. When she finally sent him to me, he was a nineteen-year-old drug addict. I tried everything to help him, but it was no use.”

				“So your son was the one who died from the drug overdose?”

				“Yes. I tried to keep an eye on him, but he hooked up with Landon and his friends right away. They were only too glad to sell him what he wanted.”

				“And you blame them for his death?”

				“Partly, but I also blame the dealers in Chicago who got him started—there was someone else to blame, too.”

				“Who?”

				“Your father. I could have saved my son if it hadn’t been for him.”

				Grace’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. “How on earth is my father involved in this?”

				“When Denny got so bad, I knew he had to go into rehab, but I didn’t have the money to put him where he’d get the best help. I went to your father at the bank and begged him.” He hesitated, and his features dissolved into that of a madman. “I begged him,” he yelled, “to give me a loan so I could put Denny in rehab. And do you know what your father did?”

				“N-no.”

				“He turned me down without a second thought. I pleaded and told him it was a matter of life and death, but he called the guards in and had me removed from his office. When they were dragging me out of there, I told him he’d be sorry. And he was, when I put him in that wheelchair.”

				Grace’s legs wobbled, and she struggled to stand. “You shot my father?”

				He laughed. “Yes, and when I saw you on television talking about Landon’s father dying at the bridge, I knew I could hurt him even more if I killed you.” He eased closer and grabbed her arm. “So you see this past week, it’s been all about killing you.” He put the gun to her head. “And that’s what I’m about to do.”

				“Hold it right there, Caldwell. I have a gun pointed at your back.” Alex’s voice sent a shock wave of relief flowing through her. She’d known he would come. Before she could move, Mr. Caldwell grabbed her around the waist, whirled around, and held her in front of him with one arm while the other held the gun to her head.

				“Hello, Alex. I wondered when you would get here. As you can see, we’re at a standoff right now. You may shoot me, but you can’t stop me from killing Grace. Now back off, or she’s a dead woman.”

				Alex looked at her from perhaps ten feet away, and Grace held her breath. She sensed the hesitation in Alex, and she screamed at him. “Shoot him, Alex, before he kills us both.”

				Alex moved a step closer, his gun pointed at Mr. Caldwell. Suddenly, a police officer emerged from the darkness beside Alex, a gun in his hand. “What’s going on here?”

				Alex glanced over at him, but before he could say anything two shots rang out. Alex and the officer both hit the ground.

				“No,” Grace screamed and struggled to free herself.

				Mr. Caldwell’s grip tightened, and he laughed. “I should have told Alex I’ve been trained in how to handle a gun.”

				A surge of energy rushed through her body, and she slipped one arm free from the vise he held her in. Raising her hand, she gouged at his eye and then dug her fingernails into the side of his face and pulled downward.

				He screamed in pain, grabbed at his face, and released her. She drew her foot back and kicked him in the knee with all the force she could manage. He started to point the gun at her, and she kicked him in the other knee. He sank to the ground. “You’ll pay for that,” he yelled.

				Grace longed to go to Alex and make sure he was alive, but there was no time for that now. In case he and the policeman were still alive, she needed to get Mr. Caldwell away from them before he finished the job.

				She turned and ran toward the bridge and onto the walkway headed toward Arkansas. She’d only gone a few feet when she realized her mistake. She should be running back toward the streets of Memphis. There she could find hiding places and elude capture until she could get some help.

				She turned to head back the way she’d come, and then she heard the engine of a motorcycle crank. Before she had time to process what that meant, the bike roared to life, and she heard it coming up the bank toward the bridge.

				Mr. Caldwell stopped the motorcycle at the entry to the walkway and let the motor idle. He smiled and called out to her. “There’s no escaping me, Grace.”

				The lights on the bridge lit the Memphis sky, and she realized she would be visible to any passing car. She glanced helplessly around, but there wasn’t a single vehicle in sight. He revved the engine again, and she swallowed her fear. Slowly, the motorcycle glided onto the walkway and stopped. Breathing a prayer, Grace turned and ran toward the Arkansas side of the river.

				* * *

				Alex opened his eyes and saw the sky. The stars twinkled, and a peaceful feeling filled him. He blinked and tried to remember what had happened. The heavens appeared lit with a bright light, and he looked around to see where it came from. His gaze came to a stop on the lights outlining the bridge span between Memphis and Arkansas.

				He tried to move, but a pain in his left shoulder ricocheted through his body. He gasped and grabbed at the spot where the pain seemed concentrated. A sticky substance covered his fingers. Blood. He shook his head to clear it, and the memory of Patrick Caldwell holding Grace in front of him and firing at him and another officer who had appeared out of nowhere flashed in his mind.

				He pushed into a sitting position and closed his eyes to ward off the dizziness that had everything in his vision spinning out of control. After a moment his head cleared, and he opened his eyes and looked around. Where were Grace and Caldwell? From somewhere near the bridge an engine cranked, and a motorcycle roared out from underneath the abutment. He caught sight of Patrick Caldwell on the bike as it skidded across the dew-covered grass and sped up the embankment to the bridge walkway where it came to a stop.

				Alex patted the grass with his right hand until he touched his gun. He picked it up and pushed to his feet. From somewhere in the darkness a woman’s soft cries drifted on the night air. Grace? Where was she? On the walkway?

				He pushed to his feet and clenched his teeth to keep from crying out at the pain in his shoulder. Patrick Caldwell’s voice rang out from the top of the hill. “There’s no escaping me, Grace.”

				Alex took a deep breath and willed his legs to move. With his left arm dangling at his side and his gun clutched in the other, he staggered up the hill. Perspiration popped out on his forehead even though the night air was cold. Halfway there he stumbled but regained his footing.

				The engine revved again, and Alex staggered on. Grace must have gotten away from Caldwell, and he was the only one who could help her. Something warm trickled down his arm and dripped from his hand to the ground. He’d seen gunshot victims before, and he knew he was losing too much blood. His body screamed he didn’t have the strength to go on.

				Then words Grace’s father had spoken welled up inside him as if he stood there on the banks of the Mississippi River with him. When I feel like I’ve gone as far as I can go, I turn it over to Him, and He gives me the strength to carry on. He can do it for you, too, Alex.

				Alex looked up at the stars again. God, he prayed, help me save Grace. She’s the only woman I’ll ever love.

				The motorcycle eased onto the walkway, and with renewed strength Alex charged up the embankment. He arrived at the end of the walkway just as Caldwell accelerated and headed down the concrete path. In the distance Alex saw Grace running in the opposite direction.

				Taking a deep breath, Alex steadied his arm, aimed at the rear tire of the motorcycle and fired. The back tire of the motorcycle exploded in a blast that split the night air, and the bike skidded. Pieces of rubber flew into the air as the motorcycle crashed into one side of the walkway, veered across to the other side and hit the opposite wall. Caldwell struggled for control, but it was no use. The bike careened once more from side to side and jumped the barrier that separated the walkway from the highway.

				The motorcycle landed on its side in the middle of the highway and skidded across the asphalt with Caldwell pinned underneath. Sparks like those from a Roman candle shot up from the pavement as the metal scraped the surface and the bike slid to a stop.

				Alex climbed the barrier and stumbled across the road to where Caldwell lay unconscious. Behind him Grace’s voice called out from somewhere down the walkway. “Alex, are you all right?”

				She leaped over the barrier and reached him just as he sank to his knees. He laid his gun on the pavement, pulled his cell phone from his pocket and handed it to her. “Call 911. Tell them two officers and a suspect are down at the bridge. We need help right away. We have no way to stop traffic.”

				Grace nodded and grabbed the phone from his hand. He heard her speaking, but he couldn’t concentrate on what she was saying. He slumped to the pavement and closed his eyes. All he wanted was to sleep, but he needed to stay awake until the EMTs arrived.

				He licked his lips and swallowed. “Grace,” he whispered.

				She dropped to her knees beside him and grabbed his hand. “Help is on the way. Stay with me, Alex. Talk to me.”

				He stared up at her and tried to focus his eyes. “Are you all right?”

				“I’m fine. Thanks to you.”

				“We’re in the middle of the bridge. Watch for cars.”

				She clasped his hand tighter. “Don’t worry about anything right now. I told the 911 operator. She’s getting word to the Arkansas Highway Patrol to shut off that end of the bridge.” She glanced past him and smiled as a siren wailed. “And here come our guys now.”

				A vehicle screeched to a stop near him, and then the sound of voices filled the quiet night. Alex closed his eyes and thought of the mighty river flowing so far below them. The muddy water stopped for no one, and it felt as if he floated with it. He reached for Grace’s hand and let the darkness carry him away.

				* * *

				Grace glanced at the clock on the wall as she paced the hospital waiting room. It was 3:00 a.m. Alex had gone into surgery two hours ago, and she hadn’t heard a word.

				The room and hallway looked like a constantly shifting sea of blue from the uniformed, on-duty police officers who arrived and then departed after checking on two of their own who had been shot. As Grace let her gaze travel over the assembled officers, she realized how fortunate Alex was to belong to such a brotherhood.

				The sound of the elevator opening in the hall caught her attention, and she looked out the door to see Police Chief Watson striding toward them. Captain Wilson, the officer who’d been at the bridge the morning Mr. Mitchell died, rose from the sofa where he was sitting and met the chief at the door.

				“Evening, sir,” he said.

				The chief nodded. “More like good morning, I’d say. How’s Detective Crowne?”

				“He’s in surgery, sir. The bullet hit an artery, and he lost a lot of blood. The EMTs said he was fortunate he got to a hospital so quickly.”

				“Good, good. And the other officer. How is he?”

				“Patrolman Grayson suffered a head wound, but the doctors are optimistic. He’s still in surgery, too.”

				“And the suspect? What’s his condition?”

				“Mr. Caldwell has a broken leg, a broken arm and multiple contusions. He’s in surgery down on the orthopedic floor. I have officers waiting there for him to come out of surgery.”

				“Have the families been notified?”

				Captain Wilson nodded. “Patrolman Grayson’s parents are on their way from Nashville where they live. I’ve talked to Detective Crowne’s father in Florida, but his friend Miss Grace Kincaid is here.”

				“It seems like you have everything under control, Captain. Good work.” He turned and smiled at Grace. “I understand you and Detective Crowne have had an interesting night. Not only have you solved a twelve-year-old cold case, but you’ve captured the killer of four other people and the man who shot your father. Would you like to tell me about it?”

				“I’d be happy to.” Grace walked to a sofa, and the Chief followed. When they were seated, she related the events that began the year she and Alex were in high school and ended in the middle of the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge that night. When she finished, she clasped her hands in her lap and glanced toward the door. “Now I wish someone would come tell me how Alex is doing.”

				The elevator opened again, and Brad and Laura Austin rushed into the room. Grace ran to Laura and embraced her. “We came as soon as we heard. How’s Alex?”

				Grace pulled back from Laura and looked from one to the other. Their faces mirrored the fear in her heart. She’d held her feelings at bay ever since she’d arrived at the hospital, but with the arrival of her and Alex’s two best friends her resolve flew out the window. She put one arm around Laura’s waist and one around Brad’s and dissolved into tears. They pulled her close and let her cry for several minutes before Brad pulled loose and led her to the couch.

				She sank onto the hard cushions, and Laura sat down beside her. Brad stood in front of them. “Would you like something to eat or drink? Some coffee maybe?”

				Grace shook her head. “No, thank you. I just want to know how Alex is.” She looked from Brad to Laura. “I thought we were both going to die on that bridge tonight, and all I could think about was how we’d wasted so many years when we could have been happy.” She burst out crying again.

				Laura put her arm around Grace’s shoulders and smiled. “It’s not too late. You and Alex can still have a life together if you love each other.”

				Grace looked up, her vision blurred by her tears. “That’s just it. I love him so much, but I have no idea how he feels about me. He still blames me for our breakup, and now he wants to move to Florida. What will I do if he leaves?”

				Brad’s eyes grew wide. “Move to Florida? He hasn’t said anything to me about it.”

				Grace sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “Well, he has to me. He knows I love him, but it’s like he wants to punish me and get as far away from me as he can.”

				Laura placed a hand on each of Grace’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. “And just how does he know you love him? Have you told him so?”

				“Well, no, but I’ve tried to show him with my actions.”

				Brad squatted down in front of Grace and smiled. “I think you and Alex have a communication problem. When you see him, tell him how you feel. Give him a chance to tell you his feelings. You and Alex have driven Laura and me crazy for years. We’re ready for you two to decide if you belong together or not.”

				Laura laughed. “He’s right, Grace. God has given you another chance with Alex. Don’t ignore it because of what you think he feels. Find out.”

				Grace reached out and clasped Laura’s hand, then Brad’s. “I’m so thankful God gave me friends like you. I remember when you were going through all your problems, and look at you now. You’re happy...”

				“And we’re going to have a baby,” Laura interrupted.

				“What?” Grace squealed. “Why haven’t you told me?”

				Laura smiled. “We just found out, and you’ve been busy the past few days.”

				Grace hugged her friend again. “Oh, I’m so happy for you and Brad. I knew you two were meant to be together.”

				“Just like you and Alex are,” Laura said.

				Before Grace could respond, she glanced up at the doctor walking into the room. She jumped to her feet, and all the police officers moved in to hear what he had to say. He approached Grace.

				“Miss Kincaid, I believe you’re the one who came in with the patient.”

				“Yes, doctor. How is he?”

				“He’s in recovery and doing well. He lost a lot of blood, but we were able to repair the damage. If all goes well, he should be able to leave the hospital in a few days.”

				A sigh of relief went up from the assembled officers, and they smiled and patted each other on the back. “We’re all relieved to hear that, Doctor,” Chief Watson said. “Detective Crowne is a valuable member of our force. Thank you for taking care of him.”

				The doctor nodded. “It was my pleasure.” He turned to Grace. “The patient is awake and is asking to see you. Do you want to go in?”

				“Oh, yes. I need to see him.”

				The doctor smiled. “I thought you might like that. Come with me. I’ll take you back.”

				At the door Grace turned and smiled at Laura, who gave her a thumbs-up. She returned the gesture and followed the doctor down the hall. A few hours ago she had climbed over a barrier on the Memphis-Arkansas Bridge and feared Alex would die before she had a chance to tell him she loved him.

				But he wasn’t going to die. Not tonight. And God had given her this time to make things right between them. And that’s what she intended to do.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOURTEEN

				Grace stopped at the entrance to the cubicle where Alex lay and took a deep breath. Her gaze scanned the tubes and machines hooked to his body, and her heart lurched. Had the doctor been honest with her about Alex’s condition?

				She spied a nurse coming down the hall and stopped her. “Excuse me. I wondered about all the tubes attached to Alex Crowne.”

				The nurse smiled. “That’s standard after surgery. Don’t worry. We’ll probably disconnect some of them by the time he gets to his room.”

				Grace sighed in relief. “That makes me feel better. Is he awake?”

				“He’s been going in and out. You can have a seat in there and wait. The effects of the anesthetic should wear off soon.”

				“Thank you.”

				Grace stepped back into the room and walked to the bed. Alex’s hand lay out from under the sheet, and she covered it with hers. She threaded her fingers between his and remembered how holding his hand had always made her feel so safe. She hoped he could feel the same from her now.

				His eyelashes fluttered, and his eyes blinked open. He stared upward for a moment but then turned his head to face her. “Grace.” Her name sounded almost like a croak coming from his lips.

				She smiled and bent over him. “I’m here.”

				His gaze took in her face. “Are you all right?”

				“I am because of you. I don’t know how you were able to walk up to the bridge. I thought Mr. Caldwell had killed you.” A tear rolled out of her eye, and Alex reached up with his free hand and wiped it away.

				“I knew I had to get to you before he killed you.”

				She frowned. “But how could you walk? The EMTs were astonished that you could go that distance when you had lost so much blood.”

				“It was something your father said to me that got me there. He told me when he didn’t think he could go any further, he asked God to take over, and He gave him the strength he needed. God did that for me, too.”

				She smiled and squeezed his hand tighter. “He’ll be so glad to know that.”

				“Over the past week I’ve come to realize what a wonderful man your father is. I look forward to getting to know him even better.”

				Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, that reminds me. You don’t know why Mr. Caldwell decided to add me to his list of victims.”

				He listened as she related what her old teacher had told her in the van. When she’d finished, he shook his head. “Your father told me there were people he’d been unable to approve loans for who hated him. I never thought any of them could be the murderer in our case.”

				Grace closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. “It’s just all so unbelievable, but we did it, Alex. We found out the truth about Landon’s death just like we promised his father we would.”

				Her hand still covered his, and he tightened his grip as he glanced down at their intertwined fingers. “We did. Now what are you going to do with Landon’s ring?”

				She pulled free of him and held her hand up. The tiny birthstones in the ring sparkled, and she looked at it for a moment before she slipped it from her finger and dropped it in her purse. “This ring belongs in the past like so many things in my life do. I feel like I’ve helped an old friend by finding out the truth about his death, although I found out some things I was sorry to know. Now I can let that part of my life go.”

				“We did what we promised Mr. Mitchell. I wish he was here today to know about it,” Alex whispered.

				She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. “I do, too, but enough talk about sad things. We need to be happy. You’re going to be all right, and there are some things about our past that we need to get settled.”

				“I think so, too, but first I have a question. Has anybody called my father?”

				“Captain Wilson called him when he called Patrolman Grayson’s parents. And by the way, that young patrolman is going to be okay, too.”

				“Good. So would you mind if I called my father before we talk about whatever it is you have on your mind? I want him to know I’m okay.”

				Grace nodded and reached for his cell phone, which lay on the bedside table. “Want me to connect it for you?”

				He shook his head. “I have him on speed dial. I’ll do it.”

				She handed him the phone and sat down in the chair beside his bed. He put the phone to his ear and waited for his father to answer. It only took a moment.

				“Hi, Dad,” he said. “I’m in recovery and wanted you to know I’m okay.”

				He nodded while he listened, and Grace gazed at his profile. Even with all the tubes and machines as well as a five o’clock shadow, she didn’t think he’d ever looked so handsome. Her heart swelled with love for him. Now if only he could feel the same about her.

				“Yeah, it looks like I won’t be able to make it for Christmas.”

				Grace’s heartbeat quickened. Maybe he wanted to spend it with her.

				“I doubt if the doctor will want me to travel that soon,” he continued. “I may have to postpone the trip for a few weeks, but I’m still coming.”

				Grace swallowed her disappointment. So his plans for going to Florida were still in place, which meant he still wanted the job there. She brushed at a tear in the corner of her eye.

				“But when I come, I’m going to bring someone with me—my fiancée.” He turned to look at her. “Do you think you can get some time off to go visit my father?”

				All she could do was stare in dumbfounded disbelief and nod. Alex laughed and winked at her before he turned his attention back to his father. “Yeah, it’s Grace. Who else would it be? I’ll call you later today and let you know how I’m feeling. Bye, Dad. I love you.”

				He ended the call and handed her the phone. “Dad said to tell you hi.”

				She frowned, shook her head, and placed his cell phone back on the table. Then she rose to her feet and stared at him. “What just happened here?”

				“You mean the part about you being my fiancée?”

				“Yes, where did that come from?”

				He reached for her hand and laced their fingers together. “When I woke up on that riverbank and thought Patrick Caldwell was going to kill you, I regretted every minute that we’d been apart. I knew if God let us live, I was going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you for being such a jealous guy and ruining our chance at happiness years ago.” He paused and pulled her closer. “I’ve never quit loving you, Grace. Please let me show you how much.”

				“B-but you told your father we were engaged, and you didn’t even know if I love you or not.”

				“Yes, I do.”

				She smiled at him. “And how do you know?”

				His eyes sparkled. “Because there’s been a bond between us since we were ten years old. It grew deeper as we got older. I’ve never loved anybody else, and I never will. We’ve wasted enough years when we should have been together. If you’ll marry me, I’ll do everything in my power to make you happy. I’ll leave Memphis if you want to go back to the networks. My life is meaningless if you’re not in it. How about it, Grace? Will you spend the rest of your life with me?”

				Tears filled her eyes. “I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. I don’t want anybody else but you.” She leaned closer and squeezed his hand. “But I don’t want the networks. I want to live our life together here where we met and grew up. All I want is you.”

				“Then marry me,” he whispered. “I don’t ever want to be away from you again.”

				“Neither do I. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

				He released her hand, grasped the back of her neck and pulled her head down until their lips touched. “I love you, Grace Kincaid,” he whispered.

				“And I love you, Alex Crowne,” she answered.

				She pressed her lips to his, and her heart soared. The love they shared had never died, and she could hardly wait to begin their new life together.

				* * *

				Alex sat down on the sofa in the Kincaids’ hotel suite, stretched his legs out in front of him and closed his eyes. He didn’t know when he’d ever spent a better Christmas Day. The dinner prepared by the hotel staff had been delicious, but the best part of the meal had been Grace and her parents. The only thing that could have made it better would have been to have his father with them, but he would be here soon.

				His father had decided that moving to Florida hadn’t been the best choice for him. He’d missed the life he’d known in Memphis, but he’d especially missed being with his son. Now with Alex and Grace getting married, he wanted to be nearby in case there were grandchildren in his future.

				The cushion next to him dipped, and he opened his eyes to see Grace sitting beside him. She had her arm on the back of the couch and one leg curled underneath her. She scooted closer and smiled. “What are you thinking about?”

				“My dad. I’m glad he’s moving back. With him nearby, I can keep a close watch on his health.”

				“We both will,” Grace said as she leaned back into the cushions. “Did you get enough to eat?”

				He groaned. “I’m stuffed more than the turkey was, but I think I’ll be hungry again by nighttime.” She laughed, reached over and trailed the tip of her forefinger down his jawline. He closed his eyes at the pleasure that raced through him. “I always liked it when you did that.”

				“And I always liked it, too.” She leaned closer and brushed her lips across his. “It’s almost been a perfect day, hasn’t it?”

				He nodded. “It has. Now all that’s left to do is open the presents. I can hardly wait to see what you got me.”

				She laughed and arched her eyebrows. “If I’d had more time to shop, I could have gotten something better. But all my time these past few days has been spent playing nurse to a grumpy patient.”

				“And you’ve done a mighty good job, ma’am. I may decide to keep you around for quite a while.”

				She laughed and swatted his leg as the bedroom door opened and her father’s wheelchair rolled into the room. Her mother followed behind. “It sounds like everybody in here has the Christmas spirit,” Mr. Kincaid said as he came to a stop. “I move that we keep the festivities going by opening presents.”

				Grace clapped her hands and smiled. “And I second the motion. All in favor say aye.”

				All four yelled their response at the same time. Mr. Kincaid smiled at his daughter. “Grace, do you want to do the honors and pass out the gifts?”

				Fifteen minutes later Christmas paper and ribbons littered the floor. Grace jumped up and ran to give her parents each a kiss. “Thank you for everything you gave me. I love the clothes, and the jewelry will set each outfit off.”

				Alex held up his present. “Mr. Kincaid, I can’t believe this. A private suite with catering and a server for the remainder of the Memphis Grizzlies’ season? This is too much.”

				Mr. Kincaid waved his hand in dismissal. “Not at all. If you decide you like having the suite, I’ll get one for the whole season next year. I do have to warn you, though, that Grace would rather go to a play at the Orpheum than see a basketball game. I thought if you didn’t mind, I might go with you sometime.”

				Alex’s throat closed up, and tears stung his eyes. He’d never thought to see the day when Grace’s father would tolerate his presence, much less want to hang out with him at a ball game. It only reaffirmed what he was just beginning to understand—with God nothing was impossible.

				“Thank you, sir. I’d like that a lot.” He took a deep breath and rose to his feet. “Now there’s something I’d like to do.” He looked at Grace. “Please come sit down.”

				She looked at her mother and laughed. “This sounds interesting.”

				She sat down on the couch, and he turned to face her parents. “As you know, things happened rather quickly over the past two weeks. When I woke up in the hospital, all I could think about was how much I loved Grace and how much time we’d wasted being apart. When she came to see me in recovery, I’m afraid I didn’t give her a very romantic proposal. In fact, I informed her we were getting married.”

				Her parents smiled, and her father shook his head. “That’s all right. We’re glad you’re both safe and weren’t hurt.”

				“I am, too, but I really feel like I should have talked with both of you before we started making plans. I really want to be a part of this family, and I want to make sure you want that, too.”

				Her father nodded. “You needn’t worry, Alex. We couldn’t be happier to have you for a son.”

				“Thank you, sir.” He reached in his pocket with his good arm, pulled out a ring box, and knelt in front of Grace. He opened it and looked up at her. “Grace Kincaid, I love you with all my heart. Please marry me and make me the happiest man on earth.”

				Tears filled her eyes, and she looked at the ring, then back at him. “It’s a beautiful ring. And nothing would make me happier than to be your wife.”

				Smiling, he pulled the ring from the box and slipped it on her finger. “Now it’s official. I don’t want that ring to ever come off your finger.”

				“It won’t,” she whispered and leaned forward to kiss him.

				They pulled apart, but Alex didn’t want to move. It had been so long since he was this happy he wanted to keep looking at her and soak up every inch of the woman he’d loved since he was ten years old. After a moment her father’s discreet cough caught his attention, and he rose.

				“Have you two decided when you want to have the wedding?” her father asked.

				Alex shook his head. “I don’t know. We haven’t had a chance to talk about where we’re going to live. I don’t think my apartment’s big enough. Grace couldn’t get all her clothes in the tiny closet.”

				Her mother laughed and nodded. “She’ll need some room, that’s for sure.”

				Grace frowned. “We also have to think about you two. Who will help you at night, Mother, if I’m not there?”

				Her father shook his head. “You’re not to worry about me. I’m going to hire a personal assistant as soon as we get back in the house. We’ll make it fine, and I don’t want you to start married life with your parents. So I decided to do something about it.”

				Grace stared at her father. “What have you done?”

				He picked up an envelope from the tray of his wheelchair and held it out. “This is for you and Alex with love from your mother and me.”

				Alex looked at Grace, and she shrugged. She took the envelope from her father, and Alex looked over her shoulder as she unfolded the papers inside. His eyes grew wide, and he shook his head in disbelief. “Mr. Kincaid, this is too much.”

				“No, it’s not, Alex. You saved my daughter’s life and helped bring the man who put me in this wheelchair to justice. I can never repay you for all you’ve done for me.”

				“But a house? You want to give us a house?”

				Grace’s father laughed. “It’s only a starter house. You can sell it later on and move into a larger one when you decide to bless us with grandchildren. I spent a lot of years working for the money I accumulated. Now I want my family to enjoy it. The house belongs to you and Grace.”

				Tears ran down Grace’s face. She ran to her parents and embraced them. “Thank you, Mom and Dad. I don’t know what to say.”

				Her mother kissed her on the cheek. “Just be happy, darling. That’s all we want for you.”

				“I will.”

				“Now,” her father said, “if all the gifts are distributed, I think I’ll take a nap.” He looked at his wife. “Want to join me?”

				She cast a glance at Grace and Alex. “I think these two might like to have some time alone.”

				When her parents had disappeared into the bedroom, Alex put his arms around Grace and pulled her to him. “I think your father had a good idea about leaving us alone. What would you like to do?”

				Before she could answer, her cell phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and smiled. “It’s Derek from the station. I guess he’s calling to wish us merry Christmas.” She pressed the phone to her ear. “Hello, Derek. Are you having a good Christmas?”

				She listened for a moment, and her smile grew larger. “Spending it with Julie? You don’t say. It sounds like things are going well for you.”

				She walked to the window and looked out as she continued to listen. “That’s the best news I’ve had in a long time. Thanks for calling to let me know. I’m looking forward to getting back to work, and tell Julie I’ll be in touch in a few days. Bye, Derek.”

				She hung up but didn’t turn away from the window right away. Alex frowned and took a step toward her. “Is everything okay?”

				She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “This was already the best Christmas ever, but it just got a lot sweeter.”

				“How’s that?”

				“Derek called to tell me Todd has gotten a job as anchor at a Los Angeles television station. He’s leaving after the first of the year.”

				He laughed. “So you got your wish.”

				She turned around and held out her hand. “But I got another one, too.”

				He walked to her and put his arm around her. “What’s the second one?”

				She pointed to the window. “Look outside, Alex. It’s snowing. After all these years we finally got our wish for a white Christmas.”

				He looked out the window at the snowflakes drifting to the ground. Already a blanket of snow had covered the street. The memories of Christmases past and wishes made floated through his mind. He remembered the innocent children they’d been and the angry adults they’d become.

				Outside the snow continued to fall as it covered everything and made a new world in the street below. That’s what the love he and Grace had for each other was going to do. With God’s help, their love would wipe away the hurts of the past and create a new life for them together.

				Alex tightened his arm around her waist and pulled her close. She snuggled against him as they gazed out the window at the falling snow. Contentment like he’d never known welled up in him. Smiling, she turned to face him, and he brushed the hair away from her face and kissed the scar on her forehead from so many years ago. “I love you, Grace,” he whispered. “This is the perfect ending for a perfect day.”

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt from WILDERNESS PERIL by Elizabeth Goddard.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I hope you enjoyed reading Alex and Grace’s story. When I first began to write this book, it was hard to imagine how two people who’d been childhood friends could wind up as angry adults. Then I realized jealousy, anger and imagined betrayal can sever the tightest of bonds. As I wrote their perilous journey toward the truth, I wanted them to learn what I’ve known for many years—God’s love can sustain us in our darkest hours. It is my prayer that if you haven’t found the strength that comes with knowing God’s love, you’ll tune your heart to His voice. Then you’ll know, like Alex and Grace, that He can fill you with peace and give your life new meaning. He’s waiting to hear from you.

				

				Sandra Robbins

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Questions for Discussion

					1. Alex and Grace were childhood friends but became alienated as adults. Has this ever happened to you and a friend?

					2. Grace had difficulty getting along with her coanchor Todd at the television station. Have you ever had to deal with someone in the workforce you didn’t trust?

					3. As a child, Alex was intimidated by Grace’s father. What does the Bible say about how adults should treat children?

					4. Grace’s father became disabled after being hurt in a drive-by shooting. Are you acquainted with anyone who deals with a disability? How do you minister to that person and their family?

					5. When the Kincaids’ house was vandalized, they didn’t mourn their lost possessions. Instead, they thanked God their family hadn’t been harmed. Are the things you own of the greatest importance to you? What is?

					6. Alex and Grace’s high school classmate Billy Warren suffered a mental collapse during their senior year. Have you ever had to deal with mental illness in your family or with a friend? What presented the greatest challenges to you about the experience?

					7. Sharon Warren possessed information that might have kept someone from being murdered if she had gone to the police. Do you believe witnesses who withhold information from the police should be punished? If so, how?

					8. Grace’s father asked Alex to forgive his past attitude toward him when he was growing up. Do you find it difficult to forgive those who have wronged you? What does the Bible say about forgiveness?

					9. Although Julie Colter had made mistakes in her job at the television station, Grace was willing to help her prove her worth as a reporter. Did someone help you once by giving you a second chance? How have you paid that blessing forward?

					10. Alex found perfect peace for his battered heart when he put his trust in God as Grace and her parents had done. Have you put your faith in God and accepted His gift of love?
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				ONE

				Interior Alaska

				“Did your brother ever show?” Shay Ridiker asked as she climbed into the passenger seat of an old rusty Jeep Cherokee. She fought to keep her voice calm and to shake off the eerie, uncomfortable feeling that she was being watched.

				She might be one of the best aircraft mechanics around and people might think she was tough because of it, but that didn’t mean she could handle a day of travel to Nowhere, Alaska, without her nerves starting to kick in, especially if there was a chance they would have to face trouble.

				And trouble was exactly what she saw in Rick Savage’s gunmetal grays. “No,” he said.

				Aiden Savage—a fellow employee of Deep Horizon Recovery Services—was supposed to have met them two hours ago to lead them to the plane he had come to Alaska to repossess—only it needed a mechanic, hence why Aiden had asked for Shay’s help. They’d arrived to find no sign of him. But Aiden... He had a few troubles. Wasn’t always the most dependable person, and maybe this was one of those times.

				Rick’s brother had struggled with alcohol abuse in the past, but Connor Jacobson, the owner of Deep Horizon Recovery Services, had given him a break because he’d served in the armed forces like Connor—the guy had a big heart and was all about second chances. Aiden had been sober for a year now and definitely deserved that chance. And as far as she knew, in the time that he’d worked for Deep Horizon, he’d never let Connor down.

				Something was wrong.

				“Maybe someone’s onto us taking the plane.” And had prevented Aiden from meeting them.

				“Maybe.”

				Shay rubbed her forehead. His one-word answers were getting to her. Obviously, he was thinking things through and didn’t want her opinion. Either that or he didn’t want to tell her everything.

				Behind the wheel, Rick shifted into Drive and urged the vehicle he’d begged or borrowed for the day out of the dark alley where he’d parked and onto the street. The beautiful, sunny autumn day seemed to contradict the uneasiness spilling off Rick.

				Their short visit to Alaska wouldn’t allow Shay to experience the midnight sun or inordinately long nights since it was September, and for that she was thankful. But it was the only thing she could find to be thankful about this trip. Shay wasn’t a wilderness girl. She might be a mechanic, but she didn’t like roughing it.

				Rick steered away from the general store and the hostel next door that provided meager accommodations for the few who traveled into Alaska’s interior. A glance into the backseat revealed their bags and coats. Rick hadn’t checked them into the hostel as planned?

				“Your tools, the replacement part for the plane, they’re in the back,” he said.

				Shay blew out a breath. “So that’s why you got the wheels? We’re going to look for him? As in drive some wilderness back roads?”

				“Yes.” Rick focused on the road, his voice gruff, concerned.

				When Rick’s brother had called from Alaska to say that the plane they were supposed to repossess had a mechanical problem, it had been easy for Shay to diagnose the problem as an exhaust leak. The hard part had come when it was decided that she’d have to go out in person to fix it. Add that the plane was in the middle of the Alaskan bush and it was decided that Rick would escort her to meet his brother.

				“He’ll make sure you get there safely,” Shay’s boss, Connor, had said.

				Somehow, remembering those words didn’t make her feel any better now. Rick’s semiautomatic rested on the seat between them, but even that didn’t give her a sense of security. She had her reasons for disliking guns. Besides, Shay and that particular weapon had a past together that she wanted to forget.

				Shay was beginning to think she’d made a big mistake in agreeing to this. She’d only given in after Connor’s assurances that she’d be in no danger. Though the Deep Horizon crew occasionally retrieved property in high-risk situations, that didn’t happen too often. Nor had Aiden mentioned any concerns or potential problems.

				This was a small plane he’d gone to get. Usually, they only saw trouble when they had to retrieve Learjets and jumbo jets from rich people and bad guys in third-world countries. Buster Kemp wasn’t either of those, at least on paper. So what had happened to make Aiden disappear? And why did she feel so uneasy?

				The Jeep crept along the gravel road of the simple village, barely a town and mostly populated by native Alaskans from a tribe Shay couldn’t pronounce. Rick kept going once they’d passed the last of the buildings that made up the town—the only representation of civilization for a good hundred-mile radius.

				Shay didn’t like the idea of heading for the Alaskan wilderness until she knew more.

				A lot more.

				But it wasn’t as if she and Rick could just go home and come back later. Getting there had already been a two-day journey, starting with a flight from Nebraska to Seattle, then another flight to Fairbanks and finally a ride out on a seaplane mail flight to this remote village.

				Until now, Shay’s job description hadn’t included being put in the field. She liked working behind the scenes. Yet here she was.

				“Why are we going to trek through the wilderness to look for him when we don’t even know where the plane is? That’s why he wanted us to wait for him—so he could show us where to go.”

				“Well, he’s not here. Just what do you want me to do?”

				“I don’t know. Ask around?” When Aiden had been late in meeting them, Shay had left Rick to wait for his brother while she hung out at the general store, looking at all the handcrafted beadwork and turquoise jewelry created by the local natives for the tourists.

				“What do you think I’ve been doing? I asked around. Nobody knows anything. Nobody has seen him, of course. We make it our job to slip in and out, remember? To be invisible.”

				She frowned, hating that she’d not given Rick the benefit of the doubt. Of course he would have already covered the basics.

				Peering through the back window, Shay watched the town of Tanaken growing distant. She resisted the urge to say that they should get back on that seaplane when it returned and head back to Fairbanks. She knew that wasn’t going to happen. Not without Rick’s brother, Aiden.

				Not without that plane that he’d come to retrieve that Shay could only hope hadn’t been lost through a flare-up of Aiden’s old problem.

				“I can honestly say I was hoping to find him drunk somewhere.” Rick rubbed his temple, worked his jaw. “That’d be better than the other scenarios running through my mind.”

				Shay wanted to reach over and squeeze his shoulder. Her heart went out to the guy, and for more than his missing brother. But he scared her, too. He kept too much bottled up inside him, and she’d seen it explode at the wrong time.

				“He’s had troubles in the past, but there are good reasons for that.” He sighed like an Alaskan facing more snow after a record-setting storm. “He wouldn’t just disappear like this, not with us coming to meet him.”

				“So talk to the sheriff, then.”

				His half laugh sounded forced. “They don’t have sheriffs in Alaska. Out in the bush, they have village public safety officers. When I asked around, I was told she was helping deliver a baby, so I left it at that.”

				“Are you kidding me?”

				“I wish I were. Besides, Aiden hasn’t been gone long enough to cause concern for the authorities. But I’m still worried. Something about this job hasn’t felt right to me from the start.”

				Shay gazed over her shoulder and stared out the back window again.

				“That’s why I brought the gun. I had a feeling.” He tossed a glance her way. “You ever have one of those?”

				Shay angled her head to look at Rick while she considered his question. When the light hit his eyes just right, the gray almost looked blue. With his thick brown sun-kissed hair, the tanned skin of a man who spent a lot of time in the sun, his toned physique and the way he handled himself— Oh, yeah, she had a few feelings herself.

				But attraction wasn’t where the feelings ended, and that was the problem. She’d also had a feeling that Rick Savage would never notice her, and so far he hadn’t disappointed. That was okay, because seeing the pain her father went through after losing her mother, Shay didn’t want to fall in love. Shay was all about staying safe, and love wasn’t a safe choice. Especially not with a man like Rick. That had been especially true after the day he pointed a gun at her.

				“I’ve had a few feelings, sure, like the one I have right now that I’m not going to like where we’re going. It’s not like we can get too far on wheels in the direction you’re heading.” Oh, yeah, she’d looked at the maps of Alaska, all right.

				“There has to be an airstrip somewhere around here or else there couldn’t be an airplane. I didn’t mention anything to the seaplane’s bush pilot because I didn’t want him to know what we were up to, but I did ask an old-timer, a native Alaskan woman, who looked like she’d been around long enough to know something.”

				“And?” Shay’s question was accompanied by a jolt.

				The shocks on this Jeep were in serious need of repair. She’d never liked Jeeps as it was. Squeezing the handgrip, she pressed her other palm against the top of the cab, but her head bumped the ceiling anyway.

				Rick tugged a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it over. She recognized his handwriting and read the lengthy, convoluted directions.

				“Directions to a gold-mining claim? Are you serious?”

				“Dead serious.”

				Shay sat up, not liking where any of this was taking them. “What aren’t you telling me?”

				Rick exhaled. “Someone’s been watching us. Following me around. They were getting a little too close for comfort.”

				* * *

				Shay didn’t speak for a few seconds. Rick cut her a glance, catching her frown. Did she think he was overreacting? He couldn’t tell. He’d never spent this much time with her, especially in such close quarters, so he had no experience reading her expressions. Looking for clues into her thoughts, his eyes skimmed over the few freckles splashed across her nose and the short-cropped auburn hair framing her face that was a little mussed from their travels.

				“You think it’s related to Aiden and the plane? Why don’t you just ask them instead of running away?”

				Rick shot her a glance. “I did.”

				Shay’s sunset-blue eyes grew wide with her gasp. “And what did they say?”

				“Let’s just say they weren’t forthcoming with answers. They made a wrong move and I had to make a fast exit. That’s when I came for you.”

				He glanced her way and she watched him. He didn’t like the look of concern on her face. “Not to worry. We lost them.”

				For now, at least—but depending on what they wanted, he could expect to see them again. Were they bent on stopping them from taking the plane? Did they know something about Aiden? Or were they just a couple of guys preying on tourists in backcountry Alaska? If something happened to him, then what about Shay? What would she do? He’d tried to find out what he could in town but when they’d grabbed him, thinking he was an easy target, he’d opted to leave them behind and come for Shay.

				The trick would be to stay safe until they could find Aiden or make it out of here on the next bush flight tomorrow—whichever came first.

				The Jeep bounced to the right, and Rick turned his focus to the uneven dirt road—a thirty-five-mile loop to a secluded lake. He wasn’t sure he wanted to endure the bumpy road for another thirty-plus miles, and he doubted Shay would be too happy with the journey either, but there was strength behind her beauty. He knew she could handle it.

				She sighed and stared at the paper with directions. He knew she was probably still worried about those men. He could only be grateful she wasn’t with him when the confrontation had happened. They could have easily used her against him in that situation, and then where would they be?

				“This looks like it’s going to be the scenic route,” she finally said. “What happens when we get to the nine-mile ridge trail? Don’t we need ATVs or something? How’re we going to get there?”

				“I suspect there’s an easier way in, but those directions are all I have for now.” If anyone was actually mining the claim, as his conversation with the woman had made him suspect, they’d have had to have built a road to move in the type of equipment used these days. But if something sinister was going on and his brother was in trouble, going in the direct way would be a mistake. The roundabout path would be their best bet.

				“Rick,” Shay said, startling him out of his thoughts.

				He realized now that she’d been talking to him for a while and he hadn’t been listening. Looking over at her, he sent her a look like he’d heard every word. “Just focusing on the road, thinking about the directions.”

				Hoping I wrote them down right.

				“These directions aren’t a stroll in the park,” Shay said. “Unless you’ve done a lot of shopping, we’re not prepared to get to this claim. Haven’t you heard a word I’ve said?” Her gaze skewered him, burning a hole through his head.

				“I just want to drive the loop to get a look and feel, okay?”

				If he was brave enough to stare her down at the moment, he might risk a look into her eyes. Back at the Deep Horizon shop, any time Shay explained some sort of complicated repair she was making, Rick would get lost in those eyes, then shake himself free and pretend he’d been listening. Just like he’d been doing now. He had a feeling he hadn’t fooled her then.

				Or fooled her now.

				She slapped his arm.

				“Hey, what was that for?” He grimaced, making sure she witnessed it.

				“What are the plans? I don’t like being left out.”

				“Let’s check it out—or as close to it as we can get in the Jeep. See if we can find Aiden. Maybe he’s at the airstrip waiting for us and we just got our signals crossed.” Now, that was like Aiden.

				Something in the rearview mirror caught Rick’s attention. Uh-oh. “We’ve got company.”

				Shay twisted in the seat to see. “We can’t be the only ones traveling this road. They’re probably just heading home for the day.”

				“Or maybe it’s the same two men who gave me trouble. Let’s test your theory and see if they come after us.” He punched the accelerator.

				The engine roared to life and echoed the truck behind them as it raced forward, gaining on them. That was a bad sign. A very bad sign.

				His weapon bounced on the seat and almost out of reach, but Shay caught it.

				“You know how to use one of those?”

				“My daddy taught me how to shoot. How to fire a weapon at a target after...”

				The way she trailed off, as though her mind was a million miles away, made Rick wonder what had happened. He wanted to her to finish the sentence.

				“But aiming at a living, breathing human is different,” she said, redirecting her thought.

				She’d left something out.

				Apprehension reflected in her expression. She understood what he’d truly been asking when he’d wanted to know if she could shoot. If they had to face off with the men in the truck behind them, and things got bad, could she pull that trigger?

				As a marine helicopter pilot, he’d already had the experience of firing his weapon at living, breathing souls and knew he could do it. But he’d hoped to leave those days behind. Still, he wasn’t going to dump the responsibility onto the woman by his side who wasn’t trained for the job.

				“Hand it over,” he said, and pressed the gun against his thigh in the seat.

				Behind him, the truck’s lionesque roar grew louder as it gained on them.
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				ON THIN ICE

				Run off the road and left for dead, Shay Ridiker’s only hope for surviving the frozen claws of the wilderness is pilot Rick Savage. The beautiful airplane mechanic came to Alaska expecting a routine repo, but a missing coworker and a crippled plane are just the tip of the iceberg. Now held captive by ruthless killers at a derelict gold mine, Shay needs Rick’s protection more than ever.  But Rick has shadows that follow him into the land of the midnight sun. With gunmen at their backs, can he be all Shay needs—a haven…and a hero? 

			

		

	
		
			
				How did she thank him for saving her from certain death?

				The tenderness and concern she saw on his face was too much. Rick had never looked at her that way before.

				His gaze locked on hers, searching, questioning.

				She couldn’t let herself be in his arms anymore, and she worked to free herself from his protective embrace. “Let me go, Rick. They’re gone now.”

				His eyes widened, as though he hadn’t realized he’d been holding her. He crawled over and slowly peeked through the brush that blocked his vision.

				Was she wrong? Had someone stayed behind to see if they’d survived the crash, after all? Her pulse pounded in her neck. Breathe…just breathe.

				“Rick, you’re scaring me. Why are you still looking for them? They’re gone, right? Please tell me they’re gone.”

				He stilled. “For now.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Books by Elizabeth Goddard

				Love Inspired Suspense

				Freezing Point
Treacherous Skies
Riptide
Wilderness Peril

				

				ELIZABETH GODDARD

				is a seventh-generation Texan who grew up in a small oil town in East Texas, surrounded by Christian family and friends. Becoming a writer of Christian fiction was a natural outcome of her love of reading, fueled by a strong faith.

				Elizabeth attended the University of North Texas, where she received her degree in computer science. She spent the next seven years working in high-level sales for a software company located in Dallas, traveling throughout the United States and Canada as part of the job. At twenty-five, she finally met the man of her dreams and married him a few short weeks later. When she had her first child, she moved back to East Texas with her husband and daughter and worked for a pharmaceutical company. But then more children came along, and it was time to focus on family. Elizabeth loves that she gets to do her favorite things every day—read, write novels, stay at home with her four precious children and work with her adoring husband in ministry.

			

		

	
		
			
				WILDERNESS PERIL

				Elizabeth Goddard

				

				[image: Har_LI_SUS_2012_Cab_Blk.ai]

			

		

	
		
			
				They triumphed over him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death.

				—Revelation 12:11

			

		

	
		
			
				This book is dedicated to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, who died that we might live. Who said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). And to those who have gone before and serve even now in the armed forces, laying down their lives so we might live, and live freely.
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				ONE

				Interior Alaska

				“Did your brother ever show?” Shay Ridiker asked as she climbed into the passenger seat of an old rusty Jeep Cherokee. She fought to keep her voice calm and to shake off the eerie, uncomfortable feeling that she was being watched.

				She might be one of the best aircraft mechanics around and people might think she was tough because of it, but that didn’t mean she could handle a day of travel to Nowhere, Alaska, without her nerves starting to kick in, especially if there was a chance they would have to face trouble.

				And trouble was exactly what she saw in Rick Savage’s gunmetal grays. “No,” he said.

				Aiden Savage—a fellow employee of Deep Horizon Recovery Services—was supposed to have met them two hours ago to lead them to the plane he had come to Alaska to repossess—only it needed a mechanic, hence why Aiden had asked for Shay’s help. They’d arrived to find no sign of him. But Aiden... He had a few troubles. Wasn’t always the most dependable person, and maybe this was one of those times.

				Rick’s brother had struggled with alcohol abuse in the past, but Connor Jacobson, the owner of Deep Horizon Recovery Services, had given him a break because he’d served in the armed forces like Connor—the guy had a big heart and was all about second chances. Aiden had been sober for a year now and definitely deserved that chance. And as far as she knew, in the time that he’d worked for Deep Horizon, he’d never let Connor down.

				Something was wrong.

				“Maybe someone’s onto us taking the plane.” And had prevented Aiden from meeting them.

				“Maybe.”

				Shay rubbed her forehead. His one-word answers were getting to her. Obviously, he was thinking things through and didn’t want her opinion. Either that or he didn’t want to tell her everything.

				Behind the wheel, Rick shifted into Drive and urged the vehicle he’d begged or borrowed for the day out of the dark alley where he’d parked and onto the street. The beautiful, sunny autumn day seemed to contradict the uneasiness spilling off Rick.

				Their short visit to Alaska wouldn’t allow Shay to experience the midnight sun or inordinately long nights since it was September, and for that she was thankful. But it was the only thing she could find to be thankful about this trip. Shay wasn’t a wilderness girl. She might be a mechanic, but she didn’t like roughing it.

				Rick steered away from the general store and the hostel next door that provided meager accommodations for the few who traveled into Alaska’s interior. A glance into the backseat revealed their bags and coats. Rick hadn’t checked them into the hostel as planned?

				“Your tools, the replacement part for the plane, they’re in the back,” he said.

				Shay blew out a breath. “So that’s why you got the wheels? We’re going to look for him? As in drive some wilderness back roads?”

				“Yes.” Rick focused on the road, his voice gruff, concerned.

				When Rick’s brother had called from Alaska to say that the plane they were supposed to repossess had a mechanical problem, it had been easy for Shay to diagnose the problem as an exhaust leak. The hard part had come when it was decided that she’d have to go out in person to fix it. Add that the plane was in the middle of the Alaskan bush and it was decided that Rick would escort her to meet his brother.

				“He’ll make sure you get there safely,” Shay’s boss, Connor, had said.

				Somehow, remembering those words didn’t make her feel any better now. Rick’s semiautomatic rested on the seat between them, but even that didn’t give her a sense of security. She had her reasons for disliking guns. Besides, Shay and that particular weapon had a past together that she wanted to forget.

				Shay was beginning to think she’d made a big mistake in agreeing to this. She’d only given in after Connor’s assurances that she’d be in no danger. Though the Deep Horizon crew occasionally retrieved property in high-risk situations, that didn’t happen too often. Nor had Aiden mentioned any concerns or potential problems.

				This was a small plane he’d gone to get. Usually, they only saw trouble when they had to retrieve Learjets and jumbo jets from rich people and bad guys in third-world countries. Buster Kemp wasn’t either of those, at least on paper. So what had happened to make Aiden disappear? And why did she feel so uneasy?

				The Jeep crept along the gravel road of the simple village, barely a town and mostly populated by native Alaskans from a tribe Shay couldn’t pronounce. Rick kept going once they’d passed the last of the buildings that made up the town—the only representation of civilization for a good hundred-mile radius.

				Shay didn’t like the idea of heading for the Alaskan wilderness until she knew more.

				A lot more.

				But it wasn’t as if she and Rick could just go home and come back later. Getting there had already been a two-day journey, starting with a flight from Nebraska to Seattle, then another flight to Fairbanks and finally a ride out on a seaplane mail flight to this remote village.

				Until now, Shay’s job description hadn’t included being put in the field. She liked working behind the scenes. Yet here she was.

				“Why are we going to trek through the wilderness to look for him when we don’t even know where the plane is? That’s why he wanted us to wait for him—so he could show us where to go.”

				“Well, he’s not here. Just what do you want me to do?”

				“I don’t know. Ask around?” When Aiden had been late in meeting them, Shay had left Rick to wait for his brother while she hung out at the general store, looking at all the handcrafted beadwork and turquoise jewelry created by the local natives for the tourists.

				“What do you think I’ve been doing? I asked around. Nobody knows anything. Nobody has seen him, of course. We make it our job to slip in and out, remember? To be invisible.”

				She frowned, hating that she’d not given Rick the benefit of the doubt. Of course he would have already covered the basics.

				Peering through the back window, Shay watched the town of Tanaken growing distant. She resisted the urge to say that they should get back on that seaplane when it returned and head back to Fairbanks. She knew that wasn’t going to happen. Not without Rick’s brother, Aiden.

				Not without that plane that he’d come to retrieve that Shay could only hope hadn’t been lost through a flare-up of Aiden’s old problem.

				“I can honestly say I was hoping to find him drunk somewhere.” Rick rubbed his temple, worked his jaw. “That’d be better than the other scenarios running through my mind.”

				Shay wanted to reach over and squeeze his shoulder. Her heart went out to the guy, and for more than his missing brother. But he scared her, too. He kept too much bottled up inside him, and she’d seen it explode at the wrong time.

				“He’s had troubles in the past, but there are good reasons for that.” He sighed like an Alaskan facing more snow after a record-setting storm. “He wouldn’t just disappear like this, not with us coming to meet him.”

				“So talk to the sheriff, then.”

				His half laugh sounded forced. “They don’t have sheriffs in Alaska. Out in the bush, they have village public safety officers. When I asked around, I was told she was helping deliver a baby, so I left it at that.”

				“Are you kidding me?”

				“I wish I were. Besides, Aiden hasn’t been gone long enough to cause concern for the authorities. But I’m still worried. Something about this job hasn’t felt right to me from the start.”

				Shay gazed over her shoulder and stared out the back window again.

				“That’s why I brought the gun. I had a feeling.” He tossed a glance her way. “You ever have one of those?”

				Shay angled her head to look at Rick while she considered his question. When the light hit his eyes just right, the gray almost looked blue. With his thick brown sun-kissed hair, the tanned skin of a man who spent a lot of time in the sun, his toned physique and the way he handled himself— Oh, yeah, she had a few feelings herself.

				But attraction wasn’t where the feelings ended, and that was the problem. She’d also had a feeling that Rick Savage would never notice her, and so far he hadn’t disappointed. That was okay, because seeing the pain her father went through after losing her mother, Shay didn’t want to fall in love. Shay was all about staying safe, and love wasn’t a safe choice. Especially not with a man like Rick. That had been especially true after the day he pointed a gun at her.

				“I’ve had a few feelings, sure, like the one I have right now that I’m not going to like where we’re going. It’s not like we can get too far on wheels in the direction you’re heading.” Oh, yeah, she’d looked at the maps of Alaska, all right.

				“There has to be an airstrip somewhere around here or else there couldn’t be an airplane. I didn’t mention anything to the seaplane’s bush pilot because I didn’t want him to know what we were up to, but I did ask an old-timer, a native Alaskan woman, who looked like she’d been around long enough to know something.”

				“And?” Shay’s question was accompanied by a jolt.

				The shocks on this Jeep were in serious need of repair. She’d never liked Jeeps as it was. Squeezing the handgrip, she pressed her other palm against the top of the cab, but her head bumped the ceiling anyway.

				Rick tugged a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it over. She recognized his handwriting and read the lengthy, convoluted directions.

				“Directions to a gold-mining claim? Are you serious?”

				“Dead serious.”

				Shay sat up, not liking where any of this was taking them. “What aren’t you telling me?”

				Rick exhaled. “Someone’s been watching us. Following me around. They were getting a little too close for comfort.”

				* * *

				Shay didn’t speak for a few seconds. Rick cut her a glance, catching her frown. Did she think he was overreacting? He couldn’t tell. He’d never spent this much time with her, especially in such close quarters, so he had no experience reading her expressions. Looking for clues into her thoughts, his eyes skimmed over the few freckles splashed across her nose and the short-cropped auburn hair framing her face that was a little mussed from their travels.

				“You think it’s related to Aiden and the plane? Why don’t you just ask them instead of running away?”

				Rick shot her a glance. “I did.”

				Shay’s sunset-blue eyes grew wide with her gasp. “And what did they say?”

				“Let’s just say they weren’t forthcoming with answers. They made a wrong move and I had to make a fast exit. That’s when I came for you.”

				He glanced her way and she watched him. He didn’t like the look of concern on her face. “Not to worry. We lost them.”

				For now, at least—but depending on what they wanted, he could expect to see them again. Were they bent on stopping them from taking the plane? Did they know something about Aiden? Or were they just a couple of guys preying on tourists in backcountry Alaska? If something happened to him, then what about Shay? What would she do? He’d tried to find out what he could in town but when they’d grabbed him, thinking he was an easy target, he’d opted to leave them behind and come for Shay.

				The trick would be to stay safe until they could find Aiden or make it out of here on the next bush flight tomorrow—whichever came first.

				The Jeep bounced to the right, and Rick turned his focus to the uneven dirt road—a thirty-five-mile loop to a secluded lake. He wasn’t sure he wanted to endure the bumpy road for another thirty-plus miles, and he doubted Shay would be too happy with the journey either, but there was strength behind her beauty. He knew she could handle it.

				She sighed and stared at the paper with directions. He knew she was probably still worried about those men. He could only be grateful she wasn’t with him when the confrontation had happened. They could have easily used her against him in that situation, and then where would they be?

				“This looks like it’s going to be the scenic route,” she finally said. “What happens when we get to the nine-mile ridge trail? Don’t we need ATVs or something? How’re we going to get there?”

				“I suspect there’s an easier way in, but those directions are all I have for now.” If anyone was actually mining the claim, as his conversation with the woman had made him suspect, they’d have had to have built a road to move in the type of equipment used these days. But if something sinister was going on and his brother was in trouble, going in the direct way would be a mistake. The roundabout path would be their best bet.

				“Rick,” Shay said, startling him out of his thoughts.

				He realized now that she’d been talking to him for a while and he hadn’t been listening. Looking over at her, he sent her a look like he’d heard every word. “Just focusing on the road, thinking about the directions.”

				Hoping I wrote them down right.

				“These directions aren’t a stroll in the park,” Shay said. “Unless you’ve done a lot of shopping, we’re not prepared to get to this claim. Haven’t you heard a word I’ve said?” Her gaze skewered him, burning a hole through his head.

				“I just want to drive the loop to get a look and feel, okay?”

				If he was brave enough to stare her down at the moment, he might risk a look into her eyes. Back at the Deep Horizon shop, any time Shay explained some sort of complicated repair she was making, Rick would get lost in those eyes, then shake himself free and pretend he’d been listening. Just like he’d been doing now. He had a feeling he hadn’t fooled her then.

				Or fooled her now.

				She slapped his arm.

				“Hey, what was that for?” He grimaced, making sure she witnessed it.

				“What are the plans? I don’t like being left out.”

				“Let’s check it out—or as close to it as we can get in the Jeep. See if we can find Aiden. Maybe he’s at the airstrip waiting for us and we just got our signals crossed.” Now, that was like Aiden.

				Something in the rearview mirror caught Rick’s attention. Uh-oh. “We’ve got company.”

				Shay twisted in the seat to see. “We can’t be the only ones traveling this road. They’re probably just heading home for the day.”

				“Or maybe it’s the same two men who gave me trouble. Let’s test your theory and see if they come after us.” He punched the accelerator.

				The engine roared to life and echoed the truck behind them as it raced forward, gaining on them. That was a bad sign. A very bad sign.

				His weapon bounced on the seat and almost out of reach, but Shay caught it.

				“You know how to use one of those?”

				“My daddy taught me how to shoot. How to fire a weapon at a target after...”

				The way she trailed off, as though her mind was a million miles away, made Rick wonder what had happened. He wanted to her to finish the sentence.

				“But aiming at a living, breathing human is different,” she said, redirecting her thought.

				She’d left something out.

				Apprehension reflected in her expression. She understood what he’d truly been asking when he’d wanted to know if she could shoot. If they had to face off with the men in the truck behind them, and things got bad, could she pull that trigger?

				As a marine helicopter pilot, he’d already had the experience of firing his weapon at living, breathing souls and knew he could do it. But he’d hoped to leave those days behind. Still, he wasn’t going to dump the responsibility onto the woman by his side who wasn’t trained for the job.

				“Hand it over,” he said, and pressed the gun against his thigh in the seat.

				Behind him, the truck’s lionesque roar grew louder as it gained on them.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO

				“I suppose it’s too late to turn around.” Shay held tight to the edge of her seat to keep from getting bounced around, but her effort felt as futile as her words.

				His focus on driving, Rick didn’t respond, but her question was mostly rhetorical. His frown seemed to engulf his strong features as he worked his jaw, the muscles in his neck straining. If anyone could get them out of this, Rick could, but this situation looked more than out of their league, if you asked her.

				Still, what did she know? Maybe it was only out of her league. Rick had served his country in the Middle East. Probably in worse situations than this.

				The road grew shoddier the farther they went, the thick evergreens closing in around them, and the incline began to rise, making Shay more uncomfortable. Her knuckles turned white, she gripped the seat so hard.

				Rick whipped the vehicle around a corner too fast and the force pressed Shay against her door. She was more than glad it was locked, safe and secure.

				“This thing had better not roll.”

				The Jeep bucked and bounced next to a ridge—the drop a hundred feet at least. Her face pressed to the window, Shay yelled at him to be careful. But she didn’t scream. She’d never hear the end of it back at the shop if she dared to act “girlie.” Never. If they even made it back to the shop.

				“Okay.” She gasped for air. “Did you get a good look at them? Was it the same ones who followed you in the village?”

				“I think so, yes.”

				“What would happen if we just stopped and faced off with them? Find out what they want. This is crazy.”

				“That’s a bad idea,” he said. “We’ve lost them for a minute. Time for a new game plan.”

				Suddenly, Rick shifted into four-wheel drive and started up an incline to their left, squeezing between trees. She could only suppose that the plan was for their pursuers to make the corner and miss them completely, clueless to the fact that Rick and Shay had turned off the road and made their own path up the side of the mountain.

				Shay glanced behind them, and just beyond the ridge they’d almost tumbled from, she could see for miles. A river splashed over boulders and there was a lake a few miles out. Was that where they’d been headed? Or was that the lake near Tanaken?

				But she couldn’t see an airstrip. The trees were too thick; they hid it from her at this angle. While the Jeep traversed the mountain, the grade growing steeper by the second, Shay imagined the vehicle just falling, much like the feeling she’d had on the steep streets of San Francisco.

				I’m going to be sick. Rick’s going to know the truth—that I’m not so tough at all.

				Connor would find out, and that would be the end of her job. He hadn’t been easy to convince she could do such a physically demanding job in a man-dominated field. But what did that matter if they didn’t get out of this? She squeezed her eyes shut, breathing too hard and fast. Her stomach rolled as if she were on an amusement-park ride.

				Releasing her grip, Shay shifted forward and held her face to her hands against her lap and groaned. When would this be over?

				Suddenly, it all stopped. Shay’s silent cries had been answered.

				Rick’s warm hand gently squeezed her shoulder. “Hey. You okay?”

				She sucked in a few more breaths, slower now, until finally, she could breathe normally. She hated he’d had to see that, and she sat up to peer at him. “No, I’m not all right. Are you?” She glared at him. He’d better not tell her he was fine.

				The concern swimming in his eyes surprised her. He frowned. “I only meant... You seemed... Never mind.”

				Turning the other way, he studied their surroundings. Shay joined him. Her heart was still in her throat, but at least she could breathe now. Breathe...and think of the consequences of her little breakdown.

				He’d seen right through her. She’d always been tough, self-sufficient. Never shown any weakness. She hated that Rick saw her vulnerable now. In the military, Rick was accustomed to being surrounded by strong women, so he expected nothing less from Shay. This was the first time he’d seen the weakness she’d worked so hard to hide. Resentment over that, compounded with the fear she’d felt when the men had chased them, made her want to snarl at Rick.

				“Why are they after us, Rick? What in the world is going on? You don’t think they’re trying to keep us from getting that plane, do you?”

				“It seems like too much trouble for that. Why chase us down like this when all they have to do is keep us from taking it? That’s why we should try to sneak in—so we won’t have to have a confrontation, with or without guns.”

				“So what’s the plan, then?”

				“We wait until I’m sure we’ve lost them.” Rick examined his weapon and chambered a round. “Then I’ll get you back to the village as soon as I can. You’re getting on the next plane out of here. Unfortunately, that probably won’t be until morning.”

				“But...there’s a plane that I’m supposed to repair, and then we can all three fly out of here.” Shay stared straight ahead, unwilling to face the resolve she knew would be in his gaze. “I’m sure your brother is fine. This is all a big mistake.”

				When he said nothing, she finally looked his way and caught him watching her.

				“Just being optimistic,” she said.

				“I’m a realist, and in this case, that means that I know Aiden is not fine. And we won’t be either, until we find out who those men are and what they have to do with our missing plane and my missing brother.”

				* * *

				Rick started up the Jeep, shifted into Reverse and edged back, watching for their pursuers. When the vehicle lurched forward onto what went for a road around these parts, he headed back. Time to return Shay to town.

				Optimism.

				He liked that about her, but she was just too inexperienced when it came to dealing with the reality of criminals in the world. He wished she hadn’t come with him on this trip, but there had been no getting out of it. Aiden had said he needed a mechanic, and Shay was it.

				They hadn’t known what they’d face or that Aiden would disappear, and Rick still didn’t know what was going on.

				Guilt corded his throat as he pressed on the accelerator, pushing them back toward town. This road trip had been a waste of their time. “I know what I said about checking things out, but it’s clearly not safe. I shouldn’t have taken this road to begin with.” Though he would have loved to see where this road led and knew he might not get another chance.

				But neither could he risk Shay’s safety. Aiden would have to wait. Aiden was an ex-marine, too, and knew how to take care of himself.

				“It’s not your fault, Rick,” she said.

				“I know what everyone thinks about my brother,” he said. “But I know him. This isn’t like him. And those men...” Rick sighed. “Doesn’t matter. I’m sending you back. The next flight out can’t be too soon.”

				“No. I’m not going. If you’re staying, you’ll need someone to repair that plane. I’m your man.”

				It shouldn’t have surprised him.

				She hadn’t wanted to make the trip to Alaska but she’d come anyway, saying that it was her job. She’d expressed her displeasure taking to the dirt road and the backcountry, but here she was, offering up her help in the face of difficult circumstances.

				He’d had a certain image of her, working on the planes at Deep Horizon, handling everything they threw at her with grit and determination. The resolve she was showing now fit in with that picture...but he couldn’t forget the fear in her voice earlier. She might be strong, might be tough, but she was still scared. It made him realize that in truth he didn’t know much about her. Not really. And now she was either going to live up to the image he’d conjured in his head, or she wasn’t. Likely, he would do the same for her. Live up to what she thought she knew about him or not.

				As for Shay, he’d always had a feeling about her. And that was why he’d kept his distance. Rick slowed the Jeep, the road growing narrow. Somehow, he had to convince her to go back.

				“If we don’t find Aiden, I’ll need to get help. We’ll worry about the plane later,” he said.

				Of course, it wasn’t as if he could call 911 out here. They’d have to wait until they got back to true civilization—far from Tanaken’s wilderness. Cell service pretty much followed the Alaska Highway system, but there were still long stretches of road that weren’t covered, and anyone outside a major city was out of luck. Aiden had sprung for a satellite phone for this trek into the interior and since Rick had been simply meeting him in Tanaken, Rick hadn’t thought he’d need one. He banged his palms against the steering wheel.

				“And if he’s not drunk somewhere and those men really have something to do with his disappearance, what do you think is going on?” Shay asked.

				Rick knew of someone who’d been found dead—in Alaska, no less—recovering an airplane. That had been several years back. He hadn’t thought of it until that moment. “I couldn’t say.”

				Considering they were about as far from civilization as a person could get, anything in the world could have happened to Aiden.

				A deep sense of dread lodged in his gut. He had to find his brother. Couldn’t leave him behind. Images of a raid in the desert accosted him. He squeezed his eyes shut for an instant, hating the unbidden memories. In the end, he’d failed.

				But never again.

				Especially not this time, when it was his brother who needed him.

				Around the curve in the road, a fallen tree log blocked their path. Rick jammed his foot against the brake, sliding to a stop inches from the log.

				“Rick!” Shay’s scream sliced through the cab.

				He jerked around to stare down headlights—the truck plowing straight for them.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE

				Bright lights—laser beams on the grill of the truck—loomed in Shay’s vision, blinding her, growing larger as the truck raced toward the Jeep.

				Her screams echoed in the cab, seeming to come from outside her body. She reached for the seat-belt clasp.

				“We have to get out of here!” she yelled, struggling with the button. The seat belt kept her imprisoned, helpless against whoever in that truck wanted them dead.

				To her right she glimpsed the ridge that dropped off only a few yards from her. She couldn’t breathe. Her heart hammered against her ribs, demanding to be free, but her fingers were too slippery as she grappled with the clasp.

				“Rick.” Her desperate whisper cracked. “Who are these guys?”

				Instead of answering her, Rick shifted into Reverse.

				The truck roared forward, closing the distance too fast. Before Rick could back out of the way...

				Impact!

				Everything happened in slow motion.

				The Jeep rocked with the collision, lurching to the side.

				Oh, God, save us! Shay prayed as she felt her body thrown against the door, her head hitting the window, her screams filling the cab of the Jeep.

				We’re going to die!

				When the initial crash was over, Shay gulped a breath.

				The truck had just barely missed Rick’s door, which would have completely pinned him behind the steering wheel. Behind his seat, the Jeep was crushed inward. The crash hadn’t killed her and Rick, but pain, fear and shock kept her frozen in her seat. She tried to gather her wits and take in what was happening.

				Through Rick’s window, she could see into the cab of the other vehicle. She looked into dark, sinister eyes beneath an Alaska moose baseball cap, unable to grasp that the man driving the truck seemed to be enjoying this.

				The truck pressed in on the Jeep; they were like two elks that had locked horns. The Jeep was moving, but not because Rick had put it in Drive. Instead, the tires ground against the dirt road as the truck pushed, and the Jeep slid sideways, gravity pulling it downward along the ridge. She squeezed Rick’s shoulders. His door jammed shut, he moved toward her, climbing over the console, his intention clear—to get out of the Jeep and away from the truck.

				The big-wheeled truck shoved the Jeep again, wheels spinning, throwing gravel and dirt. Shay peered out her window. “Rick?”

				His expression was grim as he looked past her to see the ledge the Jeep was being pushed toward. They were powerless to stop what was happening. She’d never seen fear pour from his eyes like this. Slow and malicious, death awaited them at the bottom of the fall. Terror struck her heart at the thought of tumbling down the rocky precipice.

				The Jeep edged them closer to the fall. “What are we going to do?” she asked. Desperation twisted her voice. She struggled, gasping for breath.

				Rick slipped her seat belt off.

				“What are you doing?” she asked.

				“It’s our only chance.”

				The right back tire breached the drop. “Hurry,” she whimpered.

				Weakness coursed through every limb in her shaking body.

				“Hold on,” Rick whispered in her ear. She heard a measure of reassurance in his voice but knew that was for her benefit only.

				“Hold on to what? Rick, what are you thinking? Tell me so I’ll know what I need to do.”

				She turned to stare at him, to look into his gray eyes that pierced her soul, his face millimeters from hers.

				“Hold on to me.” His gaze shifted to the window behind her.

				She heard him swallow, an echo of her own horror. Did he really want her to hold on to him as they plummeted to their death? “Isn’t there another way out?”

				The right front tire slid over the edge and the Jeep shifted onto the forty-five-degree incline. They had fifty yards maybe before the incline took a complete two hundred-foot vertical drop.

				Shay’s breathing turned rapid. Not now!

				She couldn’t afford to hyperventilate now.

				Behind Rick, she saw the truck’s grille as it backed away. It had pushed them far enough and would leave gravity and momentum to do the rest.

				“Rick.” She gasped out his name. Hoping, praying for an answer.

				“We’re getting out,” he said.

				Shay could hardly believe him, but their options were limited.

				Physics worked against them now, the tires slick against the gravelly incline even though the Jeep was parallel to the edge. They continued sliding, bouncing, and in fact picked up momentum.

				“Now!”

				Fast as lightning, Rick shoved her door open and wrapped his arms around her. She wasn’t sure how he did it, but they tumbled from the vehicle milliseconds before it met with air and dropped over the final edge, the crashing noises resounding against the valley below. Greenery and gray sky flashed in her vision as branches stabbed and ripped at her body. She rolled with Rick, and yet somehow he protected her. Kept from crushing her.

				Finally, they stopped rolling and her body crashed against Rick’s. Air left her lungs. Blackness edged her vision. Strong arms squeezed her. She gasped for breath, listening to the Jeep as it continued to fall, smashing against the rocks.

				Broken to smithereens.

				A whimper broke from her throat. That could have been them if not for Rick. If not for his quick thinking. His ability to act on it and actually pull it off. And she still didn’t know how they’d survived. Where had they fallen if not the bottom of the gorge? Looking around, she realized they’d landed on sort of a terrace of foliage before the drop-off.

				“Rick,” she said, and tried to move away, embarrassed at her pathetic moans.

				“Shh,” he whispered, and his arms tightened around her.

				All her life, Shay had tried to hold her own. Didn’t want to need anyone. But right now Shay couldn’t help herself—she needed Rick at this moment. Needed his arms around her. Shay kept quiet and still, trusting the man that had saved their lives just now. She stared at the thicket where they’d fallen and suddenly realized why Rick wanted her silent.

				She and Rick—they needed to be dead. She couldn’t see through the greenery, which was good because that meant the men couldn’t see her, either. But she heard them up on the ledge just above them. Doors slammed as their attackers climbed from their killing truck. What kind of people would do something like that? Shove two innocent people over the side of a cliff to their death? And why? Shay squeezed her eyes shut, but that didn’t stop the awkward tears that streamed from the corners. She pressed her face into Rick’s hard chest, fearing she might sob.

				She needed to hold her breath, hold back the tears until the men were gone. Their voices echoed, but she couldn’t make out the words.

				Rick pressed his lips against the hair over her ear. “They need to think we’re dead, understand?”

				She nodded. Though she could barely hear the whisper on his warm breath, when she pressed her head against his chest again, she both heard and felt his pounding heart. Rick was scared, too.

				Then she heard an unwelcome noise.

				Shay stopped breathing, willing her heart to stop pounding.

				One of the men slowly made his way down the incline. Would they keep searching until they found their bodies?

				* * *

				Rick held Shay to him, protecting her, protecting them both—if she moved or even made a sound, it would all be over.

				The crunch of boots filled his ears. Someone cursed when he lost his footing. The scrape against the rocky slope told him when he’d gained traction again. What would the man see when he looked? Would seeing the demolished Jeep at the bottom of a cliff convince their pursuers that Rick and Shay were dead?

				He squeezed his eyes shut, sending up a silent prayer. Images of his quick thinking—their only choice, the jump from the Jeep mere seconds from the moment it plummeted—played through his mind. He’d turned just in time so his body would take the impact as they rolled from the sliding Jeep. They were fortunate there had been thick underbrush to cushion their fall and to hide them afterward. They were fortunate the men hadn’t climbed from their vehicle until it was all over. But was this the moment when their good fortune would run out?

				Shay shifted against him, and he held her tight and still.

				Quiet.

				Admittedly, he was more than uncomfortable, his back partially against a flat boulder where he’d rolled. Branches within the thicket stabbed through his layered clothing to scrape his skin. Salty sweat beaded, despite the dropping temperature as evening approached, and trickled into the open wounds, making them burn.

				Rick steadied his breathing. Hold fast. Just a little longer.

				“Well?” Laced with edginess, a man’s deep voice boomed from somewhere above them. “See anything?”

				A few seconds passed, and they heard another curse—this one under someone’s breath. And that someone was far too close.

				Shay had done well to keep good and still for this long. But her slender form was beginning to tremble, if only a little.

				He ran his hand over her soft hair and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Just a little longer.”

				She stiffened and held her breath.

				“Answer me.” Again the voice boomed from somewhere above them.

				Rick couldn’t see a thing from where they lay, but that would keep them hidden, as well. An eagle screeched in the distant sky and a chilly gust rustled through the trees. Unbidden images of another time and place flashed through his mind and his heart rate soared.

				A bomb exploded. The explosive gunfire from automatic weapons seared his thoughts.

				Shay squeezed him, bringing him back to the moment. She inched her face up to look at him, the concern in her gaze clear. He could have lost it just then. Given them away.

				All because of one fateful moment in his past. A moment he could never forget.

				He gave a slight shake of his head. It wasn’t as if he could explain that right now, if ever. But he sure didn’t want those images to bother him at this moment when he had to maintain what little control he had over this situation.

				“Nothing,” the man said, his voice ringing mere yards from them. “There’s nothing left. No way could anyone survive that.”

				“You’d better be sure. We can’t let them make it to the claim.”

				“They’re dead, all right? If by some miracle they survived that fall, how would they make their way out? Much less hike all the way to the mine.”

				At the words, Rick’s pulse ratcheted up. The men had planned to kill them to prevent them from reaching the gold-mining claim? But why go to all that trouble? They were only interested in the plane, not the claim. Had they killed Aiden? He reined in the rage, the need to climb the ledge and pound the information out of these men. He was at a distinct disadvantage at the moment.

				He released a sigh, then realized his mistake. Like Shay, he held his breath now. Just a little longer, he told himself.

				He counted the seconds, praying the man hadn’t heard his heavy exhale.

				No way could anyone survive that. The words penetrated his chaotic thoughts—what reason did these men have for pursuing them, for attempting to kill them just to keep them from the camp? If it had anything at all to do with Aiden or even with Rick asking around the village for him, what chance did Aiden have?

				He feared his brother was already dead.

				No, God, please, no.... Rick wouldn’t think that way. He could only hope that Aiden was in hiding, too, and hadn’t had a chance to contact or warn them.

				With Shay in his arms, her weight only a slight burden against him as he cushioned her on the ground, they listened as the man who’d been mere yards above them scraped and climbed his way back up to the road.

				They released a collective sigh this time, and Rick didn’t worry they’d be heard. But they weren’t moving from this spot yet. Not until he knew for sure they were safe. Not until he heard the truck drive away, and even then he wouldn’t leave the protective cover of foliage until he searched the area from their hiding place.

				Conversation resumed above them and truck doors slammed. The rumble of the truck’s engine started. Shay shifted to move from cover, but Rick held her tight. “Wait. We have to be sure,” he whispered. She had to think he was being overly cautious, but she hadn’t been through what he had.

				Didn’t know that things weren’t always as they seemed.

				Shay’s trembling grew. She had to be in shock and was losing control, adrenaline fading as she began to believe the immediate threat was gone. Rick was grateful they’d escaped with their lives and, by all accounts, unscathed.

				Of course, for him this was hardly anything compared to what he’d already been through in his life. Now that the men were gone, he was more worried about another immediate threat—Shay. With her warmth and softness against him, a pang of tenderness shot through his heart, the kind of affection he remained guarded against at all times.

				“Rick,” she whispered. “Rick. You okay?”

				He blinked, staring down at her big eyes looking up at him from where her head was pressed against his chest. He was supposed to be helping her, taking care of her. Protecting her. That was what men did. That was what soldiers did. But was he up to the challenge?

				He wasn’t a soldier now. He was just Rick Savage. Damaged goods.

				The gentle concern in her eyes didn’t help.

				I’m dangerous to you.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOUR

				Of all the idiotic questions she could have asked. Of course he wasn’t okay. Neither of them was okay. Someone had just tried to kill them.

				She felt a few bruises springing up on her back and arms but knew that it could have been so much worse. And maybe it was worse than she realized—something in his eyes, the way he looked at her right now, scared her. He was wearing that same wild and distant gaze she’d seen before, as though his mind had dragged him to a place that was anywhere but here and now.

				Shay didn’t like it. Nor did she like that her hands were shaking. Her whole body trembled, and if it weren’t for Rick holding her against him, she’d probably lose control completely.

				Her mind wandered as well, taking her back to the day when she’d last seen that look in his eye—the day when he’d aimed a weapon at her head. She’d startled him taking a nap in the office and she’d found herself looking down the muzzle of a gun. After seeing the darkness that tortured him, she knew she’d been right to keep her resolve not to give in to her attraction to him. She couldn’t fall in love. It was too risky, especially with this man.

				The guy had issues.

				Something bad must have happened to him during his military service. But Rick kept it all hidden inside. Even if she were prepared to fall for someone, she couldn’t handle another man in her life who kept it all inside. Who didn’t open up. Her father had hurt her enough. It wasn’t worth the risk.

				She closed her eyes, remembering how Rick’s hands had gripped her and, in the span of a heartbeat, yanked her from the sliding box of death, his body cushioning her as they fell, branches and bushes breaking their fall.

				Rick had saved her. He’d saved them both. In light of that fact, Shay shoved aside the shadows she’d seen behind his eyes—shadows that had nothing at all to do with their current predicament.

				Their current predicament was enough.

				With his arms wrapped around her, she could almost forget her aches and bruises. But she was still dazed from their near miss with death and needed to catch her breath. How did she thank him?

				Was he ready to let her go? She risked another glance at him. The tenderness and concern she saw were too much. Rick had never looked at her that way before. His gaze locked on hers, searching, questioning.

				Creases appeared between his brows, and he brushed a few wisps of her short hair from her forehead. “You’re hurt.”

				Shay ran her hand over her forehead and a sting from the open cut rewarded her. “It’s just a scratch. It couldn’t be very deep or it would bleed all over the place.”

				She couldn’t stand being in his arms anymore, and she worked to free herself from his protective embrace.

				“Let me go, Rick,” she whispered. “They’re gone now.”

				Rick’s eyes widened as if he hadn’t realized he’d been holding her so long. When he loosened his grip, Shay rolled free, feeling a sudden chill replace the warmth of his nearness.

				“Watch it.” He guided her from a thorny bush.

				Shay moved to stand, but Rick stopped her. “Wait,” he said, his voice low. “I need to be sure.”

				He crawled over and slowly peeked through the brush that blocked his vision.

				“What are you looking for?” she asked. “Of course they both got into the truck and drove away. They think we’re dead.”

				Rick stiffened. He didn’t move. Was she wrong? Had someone stayed behind to wait and see if they had survived after all? Her pulse pounded in her neck. Her body ached from the fall, even though Rick had cushioned her from the brunt of it.

				Breathe.... Just breathe....

				Rick took his time before speaking when he turned to face her. “You’re right—”

				Suddenly he was at her side, gripping her arms again. “What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing. I thought...” She’d thought the worst. “You scared me, that’s all. Why are you still looking for them? They’re gone, right? Please tell me they’re gone.”

				Surely he didn’t think they would be back.

				“For now, yes.” Rick stood to his full height and assisted her to her feet, as well.

				Not expecting the incline, she stumbled a little and he steadied her.

				“What do you mean, ‘for now’?” She stepped away. She didn’t need him to smother her. “Rick, why do those men want to keep us from the mining claim? We don’t even care about that. We’re here for the plane.”

				Rick shook his head. “I don’t know. I just know that we need to get out of here. Find a way up to the road and get back to the village. Even if we’re safe from those men, the weather could turn on us, and the night will be cold. In the thirties, at least.”

				He shoved from their hiding place on the small terrace of greenery before the rocky drop. Shay followed cautiously, careful not to step too close to the drop-off where the Jeep had met its final demise.

				Looking up at the edge from where they’d fallen, Shay shook her head in disbelief.

				How...how did we survive that? The trembling started up her legs again. To think they’d rolled from the Jeep and...Rick had taken the brunt of that fall, protecting her more than she could have imagined.

				His back to her now, she took in his broad shoulders and noted a few rips in his sweatshirt, all the way through the shirt underneath. He had to be in pain, yet he hadn’t said a word. Shay took a step toward him and lifted her hand, wanting to touch his back, but she quickly withdrew. Unwilling for him to see her shaking again, she wrapped her arms around herself.

				Rick gazed up the ledge that led back to the road. “I don’t think we can make it back up from here. The top of the ledge is just out of my reach. There’s nothing for me to grab onto, even if I was a rock climber—which I’m not.”

				Neither was she. Shay’s heart sank. “What are we going to do?”

				“We’ll have to find a different way.” He scratched his jaw and turned his attention to the valley below.

				Glad she’d dressed in layers, Shay rubbed her arms, this time from the chill in the air. “Even if we could have made the road, we need our coats, don’t we?”

				“Yeah, and we need our gear. The weather could turn ugly. And if that’s not enough, the guy I paid to rent his Jeep for the day isn’t going to be happy. Come on.” He held his palm open. “We’re getting out of here.”

				When Shay hesitated, he frowned. “What? Don’t you trust me?”

				There was a question she was sure he didn’t want answered. The truth was, she could only trust him so far. “It’s not that,” she hedged.

				Rick withdrew his hand and waited. A stiff breeze wrapped around her.

				“Then what is it? We need to hurry.”

				How did she tell him? She looked at the valley, at the drop where the Jeep had landed. “I don’t know if I can.”

				He shifted his weight, his gaze skimming the gorge and the valley beyond. Understanding dawned on his face. “Sure you can. We’ll make our way around and descend along the slow decline. I’ll be right there with you every step of the way.”

				“Rick, just standing here like this, everything is spinning. If I look around...”

				His forehead crinkled. “You’re not telling me you’re afraid of heights, are you?”

				The words hung in her throat, so she nodded.

				* * *

				He studied Shay, her cute short crop hugging features that still looked pretty despite the smudges and the scratch from their crash through the underbrush. They’d barely escaped with their lives, so he should be grateful a few scratches was the most she had, but it wasn’t over yet.

				How was it that an airplane mechanic was afraid of heights?

				Now, that was a story he wanted to hear.

				That could also explain much of her stiffness during their travel to Alaska. He’d been a little suspicious, but she’d claimed she just wasn’t happy about having to make the trip. He could relate to that.

				He scratched his chin and flattened the smile that threatened. “I thought you looked a little sick on the flight to Fairbanks. I just figured it was motion sickness.” Rick stepped closer.

				“Well, now you know. I’m afraid of heights. Afraid of flying. Not so uncommon.” Shay’s big purplish-blue eyes stared up at him again. He recalled when she’d done that moments before—looked up at him. He’d held her in his arms then....

				Color rose in her cheeks. Was that from the dipping temperatures or something else?

				His emotional wall flew up—he had to guard himself, keep from feeling anything for this woman. Even if he were free to fall for her, which he wasn’t, this sure wasn’t the time.

				But seeing her like this, this small vulnerability in her tough act, hitched a little place in his heart.

				“Yep. Now I know. But you have to realize that if we’re going to survive this, we need to get moving.”

				Shay shrugged, looking resigned to the situation. But that wasn’t good enough for Rick. He was counting on her to make this work—both their lives depended on it.

				“Listen, I’ve got your back, okay? You don’t need to worry about falling.”

				She didn’t appear reassured.

				“Is there something else? Something you’re not telling me?” What was she hiding? What happened when someone was afraid of heights? Did they pass out? Oh, Lord, please, no. Then again, maybe carrying her dead weight would be faster than assisting her down.

				“Shay.” He kept talking because she wouldn’t respond. “You can do this. You’re strong, and you’re tough. We all have our weaknesses, so this is yours. No big. Just don’t look down.”

				“I’m sorry, I’m still trying to wrap my head around this whole thing.” She took in a deep breath. “You’re right. Let’s do it.”

				Good girl. Rick held his hand out again. “I promise I won’t tell anyone about your...um...condition.”

				The corner of her mouth lifted and she smacked him on the arm.

				“Ow.” He grabbed his arm, pretending it hurt.

				Shay moved by him without taking his hand.

				He grabbed her arm. “There’s a slope here and then some boulders and a drop-off. I think it levels off after a while, but let me help you to get your footing, okay?”

				“Once we’re in the trees and can’t see how high we are, I’ll be good.” Still, Shay placed her hand in his and together they maneuvered the incline, which was a little steeper than he’d anticipated.

				Slipping, Shay yelped.

				Rick held tight, his muscles tensing to keep himself steady on his feet along with Shay. “I’ve got you.”

				When they made it to the boulders, Rick stopped. “Let me climb down first to find the best way.”

				Shay nodded.

				“So how did you end up becoming an aviation mechanic?”

				Asking her a few questions might keep her mind off worrying about what lay ahead. His mind, too. He wasn’t scared of heights, but that didn’t mean he felt at ease. No matter how you looked at things, making their way back to the road would be a difficult task. But Rick couldn’t just sit around and wait for a rescue that might not come for days, if that. No one was expecting them back anytime soon.

				“Do you really want to know?” Shay’s soft voice bounced off the boulders as he made his way down.

				“Yes, I do. And I think it’s okay for you to start down. It’s an easy descent—just watch your footing.”

				His breathing was a little harder than he’d have liked. This shouldn’t be anything like a tough workout—he thought he was in better shape than this. Maybe it was the altitude. He glanced up to see Shay making her way down. Fortunately, the trees were thick here and she shouldn’t see anything to set off her fear of heights. He hoped.

				“My father was a mechanic. I watched him work, helped him and learned from him while I was growing up.”

				Rick already knew that answer, of course. He’d heard the other guys talking about her. But he wanted to hear it from her. Get her talking.

				“And you liked it so much that you decided to follow in his footsteps.” Rick climbed across the flat top of a big boulder, beginning to see that he’d made a mistake.

				“Yep. That’s about it.”

				He paused at the edge, confirming the drop would be too much for him to jump. He couldn’t safely hit the rocks below without risking serious injury. Shay definitely couldn’t do this.

				“Okay, hold up right where you are.” He directed his voice in her direction, but he’d lost sight of her.

				A small animal scurried through the underbrush below. The earthy scent of spruce and untainted wilderness enveloped him. They were really in the thick of it now.

				“Rick? Where are you?”

				“I’m just on the other side of these rocks. You’ll see me in a minute. I have to find another way down.”

				“It’s getting colder.”

				Too bad they couldn’t have done this retrieval in the summer.

				“When we get down to the Jeep and get our coats, I’ll make a fire and we’ll rest for a while.”

				Rick hated that they had to start this adventure already in need of rest after two long days of travel. But sometimes you just had to gut it up. He prayed they found their coats. Everything could have fallen out at different places along the Jeep’s tumble. Stuff could be sprawled all over the valley, never to be found again.

				Besides their coats, his main concern was finding his gun.

				He needed that gun. They could face wild animals, but mostly he feared they might face the two-legged kind, and they weren’t turning out to be too friendly in these parts. Rick wished now that he’d used the weapon at that instant when the truck had plowed toward them. He could have taken aim and taken out the driver. Maybe. It had all happened so fast.

				That might not have stopped the vehicle from barreling toward them. In that split second, he’d made a decision to drive the Jeep out of harm’s way. That decision had been a mistake. Too bad he was no stranger to those kinds of mistakes.

				But right now focusing on his failures wouldn’t help Shay. Rick scrambled along the boulders, searching for a better way down. Concentrating on the task at hand instead of trying to make conversation with Shay was probably a good idea, as well.

				He glanced up and spotted her watching him. “I think you’re good to follow me now.” He left out that talking too much had distracted him and led them on the wrong path.

				Shay nodded, seeming content to end their conversation for now. He might ask about her family if they had a chance to rest. And there was her reference about something happening and her father teaching her to shoot. He’d like to know what that was all about, if she was willing to share.

				Rick’s foot slipped on a boulder.

				He grasped at the rock, but he couldn’t get a handhold on the surface.

				Despite his best efforts, his body slid and he fell backward through the air, Shay screaming somewhere in the distance.
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				Oh, my. Oh, my gosh....

				Panic wrapped a tight cord around her throat. She gasped for breath, and finally sucking it in, she screamed. “Rick!”

				But he didn’t answer.

				Shay called again. “Rick! Are you okay?”

				Without thinking about her footing, she made her way down the rocks. She had to get to him. “Rick, please answer me.”

				Oh, Lord, please let him be okay. Let this be some kind of joke. But she didn’t think he would joke about something like that, especially at a time like this. Shay chided herself. How many times had she been invited to go rock climbing? To go skating or jogging or to a workout class? She spent too much time cooped up in a warehouse just doing her job. Maybe if she had accepted those invitations, she’d have a better idea of what to do now. She’d be better equipped to climb down these rocks. She’d be in much better physical condition, too. She didn’t know how to do anything other than work. And now she was paying for that.

				When Shay made it to the point where she’d last seen Rick, she crawled on shaky hands and knees to the edge and peered over.

				“Rick?” She injected a little hope into her tone.

				There he lay, at the bottom of the pile of rocks. “Oh, no....”

				Careful not to make the same mistake he’d made, she backtracked and made her way around the mountain of smooth and jagged rocks. “Rick Savage, don’t you leave me here alone.”

				Talk. Just keep talking. He’ll hear you and be all right by the time you make it down. “Can you hear me, Rick?”

				Shay found herself staring at a drop of about five feet. Not that far, really, but if she didn’t land just right, she might not be much better off than Rick. Or worse, she could be injured and in pain and with no way to get help.

				Shay slid her gaze to all possible ways down, but there was nothing for it. She pressed flat on the rounded boulder and slid her body against it as far as she could.

				She pulled in a breath. Please, God, let me land right.

				Releasing her slight grip, she allowed herself to slide and then drop.

				Her feet hit the ground and she plopped back on her backside. So far so good. Still, she had a stretch to go to make it all the way down to Rick. He hadn’t responded to anything she’d said. And that wasn’t so good.

				Fear like she’d never known—even when the killer truck had shoved them from the road—coursed through her. At least she’d been with Rick at that moment, and with that, she realized that despite the uneasiness she felt at the shadows in his eyes, she’d felt safe as long as he’d been there.

				What if Rick never woke up?

				No. She couldn’t think that way. Careful to make her way to him cautiously and safely, she nevertheless hurried down the rest of the pile of rocks. Though descending hadn’t been that easy, the stack of rocks had given them a path to the base of the mountain and into the gorge.

				Her feet firmly planted on earth carpeted in pine needles, Shay rushed around the edges of the rock pile. “Rick,” she gasped, running.

				There. He lay sprawled on his back. Motionless.

				She fell to her knees next to him, wanting to touch him, jar him awake, but fearing she might hurt him more, depending on his injuries.

				“Where are you hurt?” she asked, knowing he wouldn’t answer. She ran her hands down his arms and legs, gently patting to make sure there wasn’t an obvious break.

				Then she rested her palms on his head and pressed her face near his. “Now, you listen to me, Rick Savage. I need you. Please wake up. I have no idea what to do without you.”

				Her palms resting against his stubble-roughened cheeks, she felt the rush of warmth through her hands and up her arms. She’d had a thing for this man for the longest time, in spite of the gun incident. Seeing him like this sent shards of pain slicing through her core. “Please, please wake up.”

				Brushing his dark hair from his forehead, she noted the sun-bleached strands, remnants of a summer spent outdoors. She ran her hands all the way through the thickness. “I’ve always wanted to do that....” She murmured the words to herself.

				“If only you were awake, then I wouldn’t have to feel guilty for doing that without your permission.” She sat back on her rear, thinking. Praying.

				“If you don’t wake up, what in the world am I going to do? Where would I begin to get you help? The sky’s growing dark. I wanted to make it to the Jeep for our coats before making a fire, but maybe I should just make one here and wait for you to wake up. That’s something I can do, at least.”

				Shay rubbed her arms, warming them against the cold. She had to make a decision. It might already be too late either way. “Maybe I should just leave you and find the Jeep myself so I can bring back our coats and anything else I can find. How far could it be from here anyway?”

				A vise squeezed her heart. How could she save Rick?

				“Maybe if you were a jerk, it might be easier to leave you. But no, you have to be cute and...” Shay sighed. “Cute and nice.”

				There, she’d said it.

				Rick groaned and slapped a hand to his head. “Did anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?”

				“You’re...you’re awake. Oh, thank You, God.” Shay pressed her hands over her mouth. But how much had he heard? “And no. No one has ever told me I talk too much.”

				Tears burned behind her eyes.

				Rick sat up, rubbing his head, his hair a scruffy mess. He blinked a few times, then pinned her with his grays. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

				“Me?”

				“Yeah. You made it down all by your lonesome.” Rick sat up, then pushed up to stand, a little unsteady on his feet. “I’m sorry to scare you like that.”

				“Never mind about that.” Shay stood, too. “Are you okay? You think you have a concussion?”

				Rick rubbed his face and then his neck. “Nah. I’m good to go. We need to make up for lost time.”

				Shay started to move by him, though she didn’t know where she was going. But the way he looked at her left her wondering just how much he’d heard. What an idiot she’d been to flap her trap like that, but talking kept her company, chased the fear away.

				He stepped in her path, standing a little too near for comfort. “I’m glad you don’t think I’m a jerk.”

				* * *

				And just a little too glad that you think I’m cute. Too glad for my own good.

				When Shay’s eyes widened, he knew she wondered what else he’d heard. Though he’d been unconscious for a short while and had a dull throbbing ache to show for it, he’d felt himself coming to and heard an ongoing conversation Shay was having with herself and him. Her soft, caring voice had brought him back from the darkness.

				The problem was he couldn’t stop thinking about her words and he had no business thinking about them now, in this situation. Or ever.

				“Let’s get moving.” Rick tore his gaze from the heat of surprise in hers and focused on surviving. “Stay close to me.”

				After getting his bearings again, he headed due north in the direction where the Jeep should be. Evergreens and lush undergrowth had taken over the gulch they’d descended into, and maybe somewhere at the bottom they’d find a river or stream.

				He shoved through the thick scrub, trying to make time while they still had the last of daylight to guide their path. The temperatures had long ago started dropping below comfort level. If they didn’t recover their coats and make a fire soon, they were done for. The full brunt of winter wasn’t on them yet; still, the temperatures could vary from extreme cold to extreme heat during the spring and fall months. Today had been a relatively warm day, but he had a feeling that warmth was on its way out if the temperatures so far were any indication.

				Behind him, Shay was breathing hard, and he wasn’t doing much better.

				He paused and turned to face her. “You okay?”

				“Sure,” she said, a shiver to her words. “Keep moving.”

				Of course she understood the danger they’d face if they didn’t find what they were looking for. They hiked on for a few more minutes, darkness finally closing in on them.

				“How much farther, Rick?” Her teeth chattered a little. “You sure we’re headed the right way?”

				“It has to be around here somewhere. I know this is the place.”

				Rick gazed up where the moon shone above them, illuminating a familiar cliff, but he hadn’t exactly seen this side of it from the top, making it hard to gauge their position. “Recognize that?”

				“You mean the ledge of death?”

				“Is that what we’re calling it?” He almost chuckled at the name she’d given it.

				“No. That’s what we’re going to call it if we end up dying because we can’t find the Jeep.”

				“We’re not going to die. We’ll build a fire and stay warm tonight, then look for the Jeep tomorrow if we have to. But for now, stay close. Let’s work our way over and hope to find the Jeep. If Providence is on our side, we might even be able to turn on the lights.”

				Shay huffed. “I know my stuff, but that doesn’t mean I could get that thing running again.”

				Forcing his way through the brush in the light of the moon with Shay remaining near, Rick smiled to himself. “I bet you could get it to start even if it sank in the river.”

				“Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr. Savage.”

				Mr. Savage. He liked the sound of her voice when she said it. What an idiot. Now he was a jerk for thinking along those lines. Shay didn’t deserve damaged goods.

				When Rick took another step forward, he kicked something that had a metallic ring to it. They both froze.

				Clouds had momentarily slipped over the moon, leaving them in darkness. He leaned over and pressed his hand against the cold metal, sliding it until he came to the end. “The bumper. Or one of them. It must have come off.”

				“We’re close, then.” Shay’s voice rang with hope.

				“Yeah, close.” Faced with the prospect of finding everything they needed with only intermittent moonlight to guide them and the cold grip of an Alaskan night threatening them, Rick started to think maybe they’d made a mistake. This wasn’t going to work. “Wait here.”

				“No. I’m coming with you.”

				He slipped his hand into hers and squeezed. She didn’t try to pull away as he led her in search of the body of the vehicle. He hoped everything they needed remained intact inside what was left of the vehicle.

				As they pushed through a thick stand of bushes, Shay’s gasp reflected his own morbid thoughts. The Jeep rested overturned and on its side, the front end and right side collapsed. Shay had been sitting on the passenger’s side. Now that seat no longer existed, having been crushed by the toppling two-ton vehicle.

				They should have been ecstatic to find it—at least in the face of their circumstances—but instead, Rick and Shay both stared in shock. The next thing Rick knew, Shay was in his arms, trembling. When had he tugged her to him? Or had she simply stepped against him and wrapped her arms around him?

				He shook his thoughts free. “This time I need you to stay here. I’m going to shove it over so it won’t be unstable, and then we can search inside, okay?”

				She nodded her agreement, taking a few steps back. “Be careful.”

				Rick marched around the Jeep, watching where he stepped so he wouldn’t twist his ankle or stumble. He wasn’t exactly sure he could right the thing, but it appeared to rest at an awkward angle, looking as though even the slightest nudge would push it completely over. The sound of pebbles trickling down the cliff face drew his attention up, though he couldn’t see much. He hoped any rocks loosened by the Jeep’s tumble didn’t decide to slide while he stood here.

				“Shay? You out of the way?” he called.

				“I’m good. Go ahead.”

				Rick pressed his foot against the crumpled roof and shoved. Hard.

				The Jeep rocked back and forth, the sound of twisting metal resounding through the gorge. Okay. This would take a little more than a mere shove on his part. He pressed his back against the roof and heaved with all his strength. While the Jeep teetered, Rick stepped back and kicked it hard.

				It toppled onto the tires, and the driver’s-side door, already dented from the first collision, fell off, clanking through the night. Dust rose while steam spewed from the radiator. Rick’s shoulders rocked with an incredulous laugh that the radiator was only just now ejecting its contents.

				Shay jogged up to him, her cloudy breath visible in the moon’s illumination. “The door light went on a little. You see that?”

				She grinned. Funny how such a small thing in the worst of circumstances could bring a smile to her lips.

				He’d always liked her smile. “Yeah, I see it,” he said, but he wasn’t talking about the light that had come on when the door had fallen off.

				Then her attention shifted away from him, a look of alarm spreading over her face as she angled her head, listening.

				Somewhere in the distance, an ominous sound echoed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIX

				What was that?

				Unmoving, Shay stood in the night, listening. Next to her, Rick did the same. A few seconds passed, but it seemed more like an eternity as Shay strained to hear the noise again. But she heard nothing except the trickle of a stream a few yards away.

				And that noise still rang in her mind.

				Rick exhaled. “Let’s stay quiet, just in case.”

				“Just in case what?” She kept her question to a whisper. “Those men aren’t coming back, are they? You aren’t planning to head to the mine now, are you?” She knew Rick was still worried about his brother, as was she, but surely he planned to go back to town and regroup before going out to find Aiden again. Clearly it would take more than the two of them to figure this out.

				“Shh.” Rick gave her a funny look. “You’re not helping.”

				What was the noise they’d heard? Mountain lion? Or the whine of an ATV? If she could hear it again, maybe she could tell.

				Rick said nothing as he crawled carefully into the Jeep. Shay wanted to help and moved to the other side, but she could hardly get through the mangled metal that used to be the passenger side. She peered through the small opening that was left. Rick wasn’t looking for their coats—that was obvious—so Shay made her way to the back.

				The hatch was gnarled and bent, and she doubted she could get it open from this side. The sliver of moonlight, along with the small door light that flickered on and off, afforded Shay enough illumination to spot a blanket and their coats.

				“Rick, I see them,” she said. “Can I get a little help here?”

				He eyed her from the driver’s side, then squeezed between the seats. He grunted as he crawled through the mangled vehicle to the backseat. He searched all the crevices and every inch of the floorboard that he could reach but never looked over the backseat.

				“What are you looking for? Didn’t you hear me?” she asked. “The coats are back here.”

				In the moonlight, she could see that he had that look on his face again.

				Then she realized—he was looking for his gun.

				She didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to remember that day he’d aimed a gun at her, but the images accosted her anyway. She squeezed her eyes shut, hating the memory that swept over her.

				On that evening several months ago, Rick had crashed on the leather sofa in the Deep Horizon office, and Shay had been the last one out. She didn’t know if he planned to sleep there or what. Maybe she shouldn’t have tried to wake him, but she nudged him in case he hadn’t intended to fall asleep at the office.

				In a flash he was on his feet, aiming his weapon at her as if she’d come to kill him. As if he was only defending himself. It took her a few seconds to coax him from his startled daze. To convince him of who she was. And the fear of that moment had tapped back to another fateful day years ago, a day Rick knew nothing about but that she could never forget.

				As Shay pushed the thoughts away, her legs trembled from more than the frigid temperatures.

				“Here you go.” Rick wrapped the coat around her.

				When had he climbed from the Jeep? The forbidding thoughts had temporarily imprisoned her, keeping her from noticing.

				She slipped her arms into the coat. “Did you find it?”

				“Find what?”

				“Your gun.”

				“No, but I’m going to make a fire first, and then I’ll look some more.” He shrugged into his own jacket.

				“Aren’t you afraid we’ll signal to someone that we’re here?”

				He eyed her. “You have to view it in terms of risk versus benefit. We could die without that fire, depending on how low the temps dip tonight. This is Alaska. I doubt anyone will be out in the middle of a cold Alaskan night looking for two people they already believe dead.”

				Shay didn’t add what else the guy had said—even if they survived, how could they make it out? They sure hadn’t come prepared to survive the night or a hike out.

				Shay blew out a breath. “Why don’t you let me build a fire while you look?”

				Rick paused and stared at her hard and long.

				“What? Can’t a girl know how to build a fire?”

				He grinned and stuck his hand into a pack he’d tugged from the Jeep. “Go ahead, if you’re up for it.”

				Shay caught the water bottle he tossed her. “There anything else in there?”

				“You mean like something to start a fire with besides two sticks?” He chuckled and dug around in the bag. “I didn’t bring this, by the way. Was already in the back. I saw it when I stashed our stuff.”

				He tossed her a plastic bag holding a couple of lighters and some other stuff. Must be a homemade survival kit.

				“Actually, I was thinking about food,” she said. “Is there anything to eat in there?”

				“I’m looking.”

				“On the fire, I wasn’t joking. I can do it. Another thing my dad taught me.”

				Along with how to aim and shoot a weapon. And to be self-sufficient.

				“Good man, your dad. Never know when something like that is going to come in handy.”

				“You mean like now.”

				“Yep. Like now. And you never know when something like this—” he held up a buck knife “—is going to come in handy.”

				Holding the few supplies they’d found, Shay backed away from the Jeep.

				“Let’s do the fire together,” he said, and continued to forage around in the gnarled vehicle. “We need to find the best place, gather kindling and fuel. Together we can make better time. And to help power you through it, here you go.”

				He held something out to her.

				Sustenance.

				Shay reached for the nutrition bar, but he didn’t release it. When Shay looked up at him, he held her gaze. “You did good today, Shay.”

				Heat warmed her insides and crawled up her neck. A compliment from him shouldn’t have been such a big deal. “I should be saying that to you. You’re the one who saved us both from the fall. Thank you for what you did. For saving my life.”

				“You know that we’re not out of it yet. Maybe you should hold on to those words and hopefully you can thank me later. Or maybe I’ll thank you later. You might have to return the favor at some point.”

				Shivers crawled up her spine at his reminder of their predicament. I hope not.

				“Is it even possible for us to make it back to Tanaken without those men discovering that we survived?” Somehow Shay didn’t imagine that was likely.

				“Once we make it through the night, that’ll be our next goal. Make it back up to the road. Somehow. We can’t make it to the village without that road, but we’ll stay hidden if we hear a vehicle until we determine it’s safe.”

				“Then what?”

				“Hopefully I can get help from the local authorities to figure out who attacked us and find Aiden. Find out why someone attempted to murder us to keep us away from a mining claim. I’ll call Connor to help, too, of course. And you, Shay, you’re going back to Fairbanks, if not all the way home. The plane isn’t worth it anymore.”

				Near the banks of the stream, they found a bare patch of ground.

				“Okay, this looks good, but...” Rick paused.

				“But what?”

				“Shh. I’m listening.”

				Shay tensed, understanding he feared being discovered. If only they didn’t need the warmth of a fire.

				“I’m going to walk the perimeter, just to be sure there’s no one around. Okay?”

				“You saying you want me to stay here? Alone?”

				“I’ll be quicker and quieter if I do this myself. You’ll be fine. Just sit against that tree trunk over there. I won’t be long.”

				Then Rick disappeared into the night.

				Shay tried to shove away the fear as darkness surrounded her, closing in. The old fallen birch Rick had indicated lay a few feet away. Shay leaned against the trunk, but she remained stiff and alert to danger while she waited on Rick.

				Whether or not they could find a way out of the gorge remained to be seen, but she kept her spirits high with the reminder that they’d found food and water. If they couldn’t find a way out, maybe the Jeep could serve as a modicum of shelter if they needed to wait it out for a rescue that wouldn’t come for days. Shay sighed. So much for her efforts to think positive. Some optimist she was.

				Shimmering colors splayed across the night sky—what she could see of it down in the gorge—and seemed to belie her morbid thoughts. Shay gasped and sat up, taking in the northern lights. She’d never seen the aurora borealis except in pictures. How she wished they weren’t down in this gulch so she could watch the display across the whole sky. Where was Rick? Was he watching, too?

				She heard footfalls in the brush and stiffened, but Rick’s form soon appeared. True to his words, he’d returned in only a few moments, and his arms were filled with kindling and wood. “Okay, I didn’t see or hear anything suspicious. I think we’re good to build that fire. Let’s pray I’m right.”

				With those words he knelt down, and while he positioned the kindling, he also prayed. That took Shay by surprise—she hadn’t thought he’d meant what he’d said literally—but it was a welcome surprise. Shay listened to this man as he prayed, revealing a quiet but strong faith. His prayer for God to lead them through this, to be with them, touched her in a deep place in her heart.

				The kindling positioned, she was the one to coax the flame from the lighter into a small but adequate campfire. Enough to keep them alive through the night. With her coat on and the blanket, the fire thawed her cold extremities and reheated her core enough that she could almost fall asleep, especially knowing that Rick was there.

				Shay sat against the log, getting as comfortable as could be expected, preparing to spend the next few hours resting before their hike back to the village. Resting—and praying they could stay hidden and out of sight long enough to make it back to town.

				Rick stood near the fire, holding a stick into the yellow flames, the reflection dancing in his eyes. He looked vigilant to their surroundings. He wanted to keep them safe, and Shay appreciated his efforts, but she couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking.

				The moment when the men shoved them toward the ledge played across her mind, as it had almost constantly since it happened. “I’ve been trying to figure things out. What do you think, Rick? Why did those men try to kill us?”

				“Try, Shay? They think they successfully killed us. We’ve been over this already anyway. I’m no closer to an answer now than I was before.”

				“Come on, Rick. We’ve been dancing around this conversation all afternoon. I think I deserve the truth. You don’t have to protect me.”

				“I’m not keeping information from you. You know as much as I do. They followed us to kill us. Somehow the mining claim is involved, and I can’t imagine that it’s unrelated to Aiden.” Rick’s face contorted, revealing his pain, and then he looked away.

				Shay knew he was trying to be strong for her, but in moments when he thought she wasn’t looking, like now, she’d caught the apprehension etched across his features. She wanted to get to her feet and reach for him, comfort him. Let him know it was going to be all right.

				They could even comfort each other. Except saying that it would be all right would be a lie. There wasn’t anything she could do or honestly say to make things better. That men would kill them because of Aiden had to mean the absolute worst for Rick’s brother.

				And the question still remained... “Why would anyone want to harm Aiden or go out of their way to try to murder us over a stupid plane? Without repairs, it’s not like he could even take the plane.”

				He shook his head slightly, staring into the flames. “There’s obviously something much bigger going on. But it doesn’t really matter. We’re not in a very good place to do anything about it.”

				Shay sighed. Even if she could convince herself to go to him, that it was the right thing to do, she didn’t have the energy.

				“Shouldn’t you sit down for a while since we have a lot of hiking to do?” Come sit next to me. Keep me warm.

				“Yeah, sure. In a minute.”

				She hid her disappointment at his answer. Odd how she felt about him. She was still wary of him, yet there were so many other emotions she was struggling with, as well. He was the man to get them through this. No doubt there. She was attracted to him; no doubt there, either. He was strong, kind and gentle—qualities she already knew about but had never experienced from Rick in quite this way before. And the fact that he was a man of faith... She’d known he was a Christian, but seeing him in action, hearing his words, made something shift in her heart.

				It was like a tug-of-war, a battle she shouldn’t even have been fighting.

				She could never let herself act on those feelings. Loving someone was too risky, too painful. And even if she wasn’t afraid to love, there was a hazardous side to Rick. He couldn’t be trusted.

				He was dangerous.

				But right now this dangerous man was the one she had to trust with her life.

				* * *

				Watching the fire consuming the wood he’d gathered, transforming it into glowing embers, could mesmerize Rick if he let it. He wished he could give in to it, but his senses were on high alert in case they were discovered. His mind ticked through the list of things they’d need to do to get out of here.

				He hated they’d had to make a fire that could signal anyone with mal intent looking for them, but freezing to death was a greater risk to them at the moment. They had to warm up, get some rest then be on their way. Those killers thought he and Shay were dead, so maybe they’d catch a break and no one would be looking for any signs of life from them, like a fire.

				He felt Shay watching him. He tried to hide his anxiety about their circumstances. Getting back to town would have been a challenge even if they’d simply broken down on the side of the undeveloped road. But down in this gorge, just getting back to the road might be a notch above his skill and pay level. He certainly hadn’t bargained for any of this, but neither had any of them. And Shay. She understood just how dire their circumstances were.

				They needed much more than their coats and a protein bar to survive this. The weather could turn seriously ugly without any notice. And even if the weather cooperated, it could still take days to get out of this gorge and back to Tanaken.

				Days.

				Rick let that sink in. He didn’t know if they could last that long.

				Finally, he allowed himself to drop next to Shay and sit against the log. Eye level with the fire, he felt the warmth more now, or maybe that was the heat emanating from Shay. He felt her presence keenly but kept his thoughts focused on their problems. Rubbing his temples, he realized he was letting too much of his apprehension show. Fortunately, Shay didn’t seem to notice, but stared into the fire. In his peripheral vision, he saw the flames flickering across her face, highlighting the same exhaustion he felt.

				Add to everything, he still hadn’t found the gun. He needed that gun. He could think of too many situations where that gun would come in handy, not even counting for protection. It wouldn’t do much against a Kodiak bear or an Alaskan grizzly, but it was something.

				The blaze crackled and sizzled, and just for a moment, Rick allowed himself to rest and let the flames entrance him. From the corner of his eye, he saw Shay yawn. His gaze drifted over to her, cataloging all her contradictions. If he saw her on the street, he’d never guess her chosen career and that she’d been hailed one of the best. She was of medium build, athletic and strong, but her face, her mannerisms and her actions, now that he’d gotten to know her a little better, were decidedly feminine—something she hid from them all back at the Deep Horizon hangar. There she’d never let down her guard or let anyone see her vulnerabilities.

				A situation like this could strip away a person’s well-crafted barriers. Rick himself was feeling like a battering ram was pounding against the walls of his heart. Not just where Shay was concerned, but for his brother, too. He couldn’t stand to think that his brother might be dead, but if he had somehow survived, where was he? Was he held captive at the mining camp? Had he been beaten or harmed?

				Rick’s gut churned at the thought.

				He shoved to his feet, startling Shay. “I’m going to look for the gun.”

				She frowned.

				“You’ll be fine. I’m just over there. It couldn’t have fallen far.”

				“What about the noise we heard earlier? You never said what you thought it might be.” Her eyes glowed in the firelight and she chewed on her bottom lip, looking so nervous that he wanted to reach out and comfort her. Another time and another place. If Rick were a different person.

				Rick looked away. Why did he have to start thinking about her like this?

				“I didn’t say, because I don’t know.” But that was just one reason why I need to find the gun.

				He knew his answer didn’t sound convincing, but he honestly didn’t have a better one. He truly didn’t know what they’d heard. For a moment, he’d even thought he’d heard voices, but it could have been anything at all echoing through the gorge. If they hadn’t just escaped being killed, he might have called out to see if anyone answered. Making it back to Tanaken without running into anyone who might try to kill them was his priority.

				He slid her one last glance, then trudged away from the firelight.

				“Please hurry,” she said under her breath, so low she probably didn’t think he’d heard.

				I promise... He bit the words back. What was he doing thinking of making promises?

				Rick eyed the cliff side. The moon had shifted and wasn’t illuminating much at the moment. Worst case, he’d have to wait until the sun shed some light in the gorge. But even if he didn’t find it until then, he at least had to start looking now. Making his way to the Jeep only a few yards from Shay, he stayed hidden in the brush but watched her, searching the area for any signs of danger. He needed that weapon.

				In an ever-widening spiral, he searched the ground. After half an hour, he wanted to give up. His gun had been resting on the seat between the two of them in the Jeep. It could easily have fallen out of the vehicle with them when they’d jumped.

				And in that case, he should have looked near where they’d fallen. Rick raked a hand through his hair, feeling like the idiot that he was. But it wouldn’t do them any good to think like that.

				Maybe it had fallen next to the door on the passenger side and was wrapped in that tangle of metal. What hope did he have of retrieving it if it was? And if he found it there, it probably wouldn’t be intact and functional.

				He ran a hand over his scruffy jaw. He had to try. He couldn’t just sit by the fire and do nothing. If he sat down again, he might not get up for hours, and one of those feelings was all over him again, telling him they had to get moving.

				For all he knew, those murderers would come back to hide the Jeep. Hide the evidence. Hide the bodies. Why hadn’t he considered that sooner?

				Time was shorter than he’d thought.

				Back at the Jeep, the door light was still shining. Batteries usually died when you needed them the most, so he wasn’t counting on it working much longer, but at least he had it for now. Rick would be thankful for small things. He climbed back into the ravaged vehicle and tried not to think about what their bodies would have looked like if they’d been trapped inside. The passenger side was all scrunched up against the driver’s side, but he thrust his hand through an opening in the mangle and twist of the door, window, frame and seat. He felt around but couldn’t make out much. Would he even know the gun’s metal when he felt it?

				Yes.

				He’d feel the custom tactical grip glove he’d put on it. He’d thought it would give him more control. As if it were only the weapon he needed more control over. He needed control over much more than that. Tugging his hand free, he released a pent-up breath. He’d opened the door so he and Shay could slip out.

				Please don’t let that gun be at the top of the cliff where they’d fallen.

				This was a hopeless search without sunlight, and he’d already left Shay too long.

				A scream broke through the night.

				Rick jumped, slamming his head against the too-low crushed ceiling. His pulse rocketing, he slipped from the Jeep. Though a mountain lion’s scream supposedly sounded like a woman, he didn’t think that was a mountain lion. He bolted toward Shay.

				Through the brush, he saw the silhouette of a man with a submachine gun standing over her.

				Instinct kicked in.

				Knife in hand, Rick crept through the reeds and bushes with as much stealth as possible. Quietly, he closed the distance between the Jeep and their rudimentary camp. The guy was big, and Rick would get one shot at this.

				Just one.

				“Where is the other one?” The man jabbed the muzzle of his weapon at Shay.

				Rick had the same question but in reference to a different man. Where was the other one of the killers? He scanned the perimeter.

				“He’s dead,” she said.

				The man jabbed her with his weapon. Rick couldn’t stand there and let him kill her. Blinding rage exploded in Rick’s veins. That, coupled with the element of surprise, would give him the chance he needed. He charged into the circle of firelight and knocked the automatic weapon from the man’s grip. Before he could react, Rick drove him to the ground.

				He pressed the blade of the buck knife to the man’s throat. “Shay, grab the weapon.”

				The whites of the assailant’s eyes shone with fear.

				“Who are you? Why did you try to kill us?” Something about this man gnawed at his thoughts.

				When the guy didn’t speak, Rick pressed the knife against the flesh of his neck until it drew blood. “I’ll ask you one more time. Who are you? Why are you after us?”

				Then it hit him. This wasn’t one of the two in the truck.

				“Rick,” Shay said, her voice tenuous, trembling.

				He ignored her. She would try to talk him down.

				“Rick!” This time, the blood-curdling demand in her tone let him know he’d better pay attention.

				He hoped she was holding the weapon as he’d asked. Pressing the knife deeper into the man’s throat—a simple, clear warning that he’d better not flinch—Rick turned his face halfway, keeping his focus split between the two of them.

				Another man pointed a gun at her head.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVEN

				The gun’s muzzle bearing down on her temple, Shay fought to see straight, dizziness sweeping over her.

				From the moment he’d turned his head, Rick had appeared frozen in time, standing over the man, the knife still pressing against the guy’s throat. Rick locked eyes with her and the cold fear she saw in them nearly did her in.

				He’d been a marine, for crying out loud. Didn’t he have a plan? Was there anything he couldn’t do? Blood roaring in her head, she practically screamed at him with her eyes to act.

				Though his expression had turned to icy steel, she detected the answer in the slight movement of his head. Not yet. He wouldn’t make his move yet, and wanted her to play along.

				Her knees quivered, but she dared not allow them to buckle. One wrong move could be the end of them both. The metal dug painfully into her temple, though she refused to cower. But a small grunt under her breath gave her fear away.

				Slowly, Rick removed the knife from the man’s throat and spread his hands out, his nonthreatening position letting them know he would submit. But he hadn’t relinquished the knife when the man he’d threatened punched him in the gut. Rick’s strong core apparently kept him from buckling as expected, so the guy went for Rick’s face.

				Rick sidestepped him and, with one split-second glance at Shay letting her know that now was the moment, he shoved his fist in the guy’s face. Shay took her chance to make her own moves against her distracted attacker. She tried to kick him, but he was faster.

				His arm wrapped around her throat.

				Shay gasped for air.

				The man fired a warning shot into the ground near where Rick struggled with the other one. A terror-filled screamed raced up her throat, but she caught and stifled it. Couldn’t show her fear.

				She might be pathetic and weak, but she wouldn’t let them know. Shay had enough practice at acting tougher than she felt, but she’d never faced anything like this before.

				“I’ll say this just one time.” The man’s raspy voice, directed at Rick, buzzed against her ear. “If you cause any trouble, the woman dies.”

				Shay just wanted a chance to escape. A chance to live. At some point, this man would let his guard down and then she would have her chance. But that moment wasn’t now.

				Knocked on his back, Rick lay there, holding his hands up in surrender again—only this time, he meant it. Seeing him in that position crushed her insides, leaving her breathless. He’d tried, she’d give him that. But what could he do when she’d been used to bring about his compliance? Bitterness flooded her mouth.

				If Shay hadn’t been there, Rick might have gained his freedom quickly. He might have found his brother already.

				Rick rose slowly to his feet while the other guy wiped his bloody nose on the sleeve of his camouflage down parka.

				“What do you want with us?” Rick asked.

				The man standing over Rick grabbed his automatic weapon. “You ask too many questions.”

				Questions. Was that why they’d been pursued? Because they’d asked about Aiden?

				Shay wondered if that meant the men would kill her and Rick and make sure they were dead this time. Though she couldn’t read Rick’s hard expression, she didn’t think he would go down without a fight. Neither would she. But wouldn’t they already be dead if that was all these men had intended?

				“First your buddies try to kill us by running us off the road,” Rick said. “Then—”

				“You hear that, Joey? Somebody tried to kill them.”

				“Shut your mouth.”

				“That means—”

				“I said shut up. It means nothing.”

				“Kemp needs to—”

				Joey stood in the man’s face. “Shut. Your. Trap. We’ve got a job to do. So we do it. Let Kemp decide the rest.”

				Shay shared a glance with Rick. So this had to do with the man whose plane they had come to repossess after all. But where did the mining claim come into it?

				“What job?” Rick asked.

				“Shut up,” both men yelled at Rick.

				Somebody tried to kill them.... What was going on? Everything had happened so fast. Though she hadn’t had long to see the men in the truck up close, she’d stared into the driver’s eyes. Neither of the men possessed the same dark, sinister eyes of the driver who’d pushed them over.

				The two sounded as if they were from Long Island or somewhere back East—not that same native Alaskan accent she’d heard from the truck’s driver and passenger as the men discussed their demise only a few yards above them.

				“Tie them up, then let’s get moving,” Joey said.

				Joey’s partner grunted. “My hands are frozen already. We’ve been at this all day.”

				“Then tie them up and stoke the fire. But we can’t be here all night.” The man’s gaze searched the darkness around them. Was he wondering about the other men who’d hunted Rick and Shay?

				If only Rick had found his gun. Maybe things would be different at this moment. There were too many “if onlys” to think about.

				Joey’s partner pulled plastic ties from his coat pocket and forced Rick to put his hands together. He drew in a breath and worked his jaw while the guy bound his wrists.

				Then he moved behind Rick and kicked his knees, forcing him to the ground again. “Sit.”

				After Shay’s wrists were bound, she dropped next to Rick by the fire and across from Joey, who examined the handgun he’d held to her head. Shay could hardly believe her eyes. Was that Rick’s gun? The one he’d been looking for? She wanted desperately to know but knew better than to ask.

				His partner threw some more fuel on the flames.

				The fallen trunk at their backs, Rick shifted closer, his body a superficial protective barrier next to her. “Lean against me and get some rest,” he murmured under his breath.

				“You should listen to him,” Joey said to her.

				His words surprised her. If anything, she’d figured he might kick Rick and tell him to shut up. Why would their captors care if she got enough rest?

				She was too tired to ponder it for long. She leaned her head against Rick’s broad shoulder and took what comfort she could in his presence.

				What had Rick’s brother gotten them into?

				* * *

				Rick maintained his composure, calmed his breathing and thought about everything that had occurred. He could have ended this quickly if Shay hadn’t accompanied him to fetch his brother and to fix the broken aircraft.

				Having her here made him weak. These men knew that and used it to the fullest.

				And his experience from the past made him weaker—he couldn’t stand to be so helpless and impotent, unable to save someone.

				That alone ripped at his confidence.

				In an attempt to settle his mind, Rick tried to think of what vulnerabilities these men might have that he could exploit. Everyone had a weakness, including these two goons, who thought he and Shay would go willingly with them. If he could figure out what they were after, he might be able to use it as a bargaining chip. But why would they bother with them? Why hadn’t they simply killed them? The answer had to be they needed them alive for some reason that only Kemp knew about—but Rick wouldn’t push that point.

				How did all of this connect with Aiden and the plane? Clearly they hadn’t known all there was to know about Buster Kemp.

				He studied the two men who sat across the fire loosely guarding their captives. So confident they were that Rick and Shay wouldn’t escape or even attempt to try that they paid them a bare minimum of attention.

				The one called Joey examined the nine-millimeter and the grip glove that Rick had installed. Where had the guy found it? And why had he taken it? Clearly he had no need of it, because he and his partner carried their own lethal weapons. Unfortunately, the sight of the submachine guns brought back unwanted images. Rick couldn’t bear to hear those weapons go off.

				Shay had hated seeing his gun. He hated seeing theirs.

				It was just another reason why Rick had no intention of hiking anywhere with these two. Why go deeper into the wilderness, farther away from a likely rescue and into the outlaws’ camp?

				He could think of only one justification—Aiden. If there was a chance he was still alive, he had to be at the camp with those men. And if he was, then saving Shay and Aiden would become his task.

				To do that, he’d have to be at the top of his game. Somehow Rick had to shove aside the doubts from the past that plagued him. Somehow he had to turn this around and get his advantage back. Rick squeezed his eyes closed, shutting out the firelight.

				Those two idiots across the fire from him appeared too relaxed. Either that, or they were exhausted and they made the mistake of not hiding it well.

				He could kick the flames into their eyes and Shay could make a run for it while he distracted them. And then what?

				Face the Alaska bush on her own? He doubted she’d make it far before bullets riddled her back. Rick ground his molars.

				He’d have to bide his time.

				Finally, the gray light of an early Alaskan dawn colored the strip of sky visible from the gorge.

				Joey sprung to his feet and started kicking dirt on the fire. “Time to go.”

				Rick didn’t much feel like cooperating, but he had to think of Shay and Aiden. Wrists bound, Rick maneuvered to his knees, then stood.

				Shay shrank away when Joey tried to assist her to her feet. Rick seethed at the man for touching her, but he hid his distaste lest it cause Shay more harm. The guy might like to mess with her just to get at Rick.

				Men could be animals. Rick had seen that for himself too many times.

				Joey got in Rick’s face and smirked. “Pretty impressive that you survived that fall.”

				How did the guy know so much if he wasn’t involved in the crash?

				“Yeah, I know about that. It was my job to make sure you made it to the camp. But then I couldn’t find you anywhere. Except I saw the fire from the road.” Joey held up a night-vision scope hanging from the strap on his weapon. “Saw the Jeep at the bottom of the gorge. Saw her. She was in the picture. So I knew you’re the ones.”

				Rick’s heart hammered. Two men tried to prevent them from making the mining camp, and these men were abducting them to take them there. Aiden, what have you done?

				“What do you know about the men who tried to kill us? What is going on?” Rick steadied his voice. “What do you want with us?”

				“I said too much as it is. My point is that I don’t know how you survived, but I won’t underestimate you. Since I know you’re resourceful, I’m going to give it to you straight. We have a ways to go. If you try anything, she gets hurt in a thousand ways you can’t even imagine.”

				Rick wanted to wring his neck. He inched forward— Hold it together.

				Joey smirked again, satisfied that he’d achieved his goal of getting a rise out of Rick. “And as an added bonus, if you try anything, you won’t see your brother.”

				Rick’s pulse spiked at those last words.

				“Aiden...” His breaths came too fast. “Where’s my brother? Why are you holding him?”

				Though he’d hoped against hope that Aiden was somewhere safe, his suspicions were now confirmed—these men had his brother. Hearing the man refer to his brother had been too much.

				Joey pressed the tip of Rick’s own gun into his chest. If Rick weren’t bound, he’d quickly disarm the guy—didn’t he know that? But it wasn’t the gun that held Rick in place. It was Joey’s leer and the threats he’d made that still rang in Rick’s ears. “You’ll find out soon enough. Just remember what I said. One wrong move on your part and you get to watch people you care about suffer because of you.”

				Rick felt as if he were in the Middle East again, staked out in the desert. Shay was the stake used on one side and Aiden the one on the other.

				Joey’s partner strapped the automatic weapon across his broad chest and hiked from their crude camp. Joey motioned for Rick to follow, and then Shay. Joey would pull up the rear, ready to harm Shay using Rick’s gun if necessary.

				Surreal.

				Before Rick did as he was told, he moved close to Shay and whispered, “Don’t worry. It’s going to be okay.”

				He hoped she read in his eyes the words he couldn’t say. How sorry he was about this, and that he had every intention of making a grand escape. That he needed her to hold it together, to play along for as long as needed. All things he couldn’t say out loud.

				To say that terror emanated from her wide eyes was an understatement, and yet she stood tall, held her head high. He was glad that Shay was a strong person, but as a woman she couldn’t blend in and pretend she was one of the guys when they got to the camp. Would she be strong enough to face the challenges ahead? His need to protect her stirred to a new level.

				In response to his optimistic words—unusual for him—she gave a subtle nod. She was with him.

				He could only hope their shared resolve would be enough to get through whatever they were about to face.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHT

				Riding in the utility ATV on steroids, Shay wasn’t sure how much more of the rough trail she could take, especially with her wrists bound so she couldn’t hang on to anything. Rick was even less fortunate—his ankles had also been tied together and the men had hefted him into the cargo bed like a bag of Idaho potatoes. It had been painful to watch. Rick was a strong man with military training. That he’d been reduced to this...

				Shay sighed. They’d trekked through the gorge until she’d thought she couldn’t take another step, and then come upon the ATVs and the trail. She wanted to protest or try to find a way to escape, but she fought the urge. Breaking free of the situation wasn’t survivable unless something changed in their favor. Rick knew that. She knew that.

				In the meantime, she’d watch and wait for his move.

				Don’t wait too long, Rick.

				Of course, he wanted and needed to get to that camp to find his brother. That had been their goal all along, but not as captives. That wouldn’t help Aiden.

				Eventually the trees surrounding their path broke away and the terrain completely changed into a full-blown settlement of buildings and tractors surrounding a hole in the ground and a pile of dirt. Not a rock quarry, exactly. Something less elegant. A gravel pit. This small section of pristine, beautiful Alaska had morphed into an ugly mining camp.

				Shay drew in a breath as realization struck—it was a pit, only of a different kind than the gravel ones she’d seen before. This was a gold-mining pit.

				The plane had to be around there somewhere, and that meant the airstrip was nearby, too. Shay sat up, taking it all in. She glanced at her captor, who whipped the ATV in and out, making his way through grooves in dried mud to the buildings.

				This didn’t seem like an ordinary gold-mining camp. There were a dozen or so men, and more than half of them brandished automatic weapons. Was that normal? Was there so much gold pouring from that hole that these men felt they needed to protect it?

				A sick feeling roiled in her stomach. What was going on here?

				Unfortunately, the ATV didn’t go unnoticed, and Shay received more than a few looks before they finally pulled up in front of a small wood-framed building with a tin roof. It was just one of several buildings at the camp.

				Joey climbed from the ATV and pointed his weapon at Shay. “Get out.”

				She didn’t need to be told twice, and by the time she made it to the ground, Rick was out of the cargo bed and stood next to her. At least they’d untied his ankles.

				“Sit down next to the Wolverine.” He meant the ATV, Shay assumed.

				On the cold ground? Why didn’t they just leave her and Rick in the vehicle?

				Joey left them at his partner’s mercy and tromped away. He entered the building without so much as a glance behind him.

				His partner nudged the end of his weapon under Shay’s chin and leaned in, an unpleasant grin on his face.

				“Do as he says, Shay.” Rick’s tone left no room for argument, but she hated hearing the defeat in it.

				Against the Wolverine, Rick slid to the ground and Shay followed. Cold quickly seeped into her legs. A backhoe rumbled from across the camp, digging into the earth, and a generator hummed. Diesel exhaust poisoned what should have been some of the cleanest air on Earth.

				Once their guard distanced himself from them, Shay leaned closer to Rick.

				“What are they going to do with us? What should we do?”

				Rick stared ahead, his features as hard as granite. “As soon as I find my brother, we’re leaving.” Then, as he turned to face her, his expression softened. “Or maybe sooner. I need to get you out of here. When I think it’s safe for you, I’ll make my move.”

				What if it was never safe for her? And how could he make a move when they were both held captive? “You act like we’re here by choice. That when you decide we’re leaving, we can just walk out of here.”

				Rick sagged against the tire and stared straight ahead. Was he just giving up? He could at least try to convince her otherwise. Shay hadn’t meant to sound that harsh, but she was exhausted. Frustrated. Caked in the grime of the outdoors.

				She swung her gaze back to him. Dust covered his face and neck and the man still looked good. “I trust you to get us out of here. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

				His grin was tenuous, but it still lifted her spirits. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

				“Can you give me a hint of what to expect?”

				“I hate to say I haven’t worked it out yet. But stay alert. Keep strong.”

				“Great.”

				“I’ve always admired that about you.”

				“Admired what?”

				“Your strength. On the inside and out.”

				“A lot of good that does me here.”

				“You’ll make some man a good wife one day.”

				Some man. Just not him. Where had that thought come from? “My dad used to say that.” Daddy had hoped she’d find someone and get married before he finally died of the disease that had eaten away at him. They’d had to sell his business just to keep up with the medical bills. She knew he’d wanted her to have someone to lean on, to help her through losing him and getting her life back on track. But in the end, she’d been able to do it on her own. Her dad had raised her to take care of herself, and she had planned to keep it that way. “You know, I’m not horse flesh to be traded or sold to the highest bidder.”

				“Shay,” he said, his voice more gentle than she’d ever heard it. “That wasn’t meant to be an insult.”

				“I know.” Tears burned behind her eyes, but she blinked them into submission. Why the sudden jab of emotion? This situation was breaking her down, and fast.

				Shouting ensued from inside the building. Joey’s partner, who’d been pacing the rudimentary decking and smoking a cigarette, froze. He flicked the butt into a puddle and glanced at them, a worried look on his face, confirming that Shay and Rick must be the topic of the argument.

				Three consecutive gunshots fired off inside.

				Shay’s heart jackknifed. They hadn’t seen the worst of this yet.

				* * *

				Wrists still bound, Rick shifted to his knees and then got to his feet, setting the guard on edge. From the deck, he rolled his shoulders as if he was about to show his displeasure, except he hesitated, appearing indecisive. He paced in front of the door, weighing his options. Rick couldn’t understand why he hadn’t barged straight into the structure to see what had happened. Was it really so common around here for guards to fire their weapons off when they got angry?

				That could make things tougher for Rick and Shay. But then again, a group of cutthroats who couldn’t agree on things meant that he and Shay might actually have a chance to break away. Men who were divided like this were easily distracted—and if he’d noticed anything about these men, it was that they were preoccupied. He might even say troubled.

				And definitely not united. After listening to Joey and his partner, Rick didn’t get the sense that they were loyal to anyone, and that meant a power struggle was probably already in progress. No one knew who was really in charge because it could change at any moment.

				The situation was definitely unstable. The fact that two other guys had tried to kill them just added more explosives to the package. And that meant they had to find a way to escape as soon as possible. Hopefully lack of strong leadership would give them an opportunity to exploit that weakness before the situation got truly ugly. The last thing he wanted was for him, Shay and Aiden to end up in the middle of a cross fire, especially since he’d seen that this group of men was carrying as much firepower as a law enforcement entity, the military or organized crime. He frowned at the thought.

				Shay climbed to her feet and stood a little behind him. He liked that she wasn’t the type of person who easily caved under pressure, but he also liked that she was willing to let him protect her. He wanted to protect her. In fact, that innate desire seemed to be expanding inside him where she was concerned. Problem was, he’d prefer she wasn’t even here at all.

				He hoped she’d taken note of the firepower, too, so she’d understand they’d stepped into an extremely volatile situation.

				Just when the guard looked as if he would march down the timber steps and tell them to drop to the ground again, the door behind him swung open. He whirled around to confront Joey, whose face was that of an angry bear.

				Joey glared at Shay and Rick and motioned them over. Rick wanted to stand his ground, make him work for it rather than just obey their every command, but the three gunshots were fresh in his mind.

				Rick trudged forward, Shay on his heels, their warnings about hurting her, hurting his brother, clinging to his thoughts. Dread rolled over him like a glacier, cold and heavy.

				He and Shay were about to face off with the man in charge today. The source of all their troubles.

				He sucked in a breath and calmed his thoughts. He couldn’t overreact or lose it. He had to play this right for Shay’s sake. For his brother’s sake. But more so for Shay—she was the lone woman, as far as he could tell, in this camp of cutthroat gold miners.

				Rick reached the covered decking, making sure that Shay was right behind him. Joey eyed her, and Rick ground his molars, holding himself in check. He wanted to give the guy what he deserved, but too many muscles with guns surrounded them.

				Bracing himself, Rick stepped through the door into a smoke-filled room where two additional men waited. One sat on the other side of a messy desk. Rick assumed this was Kemp. A stocky man with fierce eyes, he wore a lumberjack shirt and looked to be in his late forties. He kept his hand pressed over the grip of a gun resting in front of him on the desk.

				Rick’s gun.

				His lips slipped into an angry frown when he looked at Rick. Then when Shay stepped in behind him, Kemp covered his mouth and rubbed his chin in thought, as if he didn’t know what to do with them. But that had to be wrong. Joey and his partner had been sent specifically to find them, hadn’t they?

				“Give me a few minutes.” He glared at the others.

				A few seconds later Rick and Shay were alone in the office with him.

				“Go ahead, have a seat,” he said.

				Rick preferred to stand and give the illusion that he had more power.

				The man got up and turned his back to them. “Coffee?”

				Neither of them answered.

				Patience running thin, Rick stepped closer to the desk. “What is going on here? Why did somebody try to kill us? Why have we been abducted?”

				The man nodded, letting Rick know that he’d heard the questions. Scowling, Kemp poured his coffee and sat back down. “The attempt on your life was an unfortunate event that I had nothing to do with. If it were left to me, you would have found your way here on your own in search of the plane and your brother. When you didn’t show, I sent my men to look for you. They knew you’d been in town and that something was wrong. That’s when they spotted the fire and decided to investigate. But they didn’t try to kill you.”

				“But they took us captive. Brought us here at gunpoint. They threatened to kill us if we resisted. Here we sit in your office with our wrists still bound. And if they didn’t try to kill us, then who did?”

				Rick decided to take that seat after all, and Shay sat next to him. Exhaustion played across her features.

				“You’re here because of your brother. And as to the men who tried to kill you, you survived.” Dread flashed in his eyes before angry resolve rose in its place. “I can’t tell you more than that.”

				Rick didn’t see it the same way but knew he wouldn’t get more out of Kemp on that point. He edged forward in the seat. “Let me see him.”

				“That’s not going to happen. Not until I have your full cooperation.”

				“Cooperation?”

				He took a sip of his coffee, watching Rick over the rim of his cup. Measuring him. “Those men who found and brought you to the camp answer to me only to a point. You see, Mr. Savage— That is your name, isn’t it?”

				Rick frowned in reply. He didn’t like the man knowing so much about him, especially when he knew close to nothing about Kemp. “And you must be Buster Kemp.” The restaurant owner from Chicago and obviously much more.

				The man nodded. “What else do you know about me besides my name?”

				“Nothing. We came for the plane. We don’t need to know anything else. I’d rather just take my brother and get out of here, forget we were ever here.”

				“It’s too late for that. There’s something I need from you, and if I have to use your brother as leverage to get it, then so be it. I’ve got too much at stake here to accept no for an answer. You see, you and I are in the same situation. We’re both prisoners.”

				Rick glanced at Shay, trying to read what she thought. Her frown said it all.

				“I owe serious money to the wrong man,” Kemp continued. “I was desperate and had to use my grandfather’s mining claim as leverage. Instead of killing me, he sent me here with his men to work the claim. I have this one mining season to dig up enough gold to repay him. With interest. So far we’ve found next to nothing. If we don’t strike something big soon, I’m as good as dead.”

				“You can’t just mine a claim and expect success unless you know what you’re doing.”

				“My grandfather taught me all I need to know. Believe me. If there’s gold here, we’ll find it. And if we don’t find anything...I have a backup plan.” He scooted forward and leaned closer. “I’m the lone pilot in this group of clowns. And my plane is the only one here. If I use it to leave in a hurry, they won’t be able to come after me, and by the time they use alternate means to track me down, I’ll already be long gone.”

				So the plane was the man’s escape hatch if things didn’t go right. “That’s why you took Aiden—you couldn’t let him leave with your only means of escape.”

				Kemp nodded. “It was just bad timing on his part. I figured I’d delay him a few days before leaving. But then we started finding flecks of gold. We’re this close—” he held his forefinger near his thumb “—to striking it rich.”

				Rick leaned against the chair back. The man’s face was flushed, sweat beading his brow. “You have gold fever. You’re blinded by it now. So you figure you’ll just delay us along with Aiden?”

				Kemp clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair, smiling. “I remember when my grandfather got gold fever—it was infectious, contagious. People don’t usually find big nuggets in Alaska. Anything over a few ounces isn’t common. But then he found a nugget weighing in at thirty troy ounces. Before he died and left the claim to me, my grandfather took all the money from the gold and invested in the camp and the heavy equipment needed to dig out the rest. I made the mistake of opening my mouth, but I had no choice. In the end, I’m glad I had the claim to use as leverage.”

				“I don’t get it. Why do you owe someone money when you have a whole gold claim?” Rick asked.

				A contemplative look came across Kemp’s face, then he finally answered. “Gold mining is always going to have its risks. Long hours of hard, manual labor with no guarantees. My father didn’t share my grandfather’s obsession and started a restaurant business before I was born. I grew up learning that business and made it my own. I spent a few summers with my grandfather, but I’d nearly forgotten about this place. At least when I needed it, it was still here and waiting for me.”

				Rick studied the man. He was a salesman; no doubt there. Had sold the guy he owed with the idea that he’d be able to mine enough gold to pay him back. Rick didn’t know how much he owed, but he could guess it had to be a large sum.

				“The men have already seen the gold for themselves.” Kemp grinned. “All of them have gold fever now.”

				Kemp had counted on that reaction.

				“And no one is going to stand in their way,” Rick said.

				“Now you understand. By the time I found out your brother was expecting you, the damage was done. I couldn’t let him go. I don’t need anyone sniffing around, asking questions or causing trouble. The problem is the men here don’t exactly answer to me. They answer to the guy I owe. They didn’t kill you, because, well, I convinced them it wouldn’t be in their best interest. Don’t make me change my mind on that.”

				“Just how long do you think you can keep us here before someone comes in search of us?”

				Kemp shrugged. “Let them come. You’re not here. We never saw you.”

				Rick believed the guy had it in him to persuade these men to do whatever he wanted, but he still wasn’t sure why he’d kept them alive. They knew too much and could use that against him. “You mentioned needing something from us. What is it?”

				“Work the claim with us and in a few days, when I’ve paid back what I owe, you can see your brother and all of you leave here richer. Just take me with you.”

				Yeah, right. Rick didn’t believe Kemp’s story. They were as good as dead any way you looked at it. What reason would he have to let them live when they could cause so much trouble for him? The way the guy looked at Shay...

				The airplane.

				He needed a mechanic to fix it so he could fly it out. Idiot. If he weren’t close to exhaustion, he would have realized that before. Kemp needed Shay for that—that was why they were here. Aiden had told these men far too much, putting Shay’s life at stake. Kemp wanted to work the claim, find the gold and then make his great escape. Rick doubted he even intended to pay back the man he owed.

				And once the plane was repaired, he’d leave Rick and Shay behind to face certain death at the hands of these cutthroats.

				“Do we have a deal?” the snake asked.

				Rick had forgotten he’d been offered one and hesitated.

				“Doesn’t sound like you’ve given us much choice,” Shay said, speaking up for the first time since entering the office.

				“You have a choice. It’s either work with me or die.”

				“Let me get this straight,” Rick said. “You’ve abducted us and conscripted us into slaving away at your gold mine, and any attempts at escape are on pain of death.”

				The guy leaned forward, a sinister grin across his face. “Yes.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				NINE

				“The point is, you’re not free to leave. Act like you’re worth something around here, and I can convince the others to leave you alone.”

				Shay watched the exchange between Rick and Kemp. How long did the guy plan to hold them? And how did he plan to do it? If they were made to work, he couldn’t keep them tied up the whole time. How long would it take before Connor became concerned, and if he even found them, would that be too late? Like Kemp already said, he might come looking, but none of the henchmen would admit they were here.

				Uncertainty bombarded her.

				Shay lifted her wrists to get Kemp’s attention. “We can’t work like this.”

				He moved around to the front of the desk and sat on the edge. “Now that’s more like it. You see my dilemma, don’t you? My hands are tied, too—I can’t let you leave until we’ve struck gold and settled my debts.”

				“And then what?” Shay almost wished she hadn’t asked, but it was better knowing the answer than going crazy wondering. “You’ll just let us go?”

				“Something like that—if you behave and don’t make any trouble.” He scratched his head, appearing to consider his next words. “I’ll need that plane fixed, too, without letting them know my plans. If they find out, then all bets are off. Your lives, my life—they’re all forfeit.”

				“I’ll need my tools. They were in the Jeep.”

				“There are plenty of tools here for fixing the equipment. Depending on what went wrong, if you can’t make them work, we’ll go back to the Jeep to get your things.”

				“Not just the tools. The Jeep also had the part I brought to fix what we think is wrong.”

				Kemp eyed her as though trying to read the truth. “I’ll send Joey to bring back what he can find in the Jeep. Hopefully that’ll include what you need without me having to be specific.”

				“You think they don’t already know what you’re planning?” Rick ground out the words.

				“They suspect, which is why they walk around with the guns. They still have to follow most of my orders since I’m the only one who knows how to extract the gold. But I’m under guard, too, which makes it all a little awkward, being in charge and under guard.”

				He removed the plastic ties around Shay’s wrists but left Rick’s on. His gaze pierced Shay’s. “Try anything and your friend here gets hurt. He’ll suffer before he dies. Any wrong moves from either of you and you’ll be locked away like the other one. You won’t see each other again. Am I clear? There’s no law here to keep them in line. There’s only me and their boss. Don’t give them a reason to hurt you.”

				Shay frowned. The man knew how to use leverage effectively. Shay watched Rick’s jaw working, the pulse at his temple beating as he exerted effort to hold in his displeasure. She eyed Kemp. If Rick could pin him down, she could probably get the weapon. But they couldn’t simply walk out of the building with the gun-toting men standing on the porch and all around the camp. Kemp had made that all too clear. From what she’d overheard from Joey and his cohort on the trip to the mine, she got the feeling that the men were getting bored just waiting for an excuse to blow someone away.

				Gunfire in rapid succession drove home that thought. Kemp grabbed the gun off the desk—splintering Shay’s idea to grab it herself—and bolted for the door, forgetting about his accidental prisoners.

				“What’s going on?” he yelled at the guards he’d turned into unlikely miners.

				He stepped through and the door closed behind him, leaving Shay and Rick alone. “Hurry, untie me,” Rick said.

				Shay whipped around the desk and opened the drawer to find something to cut Rick free. Kemp had taken the knife he’d used to cut her ties off.

				“Never mind—I hear someone coming. Get over here. Shay. Now.”

				She glanced up to see the alarm in his eyes, along with overwhelming concern for her. “If I can just grab something to free—”

				The door swung open and in walked Kemp. When he saw where she stood, his face took on a whole new look that made Shay wish she’d done as Rick had asked. He glared at Shay. She stood frozen, her hand on his open desk drawer. She couldn’t move under his visual assault.

				“See, now, this is what I’m talking about. I thought we had an agreement.” He stomped around the desk and yanked her arm away from the drawer.

				She let it go with a yelp.

				“Leave her alone.” Rick’s voice was a low growl. “I asked her to untie me. Thought you’d forgotten about me, that’s all.”

				Shay got the sense that he was ready to pounce over the top of the desk and take the man down, even with his wrists still bound, if Kemp tried to hurt her.

				Kemp must have sensed it, too, because he released her. “I’ll untie you as soon as I march you out to see what I meant when I said tensions are running high. Either of you got any medical experience? Know how to stop a man from bleeding to death?”

				At the mention of blood, Shay felt hers drain from her face. She watched Rick’s features pale as well, and not because he hadn’t seen enough blood in his life. Probably because he didn’t like to see those he wanted to protect—her and Aiden—caught in the middle of this.

				Kemp waved Rick’s gun at them. “Let’s go.”

				Someone had been shot. Rick probably knew what to do, considering his military training. But would he help these people?

				Shay trudged around the desk and opened the door for Rick. When he passed her, all she could think was that if he were alone, and she wasn’t here to stand in his way or rein him in, he’d probably have made his way free already and found Aiden. He’d be willing to risk getting shot. But as it stood, he was biding his time, waiting for the right opportunity to get them out before this whole situation turned on them. Shay didn’t believe the desperate, crazy man who wasn’t really in charge. She doubted Rick believed the man, either. He wouldn’t simply let them walk away.

				The fact was obvious considering his own plans didn’t include walking away. No. He planned to fly out of this and leave them all behind. Kemp kept the firearm at his side pointed at the earth as he walked next to them, and the other two, Joey and his partner, accompanied them as they followed Kemp through the mining camp.

				She counted five buildings in all. A main house, which might or might not have a kitchen and bedrooms. What looked like a bunkhouse, a storage building and two more buildings, one that could pass for a cabin with living quarters. That was her best guess without seeing inside.

				Not a large operation, but not a recreational mining camp either, as far as she could tell. She knew little about modern-day gold mining. But one thing she did know, these men meant to dig up gold. What she couldn’t figure was why. If what Kemp said was true and he owed someone money, the camp itself was worth a small fortune if you counted the equipment. Add to that the gold that had already been found and the potential of more to come. Why not sell it?

				Maybe he’d already tried.

				As they approached the building next to the bunkhouse, a man’s screams and moans could be heard. The sound wrapped around her guts and squeezed. Soon enough, two men appeared from behind the building dragging another injured man, blood oozing from a gunshot wound in his leg.

				“What happened?” Rick asked.

				“A couple of the men have been at odds since we arrived. I guess they were playing Russian roulette or chicken. I don’t know.” Kemp’s voice was strained. “All I know is that we’re shorthanded on men already and can’t spare this one, even if he is an idiot to play around with loaded guns. We need to get at the gold before the weather turns bad in more ways than one.”

				He eyed Rick. “Your brother told me you both served in the U.S. Marines. Can you help? Know what to do here?”

				Rick flinched. “He needs a doctor.”

				“He won’t get one in time. Not out here. You gonna watch him die?”

				“Are you telling me you’ve got all this firepower around and you don’t have anyone who knows how to treat wounds? Not to mention other potential accidents?”

				“Not anymore.” Kemp’s eyes went brutal.

				What did that mean? Had someone escaped or been killed?

				“And no one else who might have a clue about what they’re doing is willing to step up to the plate,” Kemp added. “Stand out in the crowd.”

				Shaking his head, Rick held up his wrists. “Not much I can do like this.”

				“You have a point.” Kemp pulled out the knife and cut the ties.

				“I need your medical kit. Survival kit. Something. Tell me you at least have one of those.”

				“Of course we do.” Kemp yelled at one of his guards to take the injured man inside and find the kit.

				Shay followed Kemp and Rick inside, where they shoved a couple of tables together and laid the man on the hard surface. The room was messy with boxes and supplies and smelled like tobacco smoke and booze. Like a place where the men hung out to play cards.

				The injured man continued to moan, his face losing color. Blood was quickly spreading along the table and onto the floor. Shay shrank into a dark corner—this was out of her league, not to mention that the sight of the blood made her weak and dizzy. She could serve Rick better by staying out of the way and out of trouble.

				While waiting on the medical kit, Rick tied off the guy’s leg with a tourniquet, then ripped his pants to expose the wound. A man who looked a little too young to be in with this brutal group held the briefcase-size kit out to Rick. He searched through until he found what he needed.

				Shay couldn’t stand to look, so she shut her eyes. That only seemed to magnify the man’s grunts of pain and curses as Rick worked. She wished Kemp would let her leave. But this was meant to be seared into her thoughts so she’d remember what could happen to her should she try to leave.

				What if the man didn’t survive? Would Rick pay the price?

				With that, Shay realized her own predicament—what if she couldn’t fix the plane? What if there was more wrong than could be fixed with a simple part replacement?

				Any direction her thoughts turned only led her to every death-defying risk they faced. Shay forced her eyes open and watched Rick press gauze over the wound and tape it in place.

				“The Combat Gauze will control the bleeding,” he said, “until you can get him to a doctor, which I am not. He needs an IV with fluids. Could need a blood transfusion, too.”

				Kemp argued with the other men in the room about what to do with the injured man and the one who shot him. Rick eased back and away from the quarrel. His gaze slid to Shay. At that moment she knew he’d never lost track of her—even with all the chaos, he’d somehow always known where she was. That awareness sent warmth through her and an insane sense of security. She could almost imagine that he’d always been in control. That he was in control even now.

				But she wouldn’t lie to herself.

				Still, the way he’d handled treating the wounded man under the pressure spiked her admiration. The urge to run to him, hoping he’d wrap her in his arms, engulfed her. But she didn’t want to feel the pain that came with counting on someone. Trusting someone. She couldn’t let herself feel this way about anyone—especially him.

				Remember...remember when he almost killed you, his finger against the trigger guard before he realized what he was doing.

				Shay stepped back, deeper into the corner.

				Hurt skated across his dark gunmetal grays.

				* * *

				Funny how the small, subtle step back she’d taken pierced like shrapnel. What was that about? Why’d she do it? Why’d he care? She made him think she didn’t look at him any differently than she viewed the rest of them here, the herd of thugs in the room.

				What are you doing, man?

				He couldn’t let her get to him like that. Not if he wanted to protect her. Get her to safety. He needed to keep his thoughts on target.

				The shouting grew louder. If this turned nasty, he needed a way out, and fast.

				Rick clenched his fists, squeezing them until they hurt. While these men were distracted by the injured one—a man Rick figured would die sooner rather than later if they didn’t get him more intensive medical attention—he could catch them off guard. Take one of their weapons...but he knew all too well the fight that would then ensue.

				The guarantee of more to be injured, including Shay.

				Even if they made it out alive, where was his brother being kept? He needed to rescue him, too.

				Clench fist. Relax. Clench. Relax.

				Shay suddenly started toward him, gliding across the room in stealth mode. His hopes that no one would notice her were quickly dashed. The shouting fell silent. Kemp, startled by Shay moving to Rick’s side, acted as if he finally remembered he had guests. Or prisoners.

				“Deal with it,” he said to the others, gesturing to the wounded man, who had fallen unconscious.

				Rick sent up a silent prayer for the man. He had been trained to deal with this and had done the best he could with what he’d been given. That and prayer were all he had to give.

				When Shay bumped up against Rick, he wanted to slip his arm around her waist and tug her close to reassure her. Or maybe, if he was honest, to reassure himself.

				But not with Kemp watching.

				The man left the others to take care of their wounded and focused on Rick and Shay. But before he could speak, Shay took a step toward him. “We haven’t eaten anything since yesterday. If we’re going to stay and work, can we get some sleep and something to eat?”

				Really? Rick should have thought of that, but he didn’t much feel like negotiating with this man or even suggesting that he had any intention of agreeing to his deal. On the other hand, Kemp would more likely acquiesce to Shay’s request, coming from her, even though Rick had demonstrated he was willing to cooperate by showing these men how to use their simple medical kit. Or had that been simply a test? More than likely it had been.

				Confirming Rick’s thought, Kemp cut a sliver-eyed gaze Rick’s way. “Let’s go.”

				Before he made a move, though, he headed for the table and grabbed the abandoned submachine gun. He glanced at the other men to see who it belonged to, then scowled and took the weapon for his own, slinging it across his shoulder. He thrust Rick’s gun into his pocket, then turned his attention on Rick.

				Rick got the message loud and clear. Mess with me and I’ll kill you myself.

				Rick finally decided how to read Kemp. He had put on a subtle but warm and friendly demeanor in his office, making sure to season that with warnings about the other men—the men he’d promised to keep in check if Rick and Shay would do their parts—but it was all for show. He was really a brute himself, just like the rest of these guys, or else he couldn’t hope to have any measure of control over them. With their accents and mannerisms, they reminded Rick of mobsters. He wondered if he’d eventually hear mention of a familiar crime-family name. Gambini, Stefazzi, Feroli?

				“You coming?”

				A cool blast of air accompanied Kemp’s voice and yanked Rick from his thoughts. Kemp stood in the jamb of the opened door, staring at Rick. Waiting on Shay, who hadn’t left his side.

				Rick and Shay followed him through the door, leaving behind the unconscious gunshot victim. Guilt threaded his thoughts. He’d already assessed the situation. He’d prayed. Other than that, it was out of his hands.

				As they stepped outside again, Rick noted that the temperature had warmed up a little with the sun. Depending on what sort of labor he was made to do, he might even work up a sweat. He could probably go without a coat for a few hours. But he wondered how long it would last. If they made an escape, they needed the weather to cooperate. Interior Alaska wasn’t the place to get caught unprepared, and they were already in the middle of autumn. Could probably expect a few prewinter warning storms. If they were going to get away, their timing would have to be perfect. And they had to get away as soon as possible.

				They were caught in the middle of a battle between the ranks over an unproved gold claim. Was there really enough gold here to satisfy these greedy, murderous men? Rick considered what it might feel like to discover gold in whatever form—dust or nuggets. Unbidden, a chill of anticipation ran through him.

				Hinting at much cooler weather to come, a gusty breeze slapped across Rick’s face, startling him. Realization gripped his insides. What was he thinking? He wasn’t here for the gold. He shook off the craziness. He couldn’t possibly succumb to the frenzy of finding gold.

				The group approached another building and Kemp shoved through the door, followed by Shay and Rick and a weapon-toting guard dog. If they had to live like this—followed around by men carrying deadly weapons—it wouldn’t be much of an existence. But he had no intention of staying that long.

				Kemp escorted them into another building. “This is our mess hall, as we call it. But the cook’s out for the moment.” Kemp’s eyes crinkled around the corners when he looked at Shay.

				Rick’s gut burned at the reference to this place as the mess hall—a term usually used to denote the meal space used by military men, police officers or firemen. Heroes.

				These men at the mining camp were anything but that. Nor did Rick like the warm fuzzy looks that Kemp had given Shay so far, though she pretended not to notice.

				“Have a seat and I’ll see what I can find for you to eat. I don’t want to cook anything I don’t have to. We need to conserve our energy.” Kemp opened the pantry and stared inside.

				Rick’s guard dog stood near the door and didn’t take his eyes off Rick. Shay slipped out of her coat and sat in a folding chair at the long table. Kemp’s grandfather had a decent setup here, or had Kemp brought all this in for these men? But while everything seemed well situated, Rick’s doubt grew that Kemp would be able to deliver on his repayment plan, considering the cost to run this operation—it would take a whole lot of gold to see any sort of profit.

				Especially at a few ounces at a time.

				“How about a can of chili? Quicker than frozen burritos.”

				“Sounds good,” Shay said.

				Sitting across from Rick, she slid her hand over the table, then stopped just before reaching his. Rick found himself wishing she’d gone the whole distance. Though he wasn’t sure why, since he couldn’t find it in himself to meet her halfway.

				“Is he going to be all right? The man who got shot?” Though she whispered the question, it was easily heard in the quiet room, only big enough to seat twenty or so people comfortably at the long tables.

				Rick shook his head and frowned. He’d done all he could, but the man needed the kind of medical attention he could get from a doctor with more equipment at hand. Rick held on to hope they would send the wounded man to a hospital but knew that that would raise questions. Unfortunately, that was the exact reason they probably wouldn’t get the man help.

				Kemp served bowls of chili and glasses of water. Oddly enough, he remained at the other end of the table looking over papers that someone had brought in to him. Next to him rested a case containing a satellite phone. His posture spoke of a man who had work to do and couldn’t waste any more time on them. If Rick had his way, Kemp would simply forget about them. By biding their time, avoiding attention and persuading Kemp and his men they were anxious to see gold, too, they might gain their greatest chance of escape. Rick would have time to learn where his brother was being kept, as well. He hoped.

				A myriad of thoughts and emotions coursing through him, he and Shay finished up the meal in silence. From the other end of the table, Kemp suddenly stood, his chair scraping the floor.

				“I haven’t figured out where to put you in the workflow yet.” He looked at the guard and nodded.

				The man standing like a sentinel at the door moved toward Rick. “Come with me.”

				Reluctantly, Rick stood. “Where are we going?”

				“He’s taking you to your quarters, where you can wait until called upon. Get some rest while you’re there. Don’t forget you need to prove that you’re an asset worth keeping alive to more than just me.”

				Shay stood, too.

				“No, you stay with me,” Kemp said.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TEN

				Her gaze locked with Rick’s. When her mouth dropped open in silent protest, Rick filled in, “No, she doesn’t.”

				Heart pounding in her ears, she scraped her chair across the floor as she rushed to Rick’s side. “Please, we need to stay together.”

				Kemp gathered the papers on the table before he answered. “Don’t worry. You’ll be safer with me than with him. Plus, I don’t need you two making big escape plans together.”

				Rick grabbed Shay’s hand and stepped in front of her to face off with Kemp as he approached them. “Look, I don’t intend to leave without my brother. Per your proposal, if we help you, then we get to leave with Aiden when all of this is over. Why would I make any plans that would put that at risk? And if it’s all the same to you, I’ll be the one who’s protecting her.”

				The way he said those words, and his protective stance, almost made Shay’s fear melt away. Big strong Rick, standing up for her. She could almost believe he felt something for her. But she was afraid for him, too. What would Kemp do to him for facing off with him like this?

				“I don’t have time to argue. If you’re going to be a problem, I’ll just lock you away from the light of day until this is over. But you can’t protect her without a weapon, and you’re not getting your hands on one.”

				The fact that the bad guy was discussing with Rick how best to protect the lone woman in a mining camp full of criminals dawned on Shay. Her breaths started coming too fast.

				Calm. Down.

				Inhale.

				Exhale.

				“I could dispose of them for you,” the silent sentinel said, throwing in his opinion.

				“That’s something to consider if I can’t get cooperation around here.” Kemp scowled at the guard when he passed Rick and Shay and headed to the exit. “We’re running out of time, Savage. Gold-mining season is coming to a close. The weather is going to turn. Get some rest and we’ll put you to work later today or tomorrow.”

				Shay sucked in a breath to calm her haywire pulse. She could do this. For Rick. For them. Maybe everything would be all right. Maybe she would be safer with Kemp than with Rick, considering he was the man in charge. Sort of.

				When she stepped from behind Rick to show Kemp she’d agree, Rick pressed her behind him again, squeezing her hand. His was strong and warm, and she wished she could keep hold of it, but she tugged herself free and pushed past him.

				“It’s okay, Rick.” She moved to Kemp and turned around to look at Rick. She hated what she saw in his eyes—he thought that she didn’t believe he could protect her. That she didn’t trust him. Believe in him. It was the same look she’d seen earlier today after he’d treated the wounded man. He’d looked at her when she’d stepped back into the corner. “If this will keep the peace, then this is how it has to be for now.”

				Rick turned stone-faced and said nothing.

				With her eyes, she begged for him to understand. This was for the best. For now.

				The guard pressed the muzzle of his weapon against Rick’s ribs. “You want me to tie him up?”

				“Absolutely,” Kemp said. “Find him a cot and secure everything. Don’t trust him for a second.”

				“I won’t,” the guard said, and ushered Rick through the door.

				Before he exited, Rick gave her one last glance, regret and overwhelming concern flooding his eyes. It took her breath away even though she knew he’d show care and concern for anyone in this situation. She told herself that, and yet there was something else in his eyes. Didn’t he understand she didn’t want to leave him? It had taken everything in her to willingly step away from Rick and go to Kemp.

				Then the door shut, and Shay was left alone with the man behind all their troubles.

				“Now what?” she asked.

				“I’ll take you to your quarters and let you get some rest, too.” He raked a hand down his scruffy jowls and looked at her with tired red eyes. “When the time is right, I’ll need you to fix that plane.”

				“And then we’ll all just fly away together like one happy family, right?”

				“I like your spirit.” He grinned, but his eyes remained guarded, hiding the truth.

				He opened the door and Shay grabbed her coat and stepped through, taking note that he hadn’t exactly answered her question. But she didn’t need him to. She knew how this was going to end if she and Rick couldn’t get an advantage.

				She walked with Kemp across the dried mud hole called a gold-mining camp toward the main house, which he explained served as his personal quarters. He went on again about keeping her safe from the men in the camp who’d been here for weeks without companionship. Though he claimed he’d protect her, a chill that wasn’t from the Alaskan climate ran over her. She wrapped her arms around herself.

				As they walked, men paused from whatever they were working on to watch her. She hated that. Hated that they knew exactly where she was going. Where she would stay. Probably tied up and helpless like Rick. Hated they would know where to find her in the night.

				When she shuddered, Kemp slid a glance her way. “You ever been to Alaska before?”

				“No. This is a first.”

				“This isn’t cold. If you’re lucky, you won’t be here to experience the cold. I don’t plan to be here, either.”

				Kemp unlocked the door to his mining-camp home. Strange that he’d keep it locked when there was no one here but his fellow workers. That told her more about their situation and his relationship with these men. He’d said that he’d protect her, and she knew that Rick would do whatever he could to keep her safe, but she had an eerie feeling that when it came down to it, she was on her own. Her father had tried to prepare her to be self-sufficient, to protect herself.

				But would it be enough?

				* * *

				Rick woke up to a pounding headache. He wanted to find a new position on the cot but he’d been restrained and couldn’t. Anger and frustration boiled inside.

				Being held captive by a bunch of crazy men after gold went beyond ridiculous. That Aiden was still unaccounted for unsettled him, but even worse was being separated from Shay. Kemp claimed he’d protect her, but Rick didn’t trust Kemp with her, either.

				He wasn’t any better.

				An ache crawled over Rick’s heart when he remembered the moment Shay had stepped from him to Kemp. He understood why she’d decided to pacify their keeper, but underneath the logic, Rick was afraid her actions meant that Shay couldn’t really trust Rick. And under ordinary circumstances, he didn’t want her to. He didn’t deserve her, and she certainly didn’t deserve a man she couldn’t trust with her life.

				A man she couldn’t trust in her sleep, or rather in his sleep.

				But right now their circumstances were anything but ordinary, and he needed them to be on the same page.

				He was in the bunkhouse, where several of the men kept their belongings and cots. To get in as much work as possible before winter hit, they apparently worked around the clock and slept in shifts. There were sleeping forms in two of the cots around him—off-duty men grabbing their shut-eye.

				The cot squeaked as Rick tried to find a comfortable position. Impossible. The space heater kicked in with a low hum, blocking out the backhoe and generator noises and the soft snores of the other two in the room.

				Rick turned his thoughts to an escape plan.

				He’d need to work the mining camp as if it were a reconnaissance mission. Obtain information—everything he could gather about his enemy through visual and any other methods. Survey the geography.

				Something Kemp had said kept playing through his thoughts. We’re running out of time.

				The man clearly wanted the plane fixed in a hurry. That meant that Rick had maybe a day to figure things out, if that. Somehow he’d have to communicate his plans to Shay and pray she didn’t go to Kemp for his protection. Rick growled under his breath and tossed in the cot, only to have his arms nearly jerked from their sockets. He had to shove her face from his thoughts or he’d never get any rest.

				Sometime later pain shot through his side and Rick woke up. A foul-breathed grizzly of a man stood over him, jabbing him with his weapon. “Who can get any sleep around here with you?”

				He tried to sit up but couldn’t. “What do you mean?”

				“You were screaming. Yelling at people. All in your sleep.”

				Rick said nothing as the guy eyed him suspiciously. The others in the bunkhouse groaned, and most got up and dressed. Rick wanted to scrape his hand down his face but couldn’t. How long had he slept? Sunlight didn’t slip through cracks in the shades and the cots were filled with men.

				“Sorry,” Rick finally said, but a small smile slid onto his lips. If they were exhausted, that could only help him.

				“Do it again and I’ll silence you.” The younger of the men—the one who’d given him the medical kit—tugged on his knit cap, grabbed a weapon and left the bunkhouse along with the rest, except for grizzly man.

				“You might as well cut me loose,” Rick said. “I can’t sleep, either.”

				“I could care less if you sleep.”

				“Come on, man,” Rick said. “Let me sit in a chair with my hands tied—anything but this.”

				The guy scowled at Rick, but to Rick’s surprise, he flipped open his knife to cut Rick free. He was halfway done when a scream ripped through the night.

				A woman’s scream.

				The man paused, but he had already cut enough of the plastic ties for Rick to twist his way free of the rest. Rick bulldozed over him, pounding him in the head until he was unconscious. He tore the weapon from the man’s grasp, grabbed another man’s coat and knit cap and bounded for the door.

				Running through the camp armed like this might earn him a death sentence. Rick didn’t care.

				Shay. I have to get to Shay.

				As he raced across the way to the main house along with a couple of others, he knew this wasn’t at all the way he’d planned to make an escape. It wasn’t a plan at all.

				He just wanted to get to Shay.

				God, please let her be okay.

				Almost there.

				He pumped his arms, running faster than the others.

				He tried to rush through the door but it was locked. Rick pounded on the steel frame. “Let us in. Shay!”

				He’d definitely earned that death sentence from the guard he’d pulverized. He would likely be chained like a dog from now on. But he could deal with it once he saw that Shay was safe. He heard someone fumbling with the locks from the other side. So much for Kemp’s plan to protect Shay.

				Rick had a split second to make a decision. He handed his weapon off to the armed man next to him. “Here, take this.”

				The guy’s eyes widened in surprise but he had no time to react.

				Red faced, Kemp swung open the door, light from the room behind illuminating the blood on his hands.
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				“Shay!” Rick shoved Kemp out of the way and stepped into the small sparsely furnished living room. “Where is she?” He ground out the words.

				“Rick?” Shay’s voice sounded shaky. If Kemp so much as touched her, Rick was going to make him pay.

				Ignoring the shouts behind him and the risk of being shot to death, he raced across the small space and down a short hallway. “Where are you?”

				“In here.” She appeared in a doorjamb, her face ashen and her hair askew. When she saw him, her mouth fell open and she rushed to him.

				Relief swept over him when he didn’t see any blood. But where had it come from?

				He held her close, feeling her body tremble. “What happened? Are you okay?”

				“Go find him!” From somewhere behind him, Kemp shouted orders at the men he held marginal control over.

				Find who? They were running out of time in more ways than one. He could sense Kemp’s fragile command slipping away.

				The way Shay shook against him, he thought she might be sobbing. Rick had never been good at comforting anyone, but he had to try. He lifted his hand, hesitating before brushing it down her back. “Shh. It’s going to be okay.”

				He heard Kemp’s breathing the moment he came up behind him. Rick turned his face to the side, sending a lethal glare Kemp’s way. “What happened?”

				Kemp appeared almost as shaken as Shay and shook his head. He went into the bathroom. Rick heard the water running. Probably washing the blood from his hands.

				Shay pulled away from Rick and stood on her toes to whisper in his ear. “Get me out of here.” Anguish choked her hushed words. “Get us out.”

				Rick tugged her close and squeezed his eyes shut. “Soon,” he whispered back.

				Shay stepped away and wiped her eyes.

				“Are you hurt?”

				She shook her head.

				Kemp stepped from the bathroom, wiped his hands on a towel and looked at Rick.

				“Someone want to tell me what happened?” It hit Rick that he was alone in this house with Kemp, who wasn’t holding a weapon. The guy had told his goons to go after someone. Someone who wasn’t Rick. He could overpower him here and now.

				But he still didn’t know where Aiden was or how to get out of the camp safely. Escape would have to wait for now.

				“A man came through the window,” Shay said. “Into the room where Kemp put me. I screamed and then Kemp came through the door and fought the man. Stabbed him.”

				“He got away,” Kemp said. “But he won’t get far.”

				“This is exactly what I was afraid of.” Rick left the confined space of the hallway and paced the living room.

				Kemp followed. “For a second I thought it was you, breaking her out. Trying to escape.”

				“So it was one of your men? Someone you’re ordering around?” Rick didn’t need to ask why the man came for Shay. These unscrupulous men had been here for weeks without female companionship, it would seem.

				“Yes.” Kemp made his way to the kitchen. Rick’s gun rested on the counter. Kemp quickly pressed his hand over it and chambered a round, sweat beading his brow. “At this rate, there won’t be anyone left to work the mine. Add to that, someone is going to ask why I tried to kill one of my own men while protecting you. I don’t know how much longer I can keep you alive. You need to fix the plane. I need to find the gold. Timing is going to be tricky.”

				He swiped the sweat away.

				Shay moved to stand next to Rick. He swept her into his arms and held her close as if it was the most natural thing in the world. She didn’t resist. Shay, the woman he’d considered strong and tough enough to walk the path she’d chosen, needed him right now. She was beyond vulnerable in this mining camp, and his own need to protect her was quickly growing into a driving force. If he it let it, it could drive him to make mistakes; it could drown out all reason. And in the end, that was no protection at all.

				For a fleeting moment he wished he could have something with her once they were home again. But he couldn’t spare the time to think about the future. The present needed all of his concentration.

				“You don’t need us. Let Shay fix the plane now and then let us go. Let my brother go before more people get hurt.”

				“I’ve lost two able bodies in a few hours. You’re going to work and you’d better hope you can prove you have value. What can you do?”

				Though he hated letting go, Rick released Shay. He strode to the counter and pressed his hands against it, reining in what he really wanted to do and say to this man. “You can’t seriously think those henchmen are going to let me work alongside them. In fact, I’m thinking you might see an uprising before the day’s out. They’re getting restless.”

				“Don’t you think I know that?” Kemp was getting restless, too.

				Losing control. He likely wouldn’t outlast, maybe wouldn’t even outlive, this situation of his own creation.

				“Why do they need you anyway?” Risk asked, pressing his point. “They can just take the gold for themselves once they find it.”

				Pouring on the doubt could destabilize the situation further. That would make things more dangerous, sure, but it could give them a chance to get away if the men were focused on other things.

				“I’m the only experienced miner here. They have a job to do and that’s to follow my orders. In the end, they might answer to someone else, but they’ve been instructed to obey each and every one of my orders. I could tell them to sit. Fetch. Roll over. And they’d obey like a good German shepherd. I could tell them to kill you or not. It’s my call. So you’d better shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”

				Good. Rick was getting to him. Kemp was bluffing now. He’d already admitted that he was losing his persuasive power over the men where Rick, Shay and Aiden were concerned. “The only thing we can do is get in the way. Just let us go.” Voicing his thoughts was a risk—if Kemp agreed that they’d only get in the way, then he might choose to eliminate them himself—but he didn’t think Kemp was ready to dispose of them yet.

				“Okay. Walk on out of here. See how far you get. I look forward to the show. You can’t get fifty yards without these men gunning you down. They’d track you down before you could get a safe distance. But you already know that. You already tried to get away, before you even knew you were being stalked.”

				Rick got a better sense of just how trapped Kemp was himself. That Kemp was admitting this to them wasn’t a good sign.

				Kemp looked at Shay now, his expression hard. “The only way out is the small four-seat passenger plane sitting on the airstrip. We could all fly that out—the four of us. But I have to find the gold first, or else I’ll be running forever. You fix the plane—” he turned to glare at Rick “—and you help me get to the gold, and you’ll get to walk away. That’s the only chance you have of getting out of here alive.”

				He started fixing a pot of coffee. The man was unbelievable, his emotions as unpredictable as the circumstances.

				“Tell me where my brother is. Let me see him.” Rick was done with the games.

				Kemp frowned and gave a subtle nod. “Not until it’s time to leave.”

				If the man was using Aiden to keep Rick here, then maybe he doubted his own words about the plane being the only escape. Unfortunately, Rick was beginning to believe that his brother was already dead.

				How was he going to keep Shay alive?

				* * *

				Someone knocked on the door. Weapon in hand, Kemp left the coffeepot brewing to answer it.

				Shay remained by Rick’s side, hoping he couldn’t tell how shaky she still was. The man who’d gained access through the bedroom window with plans to assault her had held her down, breathing in her face and informing her to keep completely quiet or he’d slice her into pieces. This he said while pointing a knife at her throat.

				At first she wasn’t able to breathe, much less scream or even respond to him. What a complete failure she was—she was unable to move under the weight of fear and panic. Under the weight of the sturdy man.

				Then he was suddenly thrown from her as Kemp attacked with more strength, more rage, than she’d thought him capable of. When her assailant went for the gun he’d tucked in his waistband, Kemp stabbed him. All Shay saw was blood when Kemp had pulled the knife away.

				She’d screamed.

				Oddly enough, it almost seemed as if the guy fled through the window because of her scream rather than because of facing off with Kemp. What would happen to him now?

				When Kemp opened the door, Rick turned Shay to face him. He gently cupped her face with his palms.

				“Are you okay?” The tenderness in his touch, in his eyes, surprised her.

				She never wanted to need anyone, but hearing that simple question and seeing the concern in his expression, she knew she’d never needed anything more in her life than for him to stay by her side. And that left her stunned.

				How could she need him so much?

				It didn’t matter. She couldn’t let herself need him.

				If they weren’t here now and in this situation, he would never talk to her like this. Touch her in such a tender way. It was all wrong. Messed up. And she couldn’t let herself feel anything for him. Couldn’t let her heart go through the hurt.

				In response to his question, she nodded, unable to smile.

				“Of course you’re not. I’m sorry, Shay. Sorry about all of this.” He let his hands fall away from her face and wrapped a finger around a tendril of her short hair.

				What was going through his mind?

				“It was my idea to go with him. I didn’t want you to get hurt over me,” she said. “You don’t need to be sorry. So stop blaming yourself.” She edged away.

				Kemp let one of the men inside and walked back to Shay. “We have a problem with the backhoe and these clowns can’t seem to fix it,” he said.

				She frowned. Why was he looking at her?

				“What’s this got to do with us?” Rick asked.

				“Time to work.” Kemp rounded the counter and scraped a mug from the cabinet to pour some coffee. He grabbed three more. “Shay’s a mechanic.”

				Shay thought he wanted to keep that part a secret so that the men wouldn’t know that she could fix the broken plane. What was he playing at?

				“You know how to fix things, right? People with that ability and training can fix just about anything with the right tools.”

				“Are you telling me you don’t already have a mechanic for all this equipment? How could you make it through the summer without one?”

				“We had a mechanic, had being the operative word.” Kemp scratched the back of his head, appearing to measure his words. “He didn’t get along with a couple of the guys. I think someone shot him.”

				Shay gasped. “You think?”

				“I heard the gunfire. But I didn’t see the body. So I can’t be sure. But he was also the medic. I hated to lose him.”

				Rick stared at Kemp. Shay’s knees buckled.

				Dread fell on her like a cold Alaskan night. What happened if she couldn’t fix whatever the problem was? Would the men decide she didn’t have any value, just as Kemp said? Shay glanced at Rick, searching for his help, for a way out.

				“What sort of problem are we talking about, exactly?” she asked.

				“I don’t know. You’ll have to look at it yourself.”

				Shay examined her shaky hands. How on earth would she work in this cold, hostile environment with deadly pressure bearing down on her? Trying to pull herself together, she thought back to when she first got the job working for Connor. She’d had to prove herself then. She’d had to shove aside her fear and doubts and be strong. Make those men believers. She’d just have to do it again. But this Alaska incident had shaken her to the core. Made her question who she was. What she wanted in life.

				Made her see Rick a lot differently, too. She could almost understand why he held everything inside—how did anyone communicate a terrifying experience like this? Who could possibly understand what they’d been through?

				“Tools.” She pulled her gaze from her calloused, rough mechanic’s hands and looked at Kemp. A stocky man stood behind him. “What have you got?” she asked.

				“They’re in the toolshed. I’ll show you.”

				“And the manual.” Shay cocked her head. “Please tell me you have that.”

				Kemp frowned. “I’ll look for it. Get your coat. The weather’s going to turn nasty in the next few days, maybe hours. There are two storm systems pushing through. We need to make hay.”

				While Kemp ushered the man out the door, Shay headed for the bedroom, but Rick grabbed her arm. “What are you doing? You don’t have to do this.”

				“Don’t I? I think Kemp made it clear that the men are having second thoughts about our presence here. This is my chance to show them I have value. Besides, I thought that was the plan. To work while we figure out our escape. To find the gold so we can leave.”

				“I didn’t mean for the pressure to fall on you. I don’t want you to be the center...” Rick let his words trail off, his expression grim.

				“Of attention,” Shay finished. “You don’t want me to be in the middle of conflict if it turns out that I can’t fix the backhoe and there isn’t any more digging for gold. I understand the risk, but the way I see it, if I don’t fix it, we’re in trouble. And as far as I’ve seen, I’m the center of attention anyway.”

				Creases ran across his forehead, between his brows. “Don’t worry. I’ll help you. I’ll be right there by your side.”

				For the first time in hours, Shay felt the hint of a smile spread over her lips. “If there’s one thing I’m confident about, it’s my own abilities as a mechanic. If this thing is fixable, if we don’t have to order a part, then I can handle it. What I can’t handle are the guns. I can’t work if I think there’s a chance someone will point one at me. That would make anyone a little nervous.” Even if they didn’t have Shay’s experiences, and those were beginning to rack up.

				At her last words, Shay’s smile fell and the creases in Rick’s forehead deepened. Bringing up that incident hadn’t been her intention. It seemed as if it would always stand between them, though.

				After she’d watched her mother gunned down, her father had made sure she knew how to protect herself. Carrying a weapon and protecting herself was one thing; being surrounded by miscreants who were eager to shoot to kill was another.

				Even if she fixed the backhoe, Shay wasn’t sure these men would let them see another day.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWELVE

				After visiting the shed full of rusty wrenches and other tools, Shay followed Kemp and his henchman to the broken excavator. There was a chill in the air that warned of a September storm. Whether it was accompanied by rain or snow didn’t matter; Shay wasn’t ready for colder temperatures.

				As she marched with Kemp to the backhoe used for excavating the site, she grew ever conscious that all the men had stopped their work to watch her and to smile or tip their caps—or send her looks no woman wanted.

				Shay opened the manual Kemp had found for her and tried to concentrate on that while she walked. It didn’t work. Thank goodness Rick was beside her, and this time he wasn’t even bound at the wrists. They were going to put him to work, too, knowing he’d comply with her life and Aiden’s in the balance. Doing what, she didn’t know. How long did it take someone to learn how to operate a backhoe? Weeks? Months? But she supposed there was plenty of other hard, backbreaking labor.

				She understood better, too, why they weren’t overly concerned about an escape. Escape to what? Kemp was right in that these men could gun them down and would consider it sport to hunt them if they left. And even if they got away from camp, where would they go? Any sign of civilization was miles away through wilderness that would be difficult to handle even with proper supplies and cold-weather gear.

				That was why that airplane was the only way out of here. Their only chance. And she hadn’t gotten her hands on it to fix it yet.

				A couple of the men leaned against the boom part of the backhoe, blocking her path. When Kemp stepped aside, they held a challenge in their eyes, and something else that Shay didn’t want to think about.

				“Give her some room to work, will you?” Kemp growled.

				He was right in guessing she’d probably be able to figure this out. She’d already been informed the loader wasn’t working correctly. Shay glanced through the manual again. Of course, she knew about hydraulics. Pistons required oil to transmit the force between them. She’d brought a few tools and a container for catching the hydraulic fluid.

				“Let me see it in action. Somebody get this thing moving.”

				One of the men climbed onto the machine and started the ignition. The diesel fumes hit the air again along with a rattling noise. Shay cocked her head and listened. The rattling noise wasn’t why she’d been called over to fix the thing, but it did signal that something else was wrong. She’d address that next. The backhoe operator worked the machine, or tried to, and Shay saw the problem with one of the pistons. She waved the operator down. He cut the ignition.

				Sucking in a breath, she positioned the container to catch the hydraulic fluid, knowing she’d have to recycle that and use it again. Then she tried to grab a pair of needle-nose pliers. They slipped out of her shaking, sweat-damp hands. The men hovering around her made her too nervous to be steady.

				Inhale.... She had to breathe....

				Shay closed her eyes and imagined herself in the Deep Horizon hangar, working on their planes. The sounds were similar—men’s voices, laughing. Jesting. But then a cold drop hit her face and she opened her eyes to reality.

				She was in Alaska. The sky was getting ready to dump icy moisture in one form or another. That served as a bitter slap to her face, and Shay thrust every other thought out of her mind while she worked. If anything, she needed to prove herself valuable.

				It took her just over an hour, but when she finished repairing the piston, she climbed up into the seat of the backhoe. An image popped into her head of her simply rolling over all the bad guys. Of her and Rick and Aiden escaping. Too bad it wasn’t that simple.

				She caught a glimpse of Rick shoveling dirt to be carted to the trommel, which would break down the dirt into the smallest particles so the gold flecks could be retrieved. She knew because Kemp had gone on and on about his operation last night before she’d finally been left to rest. Rick paused and wiped sweat from his brow.

				When Kemp had threatened to hurt her or Aiden if Rick didn’t comply, she almost thought she heard in his voice that he thought Rick cared about her in a much deeper way. It was probably nothing more than her pathetic imaginings. But she had a feeling something between them had shifted. If Rick ever actually cared about her like that, could she maintain her distance? Could she protect her heart? Could she forget about that afternoon in the office?

				Too many questions. She had to focus. Right now she needed to test her work, and for that she’d need the backhoe operator again, who’d wandered off. In the meantime, she could listen to the engine again. Shay started the backhoe and the diesel engine roared to life. There was that rattle again that shouldn’t be there. She didn’t know what was causing it, but she was pretty sure she could fix it. Before she climbed down, she looked at Rick and saw him watching. Even from this distance, he looked as though he was admiring her, and warmth spread through her insides.

				Rick is not the man for you.

				He had too many issues. Just like her father. They were all stopped up inside of him.

				Grimacing, Shay climbed from the enclosed cab and lifted the hood to see the air filter, radiator and oil. She went through a checklist of the basics but couldn’t find the problem—and her fingers were growing numb. The temperature was slowly dropping.

				She cupped her hands over her mouth, blowing her warm breath on them and rubbing them together. She wished there were a way she could work with gloves on, but her fingers felt too thick when she did that.

				Regardless, her numb fingers had grown clumsy, and they slipped on a jagged edge, cutting her thumb open. She sucked in a hiss and jerked up, bumping her head on the hood. She hadn’t finished the job. She had to finish, or they would think she wasn’t worth keeping. And if that happened, it wouldn’t be just her life on the line. Rick and Aiden were counting on her, too.

				“Aiden.” She huffed his name under her breath. Was he even still alive?

				Shay squeezed her thumb, wiping the blood on the rag, and tightened a few loose bolts. Something anyone could have done if they’d had a mind to. Maybe that would take care of the rattling noise.

				Stepping down, she sat on the step between the front and rear wheel, where she’d laid a few of the tools. A shadow fell over her, turning the gray skies even darker. Shay looked up to see a man staring down at her.

				Joey.

				He had the submachine gun hung across him. He was one of the men who guarded instead of working the mine.

				His lips slid into a nasty smirk. “I’ve never seen a woman mechanic before. Was betting you couldn’t do the job. I see you’re proving me right.”

				For a moment, Shay sat frozen, unable to move, as if his stare had staked her to the spot. What was the matter with her? She forced herself to move. Without taking her eyes from him, she rose to her feet and stepped down to the ground. She slapped a wrench to his chest and he grabbed it without thinking.

				“I get paid a lot more to do my job than you do to do yours.” She climbed atop the tractor, wondering why she’d chosen those particular words.

				She turned the key and the backhoe roared to life. Staring at the levers to operate it, Shay swallowed down her nerves. This could be a big mistake. She didn’t have a clue what she was doing, but she had to try to prove she’d done her job. On a hunch, she grabbed the two joysticks and started moving the three joints of the backhoe as she’d move her shoulder, elbow and wrist. The arm of the backhoe moved just as she’d intended. Her repairs had worked as she’d known they would.

				Shay looked down at the man with a triumphant grin. Others around the camp stopped what they were doing to look at the backhoe.

				A shout rang out across the camp.

				She’d just put the band of criminals back in business and bought her and Rick another day. Maybe.

				* * *

				While digging and transporting dirt to the trommel, Rick had made good use of his time keeping an eye on Shay but also taking in everything else. His focus was split between watching the men and scanning the buildings, looking for any sign of where Aiden might be kept. Doubts snaked through his core that his brother was even still alive.

				Shay smiled on top of the backhoe—she must be relieved she’d gotten that piece of heavy machinery to work again. He was relieved, too. Things could have turned extremely nasty, and fast, otherwise.

				He’d told her he’d be right there to help her, but Kemp had had other ideas, and Rick was powerless to change his mind about anything. The man was beginning to believe they were going to dig up enough gold in this one season to get him out of the debt he owed. The desperate search for riches clouded his judgment.

				When Shay hopped down from the excavator, she snagged Rick’s thoughts and held on. Longing coursed through him. He scraped his cold-numbed fingers through his hair. He allowed himself to really look at her. He already knew she was an extremely attractive woman both inside and out, as beautiful as she was strong.

				Pulling his gaze from her, Rick thrust the shovel into the ground. She was and would always be off-limits to him. In the past, he’d made sure he didn’t look beyond that tough veneer she kept in place, but their current predicament made that difficult. Things were best left the way they’d always been. He didn’t trust himself enough; why would Shay? Especially after what he’d put her through, nearly pulling the trigger. He hadn’t realized he wasn’t in the desert surrounded by the enemy until it was almost too late.

				No. Shay, or any woman, for that matter, was off-limits. But in this place—the absolute worst place for her—he was losing control over his heart and mind. A severe need to protect her, save her and even be her hero scrambled his thoughts. He wasn’t fit to be anyone’s hero as long as he struggled with this problem he hadn’t even wanted to admit that he had. No one knew about it—that is, except for Shay. Rick paused at the realization—and that made him feel closer to her than to any other person in the world.

				Closer to her than to his brother.

				Shay knew.... She didn’t know the circumstances, didn’t know why he struggled with nightmares he couldn’t escape, but she knew how they affected him. And now he had new fodder for those nightmares.

				She was here because of him. He’d let it happen. Once again, he was incapacitated, made to watch helplessly as others got hurt—others he was supposed to protect.

				Rick looked up at the gray sky, freezing rain kissing his cheeks.

				Why, God?

				Why do I have to go through this again?

				The sky seemed to struggle with a decision of whether or not to completely dump its contents. What would that do to this group of men, if they were cooped up together indoors with nothing to keep them occupied for too long? They’d kill each other, that was what.

				He would face off with Kemp as soon as he got the chance. They needed to have a serious conversation about what was going to happen if these men didn’t find the gold they were craving. What would happen, then, to him and Shay?

				If Shay was going to fix the plane, it needed to be soon. And if Rick had his way, the only passengers on that flight out would be him, his brother and Shay. He’d have to see how it played out and could only hope they could fly out of trouble in the near future.

				With that thought, Rick glanced up to scan the camp.

				Reconnaissance.

				If the plan to fix the plane didn’t work, what then? There was also the problem that he couldn’t leave without Aiden.

				Where are you, Aiden? Where would he keep you?

				That is, if his brother was even still alive.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				THIRTEEN

				Rick sat atop the backhoe, maneuvering the joystick levers to dig dirt and dump it in a pile. The skill had taken him several hours to grasp and he was still way too clumsy. To be worthy of his hire, it would take him weeks to master this. But thankfully they were too short handed to be picky about his abilities. Regardless of his haphazard maneuvering, the dirt would end up in the jig that pretty much automated the panning-for-gold process.

				Though gray skies loomed, the full brunt of the storm held off, only teasing them with cold sprinkles and threatening them with more. So they continued to work through the afternoon.

				The smell of diesel that fueled the excavator sent his mind back to his time in Afghanistan, to military caravans on backcountry desert roads. His thoughts hovered over the vicious fighting he’d witnessed and participated in as part of his job. You either grew numb in order to survive or your senses were heightened to every sound. Every smell. You turned to God, as had been his case, or you turned to something else. At first, Aiden had chosen the bottle.

				With the men standing around him, a few of them controlling the others with their weapons, he could almost imagine he was in a war zone. He had the sense that these men had shut themselves off from feeling. There was no sympathy to appeal to, no hope that he could convince one of the men to help him. He and Shay were on their own in a situation that was only a step away from descending into pure chaos.

				Though the men didn’t tell him much, he’d learned that they were bringing in only a few ounces of gold a day, and Kemp had had to cash in that gold to keep the operation going.

				But gold flakes or pieces weren’t like the nuggets Kemp had supposedly promised the man he owed.

				Rick watched Shay over at the shaker wash pan helping another guy clean it out. He hated that Kemp had kept them separated like this, but tonight he would insist they stay together so he could protect her. Kemp had all the proof he needed after last night’s assault that Shay wasn’t safe on her own. And what about his brother? Was Aiden safe, wherever it was they’d stashed him?

				He watched every man, guarding or working, to see if anyone disappeared or went with a plate of food to one of the buildings where Aiden might be kept. But he saw nothing.

				His stomach growled. It had to cost a small fortune to keep these men fed. The crack of a rifle rang out in the distance and Rick stiffened, all his senses on alert.

				He reminded himself that he wasn’t in the Middle East now. He wasn’t a marine anymore. He shoved his focus back to digging dirt, watching the camp and forming an escape plan in case plan A involving the airplane didn’t work.

				An hour later, he spotted one of the men hauling in a four-point buck.

				Rick’s mouth watered at the thought of venison. What was he doing? He couldn’t just settle into this life. For that matter, none of them could.

				At the evening meal, the men washed up and sat at the table in the mess hall, the aroma of venison wafting over them. A guard nudged Rick from behind with his gun as he grabbed his plate of food, reminding him that his time was short.

				His, Shay’s and Aiden’s time was short. The men were growing restless, just as Kemp had said they were. Rick’s gut churned. Kemp was playing them all.

				He plopped next to Kemp and ate quietly, Shay sitting across from him. Though she appeared exhausted, the work seemed to have exhilarated her. He knew it had to be better than being held somewhere, captive and bound.

				When the guy next to him finished his meal and left the table, Rick leaned close to Kemp. “We need to talk.”

				Kemp dug into his baked beans as if he hadn’t heard Rick. Then he suddenly dropped his fork against the plate and jumped up. Grabbing his dish, he tossed it in the sink with a bang.

				Rick had no doubt that juggling his own agenda, his accidental captives and the nonproducing mine was wearing on him. The problem was, Kemp carried a huge burden. Rick knew only too well what that could do to a man.

				Kemp was going to explode, and soon. Rick just hoped the people he cared about most in the world were out of harm’s way when it happened. A pang went through his heart at the thought.

				Picking his teeth with a toothpick, Kemp never once looked at Rick, who’d now lost his own appetite. He glanced at Shay, her face ashen, the color brought by the day’s work drained.

				“Give us a minute,” Kemp said to the guard and other worker who’d remained inside.

				The guard frowned at Kemp. “You sure about that?”

				“Bind him, then. Toss me your weapon.”

				It was Rick’s turn to frown, but if having his hands tied was the price for getting a minute with the crazy man running this operation, then so be it.

				While the guard bound his wrists in plastic ties for not the first time—his ankles, too—he thought about Shay. He watched her sullen features as he was being strapped to the chair, made to feel completely powerless. Impotent.

				Shay.

				They hadn’t been bound that morning while in Kemp’s quarters, but the man had something to prove now.

				And Rick had to protect Shay. Not only from these men and this situation but from himself. He tore his gaze from her to slice Kemp open with his glare. The guard clomped out of the kitchen.

				“The men are talking amongst themselves. They don’t hold back in front of me because they think you’re going to kill me anyway. Either that or they will. So they don’t care what I know. But they’re getting restless. The claim isn’t bringing the gold you promised.”

				Kemp pulled up a chair to face Rick. “Is that it? That’s what you wanted to talk about? Tell me something I don’t know.”

				“No. You tell me.” Rick ground out the words. Fear crept into Kemp’s gaze despite Rick’s bound position. “I want to know your plan. What’s going to happen when these men become certain that they aren’t going to find the gold they were expecting? When are you going to let Shay fix the plane and let us get out of here?”

				Chewing on his toothpick, Kemp waited before he answered. Almost as though he wanted Rick to remember who was in charge. But it was too late. Rick had seen the fear in his eyes. The man was near the breaking point.

				“There’s another storm headed this way. Not a rainstorm but snow this time. So a few of the men are leaving tomorrow to get some supplies we ordered before it gets too difficult to leave the area,” Kemp said. “That’ll take them half the morning. I’ll take her to the strip then. But you’re staying here.”

				“No,” Shay said. “Rick is coming, too. I need his help. He helps me fix the plane at the place we work.”

				At most, he’d handed her a wrench a time or two—but Rick certainly wasn’t going to contradict her. Shay glanced at him, never giving away the truth. He flooded his gaze with approval. Her eyes crinkled around the corners just a little. Just enough for Rick to notice.

				“You try anything and you won’t see your brother alive. Understand? You try anything and I just might kill the both of you right then and there.”

				The wariness in his eyes told Rick he meant his words. And behind his gaze, Rick saw confirmation of another truth—Kemp would most likely leave them behind anyway, dead or alive.

				“Understood,” Rick said. “We want to get out of here in one piece, just like you. Why can’t you let me see my brother now? See that you’re taking care of him. That he’s alive.”

				“Maybe tomorrow.”

				Rick couldn’t allow himself to hope. Kemp took pleasure in toying with him. Enjoyed the game too much. Rick let the point drop and focused on his other goal. “And for tonight I need to be with Shay. Make sure she’s protected. I don’t trust anyone else. You saw what happened last night.”

				“That’s fine by me, but both of you will be bound.” He looked at Shay for her agreement. She could choose to stay with Kemp and have the freedom to move about in the room where he locked her or remain bound with Rick.

				“How can I protect her, then, if someone tries—”

				“They won’t.”

				Rick didn’t like this arrangement, either. “What happened to the guy you stabbed, anyway? Did he get away?”

				“Found him dead in the woods. I didn’t kill him. Animals got to him. Wolves, maybe.”

				Rick closed his eyes, wishing he could drive away the image that appeared. Just another one to add to his bad dreams. At least if he was bound tonight and fell asleep, he couldn’t harm Shay if nightmares accosted him.

				Funny that he’d wanted to be with her to protect her when he had to protect her from himself, as well.

				* * *

				Rick sat in an uncomfortable hard-backed chair that was nailed to the floor. They’d bound him to the chair as promised, after he’d been allowed to clean up. Kemp wouldn’t have them in the main house smelling of the outdoors, mud and dirt. Rick didn’t understand why he cared.

				They were both so exhausted that neither of them had spoken much once they’d been placed in the small windowless room in Kemp’s main house. He’d left a small lamp on in the room so they could see, but it wasn’t as if they were going to trip or stumble in the dark. Tied up like this, they weren’t going anywhere.

				Rick wondered if Shay regretted agreeing to be bound. She could have been free in a room of her own as she was before.

				A few canned goods littered the floor as well as the shelves along one wall, making Rick think that Kemp had cleared a storage room out just for the purpose of holding prisoners. A bunk bed had been placed against the wall in the corner, and Shay rested on that, her wrists secured to the bed frame.

				She’d fallen asleep within a few minutes. Rick studied her, admiring the beautiful outline of her features in the dimly lit room as he listened to her soft, featherlike snores. For a brief moment, he allowed his heart to dream. To think about the what-ifs. If he’d gotten a grip on his problem and had expressed an interest in her, would she have even been interested in him? Could they have had a chance? But a chance for what?

				A chance for love and commitment?

				Rick could easily see himself loving her. His admiration for her had grown exponentially in the short time they’d been together for this ordeal. And deep down he’d always admired her. He just hadn’t wanted to admit it.

				If only he didn’t have the lethal, explosive flashbacks or dreams that sent him back to that moment in time where he’d failed. He would be a better man now if he weren’t trained to respond without thinking—training that had made him scare her and nearly hurt her. Without that, perhaps he’d be someone a woman like Shay could love.

				On the other hand, if he hadn’t been trained, he would be dead now.

				Instead, he was alive but damaged on the inside. His physical injuries had been nothing compared to the mental and emotional torture he went through almost on a nightly basis.

				Shay shifted on the squeaky bed, pulling his thoughts to the present.

				He planned to stay awake and watch over her, even though he knew he couldn’t do anything if someone were to break into this room. He’d have to already be free from the ties to be a threat. He held on to the hope of tomorrow—when Kemp would take them to the plane. He’d let Shay sleep for a while; then they needed to make plans.

				Tomorrow they could possibly even escape. He still needed to figure out where his brother was, but worst-case scenario, he could come back and get him.

				And that would be the worst case.

				Getting Shay to safety was his priority. And saving her...might just even save him. Free him from the guilt.

				As for tomorrow, if Rick could distract Kemp, then Shay could make a call on the radio. The best-case scenario was for Rick to take Kemp out completely. Then, if Shay fixed the plane, they could simply take off. But he doubted Kemp would let himself be caught off guard like that.

				And if either of those plans failed, Rick was out of options. He felt as helpless as he’d been in Afghanistan—a forgotten place in many American homes.

				He watched Shay, listening to the wind blow through the cracks of the house. His lids grew heavy, but he fought the need to sleep. Nothing good would come of him falling asleep.

				His Cobra helicopter whirled in the sky—warning signals resounding all around him. The helicopter crash-landed, skidding into a sandbank. Rick crawled from the ruins and dragged his copilot away from the burning wreckage. They needed to make it to shelter, where Rick could assess the situation. Where they could hide until help came. Rick scanned the area and made a decision. He started for a building across the street.

				A bomb exploded from the building.

				The concussive force of the blast, the shock wave of air pressure, sent Rick flying through the air. His ears rang, deafening him to all other sounds as he lay on the ground, only vaguely aware of the pain. Only partially conscious. But he wouldn’t give in to the urge to lie still. He dragged himself to his feet and searched for his copilot, his friend—he had to get him to the cover of another building not ten yards away.

				Ten long yards.

				Automatic weapons spewed bullets around him.

				“No!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FOURTEEN

				Shay jerked awake. She fought the confusion shrouding her.

				Where am I?

				Rick’s groaning form in the chair over in the corner caught her attention and quickly reoriented her. One tug of her hands reminded her that she was bound in place.

				Rick moaned again, his forehead creased in anguish, and then he cried out. That sent Shay right back to the day in the office when she’d tried to wake him up. Only then, he’d had free range of motion and a weapon to protect himself from whatever evil tortured him in his dreams.

				He didn’t have anything to protect himself with today. “Rick,” she said. “Rick, wake up.”

				His head bobbed and rolled and then his eyes slowly slid open and found her. “Shay,” he whispered. Relief swept through his gaze.

				“You were dreaming.” More like having a nightmare. What haunted him so?

				He blinked and cleared his throat, throwing off the vestiges of a not-so-peaceful slumber.

				“I’m sorry,” he said, closing his eyes again.

				Shay had the feeling he didn’t want to look at her. “What do you have to be sorry about?”

				His lids slid open again. “I wasn’t supposed to fall asleep. Did I wake you?”

				Shay gave him a soft smile in answer. “I don’t even remember falling asleep.”

				“No one ever does.” Rick tried to smile, but the anguish she’d heard in his groans resided behind his gaze.

				“Tell me about your dreams.” The dream. She should have said the dream. She knew he’d had this one before. A deep sadness dropped into her heart, but she knew that Rick Savage would not appreciate pity. And she didn’t pity him. Not really.

				What she felt for Rick... It scared her. She couldn’t face it. This wasn’t the time.

				Tears threatened behind her eyes. She hated them. “I want to know, Rick. What...happened to you?”

				She knew enough to understand that his nightmares had to be linked to his time overseas in the U.S. Marines. She’d heard him talk enough about his brother turning to alcohol in the aftermath of his own military experiences. And she knew that Rick had turned to God—she’d heard him talking about that with the other men at Deep Horizon. Had seen him pray. But had any of them seen him while he slept? Was God really there for him?

				“You don’t want to know, Shay.”

				“I think I deserve that much, don’t you?”

				His eyes held a kind of sorrow and regret. In his gaze she saw again how remorseful he was about that day when he’d nearly attacked her.

				She could tell he struggled for the words. Maybe no words could ever explain what he’d gone through, but she pressed him anyway. “We don’t know what we’re going to be doing in a few hours. We might both be dead. Please, tell me...”

				“I can’t.”

				Rick held her gaze, nearly caressing her with his eyes. Her heart fluttered—did he really see her that way? He’d never really looked at her before this ordeal.

				She wanted nothing more than to be free of these stupid plastic ties and go to him. Let him wrap his arms around her. Never in her life had she been so grateful to be tied up—Rick was dangerous to her heart, and maybe even dangerous to her physically. She needed the reminder not to get close to him, no matter how badly she wanted to. But even though she couldn’t approach him physically, she still wanted to try to reach out to soothe the pain he was feeling.

				“Okay. I’ll go first. My father used to do that to me. After my mother died, he held everything bottled up inside him. She died when a man shot her. Right in front of me.” Tears surged in her throat.

				“I guess that makes what happened that day I aimed at you even more terrifying.” He sighed, defeated.

				“Yes. You have no idea. But after that, my father just closed himself off to everyone. Me and my sister? We needed him. But we couldn’t seem to reach him. He couldn’t see anything past the pain he was in. I could see he was like a soda bottle when you shake it, ready to burst.”

				“Then we understand each other. I can’t afford to touch that cap. I wish I could. I’d do it for you, if I could.”

				“If you mean that, then let me in.” What are you doing? You can’t risk your heart!

				“Why would you want in, Shay? You’ve already seen what I can be. I’m dangerous to anyone I might...”

				Love? Shay’s heart skipped erratically. She was edging closer to the danger zone she’d managed to keep a safe distance from all this time.

				“Anyone I care about,” he said, finishing his sentence.

				“There are specialists out there to assist people who struggle with what you’re going through. Why don’t you get help? Then you could have a relationship with someone.” Just not me.

				Rick surprised Shay with a smile. “And who would I have this relationship with, Shay?”

				The way he looked at her, that little flirting glint, stirred her insides. Her pulse raced. No, she couldn’t do this. She’d been guarding her heart for too long. Rick had been safe to think about because he’d never noticed her. She tugged her gaze from him and stared at the empty, boring wall, unable or unwilling to answer him.

				But if she really didn’t want the chance for a relationship with him, then why was she trying to get him to open up? He’d been safe before; now she was trying to open that soda-bottle cap so she could...what? Convince herself that it might be safe to love him after all?

				Suddenly, Rick began straining against the chair, his face turning a little red.

				“What are you doing?”

				He moved his shoulders up and down and whipped his hands around in front of him. The motion looked odd, but to her astonishment, he eventually succeeded in freeing himself.

				Shay gasped. “How did you do that? Why haven’t you done that before? I don’t understand.”

				“I learned a trick. Hold my wrists wide when they’re tying me to give me a little slack to maneuver later. It doesn’t always work. But it worked for me this time. I needed to get out of this.” He began working on his ankles where they were tied to the chair. Not so easy, but nothing he couldn’t handle. When he’d freed himself from the chair, he moved to Shay and worked on the ties until they came undone.

				She rubbed her wrists and shook her arms out. How good it would feel to sleep in a normal position. To be back safely in her own bed. “What will they say when they find that we’ve freed ourselves?”

				“Freed? We’re still bolted into this room, in case you haven’t noticed.” Then he shrugged. “No one will even know, except for Kemp when he comes to let us out. And since Kemp needs you to fix the plane, he won’t complain too much. So let’s enjoy being moderately more comfortable while we make our plans.”

				Shay rubbed her arms and scooted over for Rick to sit next to her.

				Rick dropped to the edge of the bed, acting restless. He reached over and pressed his palm tenderly against her cheek. “Shay, when we make it out of this...”

				Shay leaned into the tenderness in his hand, closing her eyes. Despite all her resolve to wall off her emotions, she craved the gentle, caring touch from this man she’d admired from a distance for so long. Never had she dreamed he would look at her like this. Talk to her like this. Was she imagining this? And yet the safety net she’d placed around her heart was in jeopardy. Rick wasn’t supposed to care about her.

				* * *

				I want to be free to love you....

				The thought startled Rick, almost taking his breath away. He’d worked hard to hold himself in check when it came to this woman. He’d never allowed himself to look at her. And she’d never given him reason to. Until now. Until this situation wore away his defenses. Was he out of line even thinking like this?

				Shay’d given him a small measure of hope.

				Maybe...maybe she would love him back, if given the chance.

				Her face resting against his hand, she kept her eyes closed as if she was soaking in his touch. He slid his thumb down her cheek, feeling the silkiness of her skin. She could simply be desperate for affection, the warmth of care and concern from another human being in this terrifying mining-camp prison. So he couldn’t know if her reaction was really about him or about seeking whatever comfort she could find in their hopeless circumstances.

				But she might very well be the one woman who could see him through. Who would stick with him. And, oh, Rick wanted that with her; he realized that now.

				When she opened her eyes, which seemed to hold the beauty of Alaska within them, he let his hand drop away, watching her, searching her gaze. For what, he wasn’t sure.

				“I thought...” she whispered. “I thought you were safe....”

				Unsure what she meant, he angled his head. “Safe?”

				“After seeing how my father hurt, I never wanted to care about someone the way he cared about my mother. I thought you were safe to fall for because you never once looked—”

				A noise on the other side of the door cut her off. The moment was lost, and they still hadn’t discussed their plans for escape.

				Time was up. He’d have to spit this out fast. “Listen, when you go to fix the plane, I’m going to distract Kemp. Watch for it. I want you to radio for help.”

				Her eyes grew wide. “But—”

				The door swung open.

				Rick stood to face the butt of an automatic weapon in his temple.

				Pain sent blackness across his vision, fading in and out until finally, darkness engulfed him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				FIFTEEN

				“No!” Shay screamed.

				Rick fell to the floor.

				Shay knelt next to his unconscious body, her concern over him trumping her fear of the guy with the gun.

				Kemp appeared behind the man. “What have you done?”

				“He hit him in the head for no reason.” She forced her venom through clenched teeth. “Please, call your dog off.”

				Cradling Rick’s head, she prayed he would be all right. “Please, wake up.”

				A knot swelled on his forehead.

				“I didn’t give you authority to hurt them.”

				“He was trying to escape,” the man said. “I don’t need your permission. You forget who you answer to.”

				Shay tried to slide Rick away from the two men. Their posture suggested that if the argument escalated, they might come to blows, or worse, guns. Kemp didn’t hide his anger at the guard and got in his face.

				“You’re the one who’s forgotten who you answer to. I’m in charge while you’re here. I run the claim. Now back down before I make a call or get rid of you myself.”

				The man kicked Rick in the gut before he left the room. Brandishing his own weapon, Kemp scowled at the man when he passed. Once he was out of earshot, Kemp looked at her and frowned. “Never liked the guy.”

				“How can we fix the plane now?” she whispered.

				“Looks like he won’t be going.” Kemp crossed his arms, his frown deepening as he looked down at Rick.

				“I won’t leave him. I can’t fix the plane without him anyway,” Shay said. “I need his help.” To hold a wrench, maybe.

				“Then you’d better make him wake up.” He shoved Rick with his boot. “To tell you the truth, I would have hit him in the head myself if I’d been the one to open the door and see him untied. Maybe next time, I’ll make sure he’s restrained with something...more permanent.”

				Shay couldn’t hold Kemp’s insidious stare, and pressed her forehead against Rick’s, careful not to touch the bruise. “Give him a few minutes to come to. We need some breakfast, too, okay?” Shay tried to steady her trembling voice.

				“Half an hour. That’s all. The next time I open this door, he’d better be cowering in the corner like he should have been to begin with.”

				Shay nodded, wanting to appease this man who controlled their fate. As long as she seemed to fall in line—and as long as he needed her help—there was a chance they were safe. As soon as she fixed that plane, all bets were off. Somehow she had to delay the repairs and yet make it so they could fly away at a moment’s notice. Add to that, she wasn’t certain she could even make the repairs so easily. Kemp hadn’t said whether or not anyone had been able to find the replacement part in the remains of the Jeep. The pressure squeezed her chest. Too much was riding on her.

				More so than yesterday, when she’d had to prove there was a reason for her to exist at the camp. Today she’d have to prove her worth, and secure their only escape.

				Shay slid Rick’s shoulders onto her lap and held his head, caressing his face. Why did her heart give her such fits where this man was concerned?

				She’d often heard that girls ended up marrying a man like their father. Rick was just like her father. Both men had suffered through a traumatic experience. Both men held on to the anguish, tucking it deep inside. She hadn’t been able to help her father. Would she be able to help Rick?

				She’d never find out if he didn’t wake up so they could get out of here.

				“Rick, you have to wake up. I can’t do this without you. Our plan won’t work.” If he wasn’t there to distract Kemp, she couldn’t make the call on the plane’s radio.

				He groaned.

				Her heart leaped. She pressed her hands against his face. “Rick!”

				His eyes fluttered opened. Squinting, he appeared to be a little dazed as he looked at her. Then his eyes seemed to focus and his hand slipped up to cup her cheek again, just like before. Again, his gaze caressed her face and slowed at her lips.

				Her pulse ramped up. “Rick,” she whispered. “Thank goodness, you’re okay.”

				Rick lifted his other hand and in an instant pulled her close and pressed his lips gently against hers. “I am now,” he said, his voice gruff.

				His musky scent wrapped around her and for a fleeting moment, she didn’t care about anything but him. The things that stood between them seemed to disappear. Even the fact that they were prisoners here drifted away.

				The lock outside the door clinked. Rick released her and shoved to sit up. She could tell he was still a little shaky, but he stood to meet the new challenge. When the door opened this time, Rick had her pressed behind him against the wall.

				Cowering in the corner?

				No, that wasn’t her Rick. Her Rick?

				Kemp tossed them a couple of bottles of water and energy bars. “Eat up. Time’s running short.”

				Rick took a step forward. “What about the guards? I thought they were here to guard you as much as us.”

				“Not that it’s any of your business, but I told the guy left behind to stay on me that he could have whatever gold he uncovered from the wave table today. It’s amazing what a few ounces of gold will do. Not bad earnings for one morning of work. Besides, he knows there’s no way for me to escape.” He closed the door.

				Rick turned to face Shay. “I guess they don’t see the airplane as any sort of threat since it’s not in working condition. Kemp isn’t a flight risk, as it were. They haven’t figured out that you’re actually an airplane mechanic.”

				Or had they? They knew she could fix machines—it wasn’t that much of a stretch to wonder if she could fix airplanes, too. What would happen if the men caught on to their ruse?

				Shay grabbed the water and tore into the bar. She needed sustenance if she was going to make it through this day. “If we’re discovered coming or going to the airplane, they’ll destroy it. And if I fix it, Kemp won’t need us anymore.”

				“Then don’t fix it.”

				* * *

				“What?”

				“Not completely. Leave some reason that Kemp still needs us for a little while longer. If you can make the radio call, then we’ll only have to stay alive long enough for help to come. Or long enough to escape ourselves.”

				Rick scarfed down the energy bar and guzzled the water. He tried to ignore the throb in his head. He’d had worse and knew how to deal with the pain. Shay lifted the bottle of water to her lips, her hands trembling.

				Rick finished his off, then reached for her hands. He squeezed them in his, feeling her strength and softness there all in one hand. Just like Shay—she was the strongest woman he’d ever known, and yet she was soft, tender and caring at the same time. A person could be all those things, he knew. It was just that he’d never met someone who actually was all those things wrapped into one person. A person who was so beautiful. A person he couldn’t stop thinking about, and not just because they were captives together.

				“It’s going to be all right. All you have to do is your job. Remember what you said about fixing the backhoe. You know how to do this. Leave everything else to me.”

				“But I have a feeling that this is it. That something is about to happen to us one way or the other to determine whether we can get out of here or not.”

				“Call for help, Shay. Fix the plane most of the way, and call for help. Don’t think about anything else. In fact, don’t worry about just fixing it partway. It’ll be simpler if I don’t just distract Kemp but take him down instead. That is, if you give me a signal that we can take off in the plane. If you can actually fix it.”

				Shay shook her head. “He’s going to be expecting you to try. You can’t risk it. I’m afraid for you. Besides, what about your brother?’

				Rick sighed. “You’re my first concern. Let me worry about my brother.”

				She’d always been his first concern. Had he known the danger they would face, had he expected it, prepared for it as he should have, she wouldn’t be here now. He ran his thumb down her cheek again, warning sirens echoing with the pain in his head. But he couldn’t just brush away the tenderness he felt for her, because this might be their last few moments together. He couldn’t listen to the warnings signals that told him to protect his heart and hers.

				Kemp brushed into the room. “Break it up. We have work to do.”

				Rick stepped away from Shay, experiencing a new wave of loathing for this man.

				“Take a minute and use the facilities. Then let’s go. The men who matter have left already to get supplies, but they won’t be gone that long. My guard is working the claim for his own benefit, but don’t be fooled—all the men left behind also carry guns. And they won’t hesitate to use them.”

				Shay and Rick followed Kemp out the door of the pantry converted to a jail cell. Tension knotted Rick’s neck with the same apprehension Shay was feeling. He, too, could sense that they were getting close to the end.

				After using the facilities, they met in the kitchen.

				Kemp faced them and chambered a round. “Don’t think I won’t be expecting you to try to take the plane today. So I brought you a note.”

				He pushed a slip of paper across the kitchen counter.

				Rick stared at it, instantly recognizing the scrawl as his brother’s. His pulse roared in his ears. Reaching over, he picked up the paper and read it. “Rick, please don’t leave without me. Aiden.”

				Aiden wouldn’t willingly write those words. Blood boiled across Rick’s vision. He crumpled the paper in his fist. “Why, you...” He ground out the words, wanting nothing more than to get his hands around Kemp’s throat and choke the whereabouts of his brother out of him.

				The evil man smirked. “Thought that would keep you here. Remind you that your brother is counting on you. As soon as it’s time, we’ll get him, and then we’ll leave and I’ll drop you off somewhere safe.”

				And just why would he let them go? They’d seen his face. They’d seen everything. Why was Kemp dancing around the obvious? Rick considered asking him but thought better of it. No point in driving home the point, just in case the man was actually that delusional.

				At least the note gave Rick hope—not certainty but hope—that Aiden was still alive. Still, he’d turn optimist like Shay, because he couldn’t stand to think of Aiden as anything but alive.

				If he got that chance to leave today, the questions still remained.

				Should he save Shay and leave Aiden? Or wait to save him, too, but risk them all?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SIXTEEN

				Carrying her tool set and the gasket she needed to fix the exhaust leak that Aiden had described, Shay tucked her hood over her head and stepped out into the cold, running over the repair she’d need to make in her head.

				She had the gasket and hoped a simple replacement would fix the problem. But if Kemp hadn’t flown the thing all this time and it was eroded too badly, it might require more than she could do here. That possibility had nagged her for days now. She’d buried those concerns, trying to stay optimistic, but maybe she should think like a realist. Like Rick.

				What if she couldn’t repair the plane in time? Or at all?

				She calmed her breathing. She had to do this. Please, God, let it be a simple fix. She couldn’t think of anything she wanted more at that moment than to fly away, even though she hated flying.

				She sucked in the colder air brought in with the storm. Thank goodness it had blown through yesterday and had all but gone, leaving barely a dusting of snow that was quickly melting as the morning warmed up.

				Any season in interior Alaska could be unpredictable, but the fall months leading into winter didn’t leave room for any surprises. They should expect the unexpected. If for some insane reason they ended up stuck here for a few more weeks and Alaska turned brutal, the weather would be more than they could survive in the exposed setting of the mining camp. But who was she kidding? The men had no plans to stay that long—and no matter what happened, she was sure the men wouldn’t willingly let her or Rick leave alive.

				The camp seemed eerily quiet. No one worked the backhoe or the bulldozer. The jig was cranked up and running, but only a couple of men milled about in that area. The three of them—Rick, Shay and Kemp—easily slipped off behind the buildings and into the thick woods.

				Kemp followed an overgrown trail, confident his note from Aiden would keep Rick in line. But Shay wasn’t so sure. They were as free here as they’d been since arriving. Escape was almost within reach. In fact, she had no doubt that if she could fix the plane, Rick would try to overpower Kemp and get the upper hand. They would leave. But Kemp had driven a nail deep into Rick’s heart, making it clear that any action from Rick could be used as an excuse to punish Aiden.

				Aiden wasn’t even her brother, and she couldn’t see herself leaving without him now, if she ever could have.

				They hiked up an incline, reminding her of just a few days earlier when she and Rick had made their way down into a gorge to get their things from the Jeep. Shay had had to face her fear of heights to make it—but Rick had been there with her, helping her all the way.

				Oh, Rick.

				He was quickly burrowing underneath her protective barrier. Shay almost felt helpless against his charm—charm she’d never dream would be directed her way. She’d certainly never imagined this particular scenario, either. Maybe that was the problem—she couldn’t have known just what kind of protection she’d need, so she hadn’t been able to defend herself against the way their situation had made her feelings impossible to ignore.

				After a half-mile hike, Kemp pushed through the trees to the short landing strip. Over and out of the way was a rudimentary hangar, where he’d parked the plane. The shed offered meager protection. Shay would have to do much more than the part replacement to make sure the aircraft was even airworthy after being so exposed to the elements.

				Kemp hurried across the airstrip to the plane, Shay and Rick on his heels, each of them seemingly preoccupied with their own agendas. Each of them well aware that the other men would return soon. Maybe before she’d completed her task. Maybe they’d even be discovered.

				Shay set her toolbox and the gasket down and drew in a breath. Often at Deep Horizon’s hangar, she had to shove all distractions aside in order to do her job. She was in her element now. Shay would get this baby flying.

				And when she knew the plane was ready, she was supposed to signal Rick. They’d never really gotten to what the signal should be, but maybe a look and a nod would be enough for him. She and Rick had worked together, albeit at different jobs, for Deep Horizon for a couple of years now. She had a feeling he’d be able to tell when she finally got things up and running.

				Rick remained at her side as she tried to start the plane and listen to the engine. Kemp stood near them, holding an intimidating posture. Ready to shoot for the slightest reason. She tried not to think about that, or else her limbs would shake even more than they already were.

				Rick pressed a hand over hers to reassure her, but even that couldn’t calm her nerves.

				Aiden had been right—the problem appeared to be an exhaust leak. She climbed out of the cockpit and raised the hood.

				She had to make it look as if she needed Rick to help her with this, or else he didn’t have much value to Kemp other than leverage for Shay’s cooperation. But Rick’s nearness scrambled her thoughts on top of the pressure she already felt. Still, she managed to stammer out some instructions for simple tasks he could help her complete.

				Time held no meaning as she worked. A good hour or more could have passed and she wouldn’t have known. When she glanced up, she saw that Kemp had opened his satellite-phone case and was making a call.

				When she finished installing the new gasket, she closed the hood and nodded at Rick. Kemp was deep in conversation, so she felt it safe to speak.

				“I fixed the problem. There might be other maintenance issues, which I’ll need to look at, and we’ll need to do a preflight check. That’ll take more time. You’re not planning to leave without Aiden, are you?”

				“He didn’t write that note without coercion.” He whispered so low she could barely hear him. “He wouldn’t ever have said that.”

				“But don’t you think he wants us to find him and take him with us?”

				Frown lines cut deeper into his face. “Of course he does. If I were him, I’d want that, too, in a perfect world. I’d also want you to take the only chance you had and either come back for me later or trust me to find my own way out.”

				Rick swallowed. Shay could tell this was a struggle for him. She would make it easy. “For now, let’s stay. Stick to the plan. I’ll make the radio call.”

				He held her gaze and something passed between them. She was about to question him again when he turned and strolled over to Kemp, blocking his view of Shay. Good. This was her chance to make the call. They weren’t going to leave Aiden.

				She climbed into the cockpit. First she looked for the ELT—the emergency locator transmitter—to flip it on. That would send a signal that they needed help. Where was the thing? Didn’t this plane have one?

				She couldn’t find it, so she turned her attention to the radio. Rick should be the one to do this. He’d know what to do. But he was also the better choice to distract Kemp. That meant Shay had to do this part. She drew in a few calming breaths, remembering the words Rick had told her to say.

				She flipped on the radio and turned to the emergency frequency.

				Nothing.

				What? On and off, she flipped. The radio was dead.

				Disappointment seized her. She had to let Rick know their plan was a complete failure. Not only had she been unable to make the radio call, she also didn’t feel confident in taking the plane until she’d checked all the systems. She’d been afraid to start that process earlier because she didn’t want Kemp to think she’d fixed the problem yet. She had to give him a reason to still need her. There was a tricky balance in gaining the advantage and maintaining control and she’d taken measures to make sure that happened.

				From somewhere in the distance, Kemp shouted, “I’ll kill you!”

				Shay climbed from the cockpit. Rick had a stranglehold on Kemp. “Go ahead, Shay!” he yelled out. “Start the plane!”

				Panic flooded her. She couldn’t fly. Didn’t he remember that she wasn’t a pilot? She didn’t know if the Cessna was even airworthy. And what about Aiden? All those thoughts raced through her mind at the same excruciating moment in time. Unfortunately, the thoughts kept her frozen, staring at the desperate struggle between Kemp and Rick.

				If Rick didn’t win this, they were both dead.

				Veins bulged in Kemp’s temple and his neck as he slowly forced the gun back at Rick’s head, his finger on the trigger. She wouldn’t have imagined he would be so strong.

				She had to do something.

				Shay stumbled forward. “No!”

				“Start. The. Plane.” Rick choked out the words. “Do it.”

				From where she stood, that didn’t seem like a good plan.

				If Kemp shot Rick, what did it matter if she could get the plane started or not? Shay ran toward the two men, preparing to wrestle the gun from Kemp and away from Rick’s head. Both men turned red with exertion in their struggle for power and control. Rick pressed the weapon away from his head.

				Kemp shifted against him and the gun went off.

				Shay’s heart ricocheted. “No...” she whimpered.

				Rick...

				He dropped to the ground.

				This wasn’t supposed to happen. It’s not supposed to end this way.

				Kemp caught his breath and aimed the weapon at Rick’s face this time.

				Shay screamed and ran toward him, shoving the weapon away just as it went off again, the resounding shock wave of gunfire ringing through her core.

				Her ears still rang, but she didn’t let that make her hesitate for another moment. “You kill him now and you won’t leave,” she yelled out. “I won’t finish the repairs.”

				Kemp yanked her arm and twisted. He pressed the gun under her chin. “I told you if either of you tried anything, someone would get hurt. I’m thinking that someone might have to be you. What do you mean you won’t finish? Didn’t you already do that? If the plane is fixed, then I don’t need you anymore.”

				Kemp had turned vicious.

				“There’s more wrong with it than just the part that needed replacing. You can’t fly the plane out yet.” Shay blinked away the sweat of fear from her eyes, grateful she’d thought ahead and made sure to disable it so he couldn’t fly without her help.

				“If you’re lying, I’ll forget the plane and kill you anyway.”

				Shay stared him down, forcing all the loathing she could into her gaze, but that didn’t keep the tears from streaking down her cheeks. “I’m not lying, either, when I tell you that if you kill him, or if you let him die, I won’t complete the repairs. You won’t leave this place alive, either.”

				She forced bravado into her words, strength brought on by the image of this man shooting Rick. The man she couldn’t love. The man she couldn’t stop herself from loving, either.

				* * *

				Rick opened his eyes.

				Fire burned across his shoulder and brought the images screaming back.

				He’d tried to trick Kemp, knowing it would be a risky move. But he’d realized this would be their best chance, maybe even their only chance, to escape. He’d reconciled himself to the idea by promising himself he’d call for help in getting Aiden out, if Shay hadn’t already done so, as soon as they got into the air.

				But he’d underestimated Kemp and they’d struggled.

				The gun had gone off.

				That was all Rick remembered.

				Shay’s face appeared in his line of vision, her soft smile not entirely covering the frown.

				“We have to stop meeting like this,” he said with a chuckle. Though there was nothing funny about this. He was incapacitated. No use to anyone.

				Again.

				Why hadn’t Kemp simply killed him?

				He glanced around, his body protesting even the slightest movement. He recognized the space they were in as the one where he’d doctored the other gunshot patient. “We alone in the room?”

				“Yeah. Something’s going on out there. And...well, you were shot. Unconscious.”

				“Did you make the call?”

				With a grim expression, she shook her head. “No ELT and the radio didn’t work. My guess, he took out the first and disabled the second before he brought us.”

				“Why didn’t he just finish me off?”

				She ran a finger through his hair. “Because he knows I won’t help him if you die. Now, to that end, what can you tell me about treating your gunshot wound? I followed the instructions in this kit, but I don’t know if I did anything right. I should have watched you more closely when you treated the other man, but I...I didn’t think it would come to this.”

				He glanced at the bandaged wound. “Impressive. You stopped the bleeding. I’m good to go for now.”

				“But does it still hurt?” Her eyes held the telltale shimmer of tears.

				“I won’t lie to you. It still hurts. But I’m a big boy.” Rick reached up and wiped at the corners of her eyes. The one act nearly drained him completely. He had to get his strength back. What were they going to do now? “I have to tell you...” He winced as he shifted and a fire raced through his shoulder. “I have to tell you what happened.”

				He caught her wrist when she made to move away. “When I was in Afghanistan, my helicopter crashed and burned. I made it out with my copilot. He was unconscious. I tried to get us to safety, but there was just so much chaos around us. The building where I had planned to run for safety blew up. We were taking fire, and there was nothing I could do about it. Every decision I made was the wrong one. I couldn’t save him.”

				“Rick, please, you don’t have to tell me.”

				Rick closed his eyes, remembering the rest, wanting to tell her but knowing it would be too much now.

				He felt a sting in his leg—the same burning fire that he felt today in his shoulder—but he kept going. He hefted his unconscious copilot over his shoulder and moved to take cover in the structure of desert bricks. A crumbled building. But it would offer a measure of protection—if he could reach it. Rick was nearly there when he fell to the ground, unable to move. Unable to get completely to safety. He dragged his friend the rest of the way, his legs failing him.

				“I wanted, I needed, to save him.” The thought of what happened next squeezed his chest. He gulped for air. “Just like I wanted to save you.”

				The moisture in her eyes surged.

				He grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips. “I’m sorry our plan didn’t work. You need to find another way to get out. I don’t trust Kemp to take you when he goes. See if you can get him to tell you where Aiden is. Then you—”

				“Rick,” she whispered, tears choking her words. “You’re not making any sense. You know that won’t work. You’re going with me. You have to be the one to get us out. But—” she wiped at her eyes “—I have an idea. I’m going to get that sat phone and use it.”

				“That’s too risky.” Rick’s words came out garbled even to his own ears, making him realize he was weaker than he’d thought. Maybe he’d lost a little too much blood. With rest, he’d be back to new in no time. The thing was, he didn’t know if he would get that here—or ever again.

				Rick’s eyes shut of their own volition even as he struggled to keep them open. To stay awake. Shay’s warm breath tickled his cheek, but he couldn’t even produce the smile he felt. Yet he couldn’t stop the response in his heart.

				I love you, Shay.

				Had Rick said the words out loud to her? He wasn’t sure. Probably for the best if he hadn’t. He couldn’t deny the way his feelings for her had grown, but he still knew she was safer with just about any other good man than with Rick.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVENTEEN

				Shay stared down at Rick.

				Was he asleep? Unconscious? She felt his pulse, measured his breathing and was relieved to hear that both were steady. He needed rest and his body claimed it, but all signs indicated that his condition had stabilized.

				The words he’d just said... They wrapped around her, warm and inviting, promising everything her heart longed for. The heat of those three little words came close to melting through the barriers she’d erected to protect herself.

				But had she heard him right?

				He’d started slurring his words at the end of their conversation, so she couldn’t be sure. Even if she’d heard his profession of love correctly, there was a chance he was hallucinating. Things said when a person was injured and delirious didn’t count.

				She let the tears flow now, even as she hated them for reminding her that she was weak. She was a woman trying to survive in a man’s world—in this case, in a man’s gold-mining camp. Tears weren’t supposed to come into play. Still, it was better to get the crying over with now. She needed to be tough over the next few hours. She had to be strong enough for the both of them until Rick was back with her in full force.

				She sucked in a breath and stood tall, pushing away from the table.

				He would be back. She had no doubt of that.

				You’re coming back to me, Rick Savage.

				“Rick,” she whispered. She leaned in and pressed her lips against his, wishing he could hear her. Hoping he didn’t. “I love you, too.”

				She hated the emotions that were torturing her now—knowing she loved him, finally admitting it, but being unable, unwilling, to act on her love. Too risky, too dangerous. Not unlike what Shay was about to do for their survival.

				Shay looked at the door, garnering the nerve to walk out there and through the chaos of the camp. The men had returned from getting supplies, their bellies full, but they were angry with Kemp. They were in an uproar, too, about Rick.

				Kemp, however, had reined in their ire with something more about the gold. That man had a special gift for controlling people.

				She marched out the door and into the camp, which was alight with activity. She’d been such a familiar sight since working on the backhoe that the men didn’t even take notice of her. She was a worker like the rest of them. In some ways, this felt like the Deep Horizon hangar.

				One of the men saluted her when she passed. Yep. She was one of the boys now. The mechanic. Not someone who was a flight risk. Maybe they all knew she wasn’t going anywhere without Rick. They were right about that—but while she might not leave without Rick, she could still make a call.

				Absently, she noticed that an uncanny excitement was rippling through the camp.

				A good number of the men had congregated at the scar in the earth, digging with shovels. How had Kemp made them believe...

				A shout rang through the group and one of them climbed from the hole, his hands raised as if he’d just completed a touchdown.

				Shay eyed the main house, where Kemp had gone with the sat phone after helping her deliver Rick to their makeshift hospital. Kemp hadn’t wanted to help her drag Rick back. He’d wanted to leave him for the animals, like the other man. But Shay could be convincing, too. She had used leverage, making the most of the sliver of power she held over the man for now.

				If she could just make it to Kemp’s quarters.

				A few more yards.

				She prayed he’d be gone by now. Walking backward, she watched the men dance around. What in the world? Had they really struck a solid chunk of gold? Must have been a sizable nugget, but the way they acted, it was as if they were surprised to find it.

				What did she know? Maybe if gold were her sole purpose and she found it, then she’d be dancing for joy. But right now the only thing she wanted was to leave this camp safely, with Rick and Aiden by her side. She’d do anything to make that happen.

				Shay planted a smile in place and focused on her mission.

				Get.

				That.

				Sat.

				Phone.

				She took one more glance to make sure the men were still celebrating and not paying any attention to where she was going.

				Uh-oh. The first man out of the hole was running toward her, a smile spread across his face. He held the gold nugget in his hand. He wanted to show her?

				Are you kidding me?

				Shay didn’t know what to do. She could try to turn and ignore him and hope he’d leave her be. But could she remain invisible? Just another one of the men? Or should she congratulate him and hope he’d quickly move on?

				Behind her, she could hear him coming up on her fast, so she turned and smiled as if she were joining in the fun. As if it were perfectly normal for her to walk around the camp like this. If the men acted this relaxed in the next few hours, drunk on the wine of finding gold, she and Rick might just find Aiden and drive out of here. Forget the plane.

				Yeah, right.

				She continued walking backward, hoping he’d simply join her, say what he had to say and then walk away. Instead, he placed his arm around her shoulders and planted a big fat kiss on her lips. Shay cringed, hating the smell of alcohol on his breath.

				Stay calm. Don’t panic.

				She giggled and slipped out of his grasp, teasing and flirting a little even as her insides convulsed.

				“This is all because of you, lady. You fixed things up around here. You should get your share, too.”

				Shay faked a polite laugh and then started walking again, hoping he’d get the message that she was a busy woman. He tugged on her, stopping her. Keeping her from her mission. Fortunately, no one had taken notice of either of them.

				His smile held a little too much salacious mischief for her comfort level. “What say I get your share and then we take off? We can go anywhere you want.”

				Incredulity heaved in her chest, but she blinked and smiled, reining in her emotions. Deep inside, she knew if she even hinted at her feelings for Rick, this man would kill him, believing that would somehow give him a chance.

				“Sure. That would be...nice.”

				Hope flooded his gaze. Was he for real?

				Shay examined the nugget he held out, acting as though she were as dazzled by it as he was. “How...how many ounces do you suppose this is? What’s it worth?”

				She started out only pretending to be interested, but holding something of this weight and value in her hands gave her a funny feeling.

				“This, sweet lady, is a nugget. We usually don’t find them this big. With gold going for around $1,500 a troy ounce, we’re all going to be rich. Kemp agreed to share any profit, once he’s paid his debt, with us. There’s more down there. There has to be more.”

				Ah. So that was how Kemp had played them. Slowly and meticulously transferring their loyalty to him.

				Shay stared at the man, who remained mesmerized by gold and thought he could buy Shay with it. Just the thought of it squeezed her insides, urging her to finish her mission.

				“I have something to do first,” she said, bridling her fear. “Get me my fair share of gold and we’ll meet up later, okay?”

				He nodded and took off running back to the pit.

				Shay exhaled. Nausea roiled in her stomach at what she had just done, but she didn’t allow herself to dwell on it. She pressed forward to Kemp’s house, now mere yards from her. Where did Kemp keep his sat phone when it wasn’t with him?

				Though she kept an even pace as she walked, confident and silent, hoping to blend in, she had the feeling that men watched her. Eyes followed her. The feeling intensified, driving her nerves tighter and tighter.

				The next thing Shay knew, she was practically running to Kemp’s house. With a burst of alarm, she remembered that he always kept it locked. What had she been thinking? Panic engulfed her, overwhelming any rational thought. She slammed against the door of the main house and turned the knob.

				Locked. Of course. She knew that. How could she have made such a mistake?

				She banged on the door. At this moment, with the eyes of the men still burning into her, Kemp would almost be a welcome sight.

				He opened it. “What’s going on?”

				Her legs shaking—she was a much weaker person than she’d thought—Shay fell against him. She wanted to gag but swallowed down the urge. He let her all the way in and shut the door. She used the brief reprieve to think of an excuse for her visit.

				“The men, did you know they found gold?” she asked, gulping for air.

				Kemp slowly turned his head to look out the window. “We’ve already found gold.”

				Shay exhaled a calming breath. “No, I mean a big-size nugget. They say there’s more.”

				He frowned. “That’s...that’s impossible.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Stay here,” he said, and left her standing there.

				In his house.

				Shay could hardly believe it. Had all reason gone to the wolves because of the gold? She glanced out the window. Kemp was hiking toward the hole. He’d probably already forgotten about her. He figured she was weak without Rick.

				Thank You, thank You, thank You, God. Getting this chance was better than finding gold. Where had she seen the sat phone? Her eyes scanned the small living room and kitchen as she hurried through. Then she headed to Kemp’s office. Her fingers skimmed over every inch of it before she tugged a file drawer open.

				There.

				Shay’s knees grew weak. It couldn’t be this easy. Her hands shook violently as she tugged out the case that held the phone. Setting the case on the table, she glanced out the window. She couldn’t see Kemp from where she sat, but he was probably dancing with joy, too, after seeing their wealth. He would go ballistic when that one man tried to collect Shay’s fair share. Hopefully that would keep him distracted for a while longer, because he would definitely go ballistic if he caught her with his phone.

				She opened the case and stared down. How did she use this thing? She tugged a quick reference guide from the pocket of the case and scanned the instructions.

				Outside? She’d have to go outside to get a signal. Heart racing, Shay swiped her slick palms down her pants. Risky enough to try this in the house, but if she left the cover of these walls, she’d expose herself. Someone would see her.

				Unless...she moved to the window and looked out. She didn’t think there was a man or guard who wasn’t hovering at the pile of dirt and the hole in the earth now. They’d struck gold after all. A real nugget, according to the one man. Kemp had said nuggets of any real size weren’t that common, and then he’d acted surprised they’d found something.

				His reaction was a little strange.

				But Shay didn’t care about that right now. She shut the case and tucked it back in the filing cabinet, then crammed the phone and the instructions under her jacket, still stained with Rick’s blood. Then Shay went to the room where she’d slept and climbed out the window, ignoring her shaking legs lest she collapse from fear. This was by far the riskiest thing she’d done yet.

				But she should have done it long ago. They just hadn’t known how things would turn out.

				Shay followed the instructions on the sheet, stepping out into open space, away from the trees and building.

				After turning on the phone, she moved the antennae and waited to catch a satellite signal, then dialed the country code and Deep Horizon phone number.

				Oh, Lord, please let Connor pick up. She didn’t know his cell phone number by heart. Behind the building, she had maybe a few minutes before someone discovered her. She’d only have time for one call—and a quick one, at that. If Kemp returned to the house, he’d want to know where she was. He’d realize his mistake in leaving her alone in his house too soon.

				A familiar and welcome voice answered.

				“Connor? Connor!” Shay drew in a breath to calm herself. To speak clearly. “We’re here at a mining camp. We’re in trou—”

				Kemp’s face filled her vision. His hand swiped across her head, knocking her to the ground.

				* * *

				Fire in his shoulder again.

				Rick stirred. Reached over and touched the bandage covering the aching wound. He let his arm drop back again and exhaled long and hard. Struggling to his elbow, he got his bearings. He was in the same room where he’d doctored up the other gunshot victim.

				He swiped a hand down his face. Where was Shay? Where was anybody, for that matter?

				What was the last thing she’d said to him? He scrunched up his eyes, struggling for clarity.

				Sat phone. She’d planned to get the sat phone. Oh, Lord, no. He’d made the wrong choice by fighting with Kemp. Again. The wrong choice again. Getting injured had left her to take all the risks herself. And that meant that once more, someone would get hurt because he was such an idiot.

				Not just anyone.

				The woman he loved.

				Despite the hurt pounding against his ribs, sending pain through his body, Rick pushed to sit. Dizziness swept over him, but it didn’t matter. He was better than this. He’d been trained to survive in one of the worst places in the world. This was nothing.

				Get it together, Savage.

				Inhaling deeply, he stood and pushed beyond the waves of nausea and dizziness. Shay was out there somewhere alone. He had to find her. Rick grabbed the jacket that had been thrown to the floor and saw the bloodied hole where he’d been shot. He tossed it aside and clutched an oversize shirt off a hook on the wall. He slid that on, then snatched a knit cap and put it on, too. That was all the disguise he could manage.

				Rick paused at the door and took a peek outside. Darkness had fallen. A couple of men sat around the campfire by the hole where others continued digging. The jig was cranked and running. Floodlights blasted the place. He was surprised to see them continue digging at night. Could they even afford to run those lights?

				He took a step outside and instantly he felt it. The upbeat staccato of digging by hand, the laughter and excitement.

				Gold.

				They’d struck gold. And by the sounds of it, they’d found a lot.

				Rick closed the door behind him and jogged down the steps. He fled around the corner, hoping to stay in the cover of darkness and yet look as if he were just another one of the guys about his business. He walked like a man with someplace important to go and glanced into every window of every building he passed.

				Ignoring the unending pain. Pressing through the dizziness. He was reliving a scene from his past and this time, he would get the people he cared about to safety.

				An ATV rolled up to the mess hall. Rick slinked into the shadows, then crept along the edge of the woods to the kitchen. Maybe Shay was in there. They’d seen the sat phone there with Kemp several times.

				“God, please, don’t let me mess this up. Please, let me get her out of here. Let her be where I can get her. Let me find Aiden. Please...make a way.”

				Light flooded out of the window in the back of the kitchen and Rick pressed against the wall, determined to peek through cautiously. Someone might be standing at the sink doing dishes, so he didn’t want to be seen. He watched the shadows and light and when he was sure it was safe, he edged closer and looked inside.

				Shay!

				Kemp suddenly appeared and slapped her across an already bruised face. She faced off with him, defiant to the last. Defiant in spite of her tears. The woman had fire and guts.

				But rage boiled up inside of Rick at the sight of what Kemp was doing to her. All because Rick hadn’t been there to protect her. He couldn’t just stand here and watch as Kemp grabbed her shoulder and squeezed, hurting her. He gripped the doorknob, ready to burst into the kitchen, but held himself back from entering. Wait...he had to do this right.

				God, help me.

				He looked through the window again to count the men inside, easily seen in the room’s electric light. Not so easy for them to see him outside in the darkness.

				Someone entered the mess hall, clomping inside. A voice called for Kemp. One of the two men Rick had seen arriving on the ATV?

				Whoever it was, his arrival made Kemp go pale.

				He shoved Shay against the counter before turning his attention to someone he feared. Rick saw it in his eyes.

				Was this the chance he and Shay needed to get away? Or did the new arrivals herald a disaster that would engulf them with no chance of escape?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EIGHTEEN

				Shay clutched the counter, grateful that Kemp had let her go. He’d turned a few shades of pale when someone had ground out his name. Had she seen terror in his eyes?

				“So you thought you could outwit us, did you?” The man had a hateful, growling voice.

				A familiar voice.

				Kemp left the kitchen for the dining hall, but Shay could still see him through the serving window. She kept her head down, wishing she had longer hair to cover her eyes, and watched the scene play out, while her mind scrambled with how to get out of here.

				When the man took his hat off, Shay froze. He was one of the men who had tried to kill her and Rick in the truck. Who’d thought he’d succeeded in killing her and Rick by shoving their Jeep over the side of a cliff. They’d wanted to keep her and Rick from making the trip to the mining claim, and now she understood why. They feared Kemp was a flight risk if he could get a mechanic to the claim. Or maybe they just didn’t want to split the gold with any more people?

				Her heart thrummed erratically, turning her breaths into gasps. She was sure the man would hear her and look straight at her.

				Kill her right then.

				One of the miners stood from the table, the chair scraping the floor in the dead silence. “What’s going on, Kemp? Who are these men?”

				“None of your concern.” Kemp had regained some of his bristle. “Leave us.”

				Suspicious, the miner narrowed his eyes.

				She had to get out of here. Find Rick. She fumbled around with a pan on the stove, pretending to be working in the kitchen, but no one was paying any attention to her. Everyone was too focused on the face-off between Kemp and this new threat.

				He’d double-crossed someone else and they were here to collect.

				“We want what’s owed us. You can have the rest, if there’s anything left.” They guffawed as if they’d played a real joke on Kemp. And maybe they had.

				Shay eyed the back door to the kitchen. How could a few inches seem so far? Easing along the counter, she studied the seasonings on the spice rack, reminding herself to just act normal. As soon as she was near the door, she drew in a breath, worked up the nerve then quietly slipped out, closing it softly behind her, praying no one had noticed.

				She took one step into the shadows and came face to face with a man.

				Her mouth opened to scream, but his hand clamped over it. At the same moment, recognition flooded her.

				Rick!

				Shay almost collapsed with relief, but Rick supported her. He ushered her away from the kitchen and deeper into the shadows, into the woods behind the buildings. A place they could talk without being seen or heard. Shay leaned into him, fearing she might actually crumple as the terror drained from her body.

				“Oh, Rick,” she choked in a sob against his shirt. All that mattered right now was just that he was here.

				“Shh.” He wrapped his arms around her, his voice calming. “You’re safe.”

				She’d never thought he could be so tender, but through all of this, he’d shown her that and much more. Was it any wonder she’d fallen in love with him?

				“It’s okay,” he said, and released her to look in her eyes. “We have to get out of here. Quick. Tell me what happened. What’s going on?”

				“Okay, well...” She started to shake and hated herself for it. “They found gold. A lot of it. And then just now in the kitchen, those two men who ran us off the cliff showed up wanting to collect what Kemp owes them.”

				Rick frowned. “What about the sat phone? I specifically told you not to go look for it. So did you?”

				“Yes... I...” Shay nodded. “I found it and made the call but didn’t get to finish it.”

				Gripping her shoulders, Rick drew her closer. “Is help coming?”

				“It should be. I told Connor we were in trouble. I didn’t get it all out, but he knows we’re at the mine. He has Reg, his FBI brother, working security detail and he has connections, doesn’t he?”

				“Yes. You did good.” Rick gently touched the bruise around her eye. “Did Kemp do this to you?”

				“It doesn’t matter now. Let’s go.”

				Rick pulled his hand away. “Aiden. I have to find him. Then we’ll head for the airplane. If that doesn’t work, we’ll wait these guys out in the wilderness until Connor sends help for us.”

				“I agree we should find him if we can. But, Rick, be careful. Those men in there. I think they’re going to kill Kemp and then everyone else. They didn’t say it in so many words, but they’re not going to get the gold without a battle.”

				Machine-gun fire rattled off in the distance.

				Rick tensed, a faraway look sweeping over his features. “Let’s go.”

				He tugged Shay behind him along the edge of the woods, listening as commotion and fury spread through the camp.

				Men scrambled from the dig and picked up their arms, understanding all too well that someone had come to take their gold. Pushing through the edges of the camp, Rick stopped at a boulder and turned to Shay.

				He held her face in his hands. “I need you to stay here. I’m going to find Aiden. I’ll come back for you.”

				“Wait. Rick, are you crazy? No. You can’t.” Shay couldn’t wait for him here, not knowing if he’d return. Not knowing what was happening.

				“Shay, this is a war zone now. You know how to fix your planes. This is what I know how to do. Trust me, okay? It’s easier for me to find him if I go on my own. No one is going to see you or look for you out here. Just duck down in the shadows of this rock. Don’t worry. I’m not going far.”

				Rick angled his head, looking at her lips. Then he kissed her hard and quick.

				The next thing Shay knew, he’d disappeared, leaving her there stunned from his kiss and hiding behind a rock.

				* * *

				The bomb went off in Rick’s mind.

				He felt the concussion of air again, his past propelling him, tossing him forward as he bolted for the building.

				This was Afghanistan all over again. His mission all over again. And once again, he knew that people would die.

				But last time, there wasn’t a woman he loved waiting in the shadows for him to return. Waiting for him to take her to safety. This time, he’d have to get it right—he wouldn’t accept any other option.

				The rapid-fire shots of an automatic weapon belted out, resounding throughout the camp. They drowned out all other sounds except Rick’s long, hard breaths, gasps for air as he shoved away the flashbacks.

				Shay was counting on him.

				Keeping to the shadows, he crept to one of the buildings, hoping to find a clue to his brother’s location.

				The shadow of a man carrying a rifle drew long in front of the building, approaching Rick’s position. His cadence and posture were familiar, and after a minute of thinking, Rick remembered the guy—he’d been the one to shoot the four-point buck.

				Rick pressed against the wall.

				Wait for it.

				The man hesitated at the corner, but Rick had the advantage of seeing his shadow. The man could see nothing of Rick. Didn’t even know he was there.

				Rick had to be quick. Catch the man before he whipped his weapon around.

				Sensing someone waiting, the rifleman aimed his weapon into the darkness. But Rick reached out and knocked the rifle down, then drove the butt of the weapon up into the man’s jaw, disarming him in one fell swoop.

				While adrenaline coursed through his body, he no longer felt the pain of his gunshot wound. Rick squeezed the man’s throat as he pressed him against the building. “Where’s my brother?”

				The man struggled to speak. “I...don’t...know...”

				Rick punched him in the gut. “I don’t have time for this. Where would Kemp keep someone hidden?”

				The rifleman shook his head, the whites of his eyes showing his fear, stirring up far too many memories of past battlefields.

				Focus. He had to focus. “This is your last chance,” Rick warned.

				“Kemp held someone up in the old mining shaft. Told us to leave him alone.”

				“Mining shaft?” Realization rocked him—why hadn’t he thought of that? Of course! This had been a hard-rock mine before it had turned placer—there were plenty of shafts sitting empty.

				“Where is it?”

				Rifleman motioned with his head. “Just southeast of the camp.”

				“You’d better not be lying, or I’ll find you.”

				The guy nodded, pleading with his eyes for mercy. “You’re not going to kill me?”

				Now, if he’d really thought that Rick would kill him anyway, why had he given up the information? He didn’t bother to answer, just slammed the butt of the weapon against the rifleman’s head again, this time knocking him unconscious. Didn’t need anyone giving away their plans. The man might actually survive the war zone if he stayed unconscious, away from the fray.

				Rick turned his attention to the building to his right, which kept him in the shadows. The same building where Rick had treated the wounded man. Where Rick himself had been taken for Shay to treat his own wound.

				He made his way inside and grabbed as much ammo as he could, along with a couple of extra coats someone had left behind. Aiden and Shay would need them. He slipped one on, then slung the other two over his shoulder. After peering through the window, he crept out and into the shadows again.

				Armed and in his element, Rick maneuvered back to Shay under cover of darkness. He had no idea who was winning the fight behind him, but it wasn’t his battle. His only thought was to get Shay and Aiden to safety.

				The floodlights zapped, sparked and finally popped out completely, leaving the night bathed in darkness. For a moment, he couldn’t see, which was good because that meant no one else could see, either. But his eyes quickly adjusted and the moonlight was enough to illuminate the few yards between the building where he remained pressed against the wall and the place where he’d left Shay.

				A feeling of anxiety crawled over him, leaving him unhappily certain that Shay was no longer beside the rock where he’d left her. Where he’d told her to stay so he could find her. From the shadows, he crept low to the ground until he made the cover of the trees. With stealth, he edged closer to the rock and froze. He’d been right to worry—she wasn’t there.

				He listened for night sounds, but animal life and insects had gone silent in the wake of gunfire. The men were still positioning themselves, the rattle of automatic weapons spraying with abandon every few seconds.

				All else was quiet around him. He bent down and found a pebble, then tossed it. He heard the small rock hit the ground a few yards away and hoped he would hear Shay react.

				Nothing.

				Disappointment and alarm twisted inside. Had she left willingly, disregarding his request that she remain here? No. She’d understood how important it was to remain hidden where Rick could find her. But he didn’t like to think of the other possible reason she was gone. He’d only been a few yards away from her. How could this happen?

				Gruff and threatening, a man’s voice drifted on the breeze from somewhere deeper in the woods. Weapon at the ready, Rick felt as if he were in the war zone again, wearing his fatigues, creeping between the buildings of the small Afghan village. He’d been a marine helicopter pilot but had plenty of experience in ground operations, as well.

				His eyes adjusting to the darkness, he inched forward, searching for the man. And for Shay.

				A rustling of leaves up ahead drew Rick’s attention. Looking through the scope, Rick stole silently through the woods. Where are you, Shay? Show yourself.

				Then he saw the half-drunk hulking form leaning against a tree. Rick fingered the trigger guard. Had he been the one to chase Shay off? If so, where was she now? Rick remained still, listening to every sound, waiting for any movement.

				From behind a tree, Shay’s form came into a sliver of moonlight breaking through the thick forest. A rock in her hand, she tiptoed toward the man.

				Rick considered his options. He couldn’t let Shay try to take him down with the rock. But if Rick gave his position away and it turned out the man had a weapon, he might not be fast enough to keep the man from turning the gun on him, or on Shay. Indecision squeezed his gut. Sweat trickled down his back.

				But even as Rick was frozen in place, Shay made her move, and when she lifted the rock, the man turned, revealing the gun in his hand.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				NINETEEN

				Shay held the rock up—she had no choice but to strike.

				Not to kill him. Her intention was to knock him senseless so she could get away. She’d hoped he’d be easy to attack. He was so drunk that he hadn’t even noticed when she’d slipped away from his side to find a rock to use.

				When he’d come to collect her as she’d agreed, she’d pretended to play along, hoping for a chance to get away—or get rescued.

				Rick, where are you?

				She knew where he was—he was in the camp, trying to find Aiden. Shay was on her own now.

				Moonbeams swept across the grizzly miner’s sluggish features as he turned toward her. At the sight of her hand clutching the rock, his eyes widened.

				Then he aimed a gun at her face.

				Shay felt her heart stop. Felt her own eyes widen. She wasn’t faster than a bullet and hesitated for a millisecond too long. A shot rang out, and Shay’s knees buckled from fear.

				But it was the man in front of her who fell the hardest, toppling forward into Shay, who scrambled back in the dirt just in time to avoid falling under his dead weight.

				Rick appeared out of nowhere and helped her to her feet. She’d never been so glad to see him.

				“You shot him?”

				He nodded and pressed a finger against the man’s neck, looking for a pulse. “He’s dead.”

				Rick had killed a man. Right in front of her. Just as her mother had been killed. By all logic, she should be feeling terrified of him right now. But...he’d done it to save her life. Knowing that, she couldn’t feel afraid of him anymore. Did that mean she was finally ready to let herself love him? Shay’s throat grew thick, felt as if it was closing off.

				Breathe.... She had to breathe....

				Her mind grappling with the truth, Shay sucked in the chilled and moist forest air. Rick forced her to look at him. “Are you hurt?’

				Shay shook her head, but she didn’t feel all right. Rick peeled the man’s fingers from the weapon and examined it. “What do you know?” He gazed at her with eyes full of surprise. “Recognize this?”

				“It’s yours.” She studied the all-too-familiar weapon with the custom grip. “That makes sense. People just keep aiming that thing at my head.”

				Rick put it away. “Wait here.”

				“Rick, no....” she said. He’d left her once before. She wasn’t going to let him do that again.

				“It’s okay, Shay. I’m just heading for the trees right there where I dropped something I brought for you.”

				Shay waited patiently and Rick returned with a coat.

				“Here, put this on.” He handed her the too-large parka. “We have to get out of here.”

				Slipping into the coat meant for a man, Shay smiled as she looked down at the proof that Rick had been thinking about her when he was in the middle of the gunfire back at the camp.

				Trudging ahead, he clearly expected Shay to follow. He seemed agitated. Or maybe he was just focused, in the zone.

				She looked back at the dead man. “But what about—?”

				“Leave him for now. If we don’t get far away before the war is over back there, they’ll look for us, find us and then we’ll join him.”

				That reasoning was good enough for Shay. She stayed close behind Rick, who maneuvered through the woods with the ease of the soldiers she’d seen in movies. “What about Aiden?”

				“I found out where he is, I hope. That’s where we’re headed now.” Rick paused and waited, holding his hand up.

				Shay instinctively realized he meant for her to stop. Stop walking. Stop talking.

				Ten seconds ticked by. Fifteen. Twenty.

				The woods were quiet around them. Too quiet. Shay’s legs cramped. She needed to move. But Rick was as still as a tree, unmoving, blending into his surroundings. She’d have to follow his lead.

				A gust of arctic air whipped over her, reminding her of the impending storm. She glanced up at what she could see of the sky through the trees. Clouds were moving in. They’d soon cover the moon.

				Then it would be black out here.

				Finally, Rick angled his own head at her and lifted a finger to his lips. He wanted her to maintain the silence...but it was time to start moving again.

				He crept forward, and Shay followed as quietly as she could. Rick shoved through the undergrowth, pushing deeper into the woods, farther from the camp.

				Shouts and gunfire grew distant. How long would the shoot-out last? Would anyone survive? The thought of all the possible death sickened Shay, made her dizzy and weak. She imagined this wasn’t what Kemp’s grandfather had had in mind when he’d bequeathed the claim to his grandson.

				She touched Rick’s arm, just needing to feel connected to him. He was in his element now, protecting her, but somehow he seemed distant. She didn’t like it.

				“What now?” she asked, her question soft like the first snowfall.

				“See that?”

				Shay squinted, trying to focus through the darkness. His eyes must be much better than hers. He wasn’t even peering through the scope and he could see it.

				“The opening to a mine shaft,” he whispered. “Aiden’s supposed to be in there.”

				Rick moved toward the opening, and Shay followed closely. She couldn’t see a thing in the shadows and couldn’t help but be impressed by how confidently Rick moved even in the darkness.

				Shay had known Rick was an amazing pilot, but she’d never seen this side to him. Never had cause to see him in action as a marine, and it left her dazed. He was like a large predatory cat, prowling, invisible in the night. Her heart pounded at the sight of him. How she admired everything about this man.

				At the opening of the shaft, Rick waited and listened. The cavity didn’t offer any signs of life.

				“I don’t like this. Something’s wrong.” Rick looked at Shay. “I’m going in. You stay here.”

				“Look what happened last time you left me behind. Someone found me.”

				“It’s completely dark in there. Dangerous, too. It could drop off into nothingness. The ground is most likely unstable. This could be a dead end as far as Aiden is concerned.”

				“I don’t care. I’ll be right behind you.”

				Rick nodded and stepped into the old, dank mining shaft. Planting her hand against the cold, moist stone, she trailed him into the mine. She hadn’t realized just how completely dark it would be. She couldn’t see her hand in front of her face, nor could she hear Rick’s breathing near her or the crunching of his boots in the dirt—but then, he knew how to be quiet.

				That was unfortunate for her. Maybe she couldn’t follow him after all.

				She reached out to touch him but her hand grasped empty air. Something told her not to speak his name. Not to give them away.

				* * *

				Rick inched forward in the shaft, acutely focused and alert to his surroundings.

				He ignored the signals his own body was sending—the pain in his shoulder, the weakness that washed over him in waves. Those could be dealt with once he’d gotten them all away from here.

				Sensing that Shay was no longer close behind, he glanced back and saw that she’d remained near the opening—he could just see her silhouette. Best to leave her there until he’d ferreted out whatever threat waited for them.

				His gut churned with images of finding Aiden dead. Another loved one whom Rick had let down. If that turned out to be the case, he didn’t know how he would live with himself.

				If Aiden was in here, alive and well, he must be deep inside, because there wasn’t any evidence of someone imprisoned inside the shaft so far. Darkness grew thicker and tendrils of uncertainty slithered through his mind, making him feel as if he was on an impossible mission.

				In the end, he might call out Aiden’s name, but right now he had a feeling silence was his best option.

				When the opening of the shaft disappeared, Shay along with it, Rick reached out and touched the wall. The shaft wasn’t by any means hot, though beads of sweat spread over him from his nerves and the pain he was in. Salty moisture dripped into his eyes. He ignored it as he followed the shaft as it made a turn, angling to the right.

				Rick steadied his breathing, but unfortunately, the slightest exhale resounded through the man-made cavern. Tingles rolled over his arms. He held his breath. Someone was in here with him.

				Right.

				Next.

				To him.

				Such an eerie feeling—that sixth sense that told you when you weren’t alone. That maybe someone was watching you. In this case, he wasn’t being watched. Too dark for that.

				But he was being...anticipated. Expected?

				Attacked!

				In an instant, a light flashed on. A log rammed into the side of Rick’s head. He struggled to maintain his footing and his consciousness.

				Then the man was on him, trying to wrestle the rifle away from him. Keeping his grip on the weapon, Rick held off the man while grappling for the handgun in his pocket.

				Realization dawned as he found he recognized the shape of the body in front of him and the way that the man moved. In the dim light of the flashlight that had fallen to the ground, he even came to recognize the face fighting him.

				“Aiden!”

				In his surprise, Rick let down his guard and Aiden wrestled the rifle from his grasp. He aimed it at Rick, his finger on the trigger guard.

				“Aiden. What are you doing? It’s me!”

				Aiden blinked, then cocked his head. “Rick?”

				“Yes. It’s me.” Relief rushed through Rick so fast he fell against the rock wall, pebbles sliding past him. “You can put down that rifle now.”

				Wariness battling across his features, his brother lowered the weapon. Rick pushed away from the wall and grabbed his brother in a bear hug.

				“You’re alive.” Squeezing his eyes shut, he concentrated on taking in his brother’s sturdy, living, breathing body. I can’t believe you’re alive.

				He’d tried to prepare himself for the worst. Tried. But failed miserably. That was one thing he didn’t mind failing at.

				When Rick released Aiden, he looked him over. “So what happened? I thought you were being kept prisoner here.”

				When he lifted his hands, Rick saw his raw wrists. “I spent hours digging away at the dirt and rock where the chains were secured into the wall,” Aiden explained. “Just back there a ways, someone built a shelter. The wooden planks, everything is pretty intact, because it was kept away from the elements all these years. I found a tool that I used to work the locks off. It was time-consuming. And I had to time it just right. My plan was to be free so I could take Kemp down before he came back. I couldn’t let him catch me midescape.”

				“So why are you still here?”

				“I was headed out when I saw someone coming. I heard gunfire, a lot of gunfire. I wanted to get my hands on Kemp and his gun before I went to rescue you and Shay—”

				Aiden jerked his head toward the shaft opening. “Where is she? Did you get her out, too?”

				“She’s at the entrance. We should—”

				Shay stepped into the light from the flashlight, which was quickly beginning to fade.

				“Aiden.” She sighed his name. “You’re alive.”

				She rushed to him and hugged him, too. Aiden stepped away from her and swiped a hand through his hair. “I must look and smell awful.”

				“Nothing new there,” Rick said, teasing. He was so glad to have Aiden alive. Glad they were together.

				“Sorry for clobbering you over the head,” Aiden said. “I thought you were Kemp. I was going to take his gun and come for you. Didn’t mean to point the rifle at you. Had plans to rescue you, but I see you’ve managed to find your own way.”

				Rick remembered the look in Aiden’s eyes when he’d aimed the rifle. The look of a man intent on harm. A man who was angry and dazed. In another world. It had taken him seconds to recognize Rick. And in those seconds, he might have shot and killed his brother.

				Had that been how Shay had felt when Rick had done the same thing to her? His gut churned. How could she ever forgive him for something like that—much less consider a relationship with him? Clearly, he was no good for her.

				He took a couple of steps away from her. Just to be clear to himself.

				“Barely,” he said, shoving the anxiety of his feelings for Shay away for now. “This isn’t over yet. We still need to make it to the airplane and get out of here before they stop fighting each other and figure out that we’ve escaped. If Kemp is still alive, he’ll probably head straight for the airplane as soon as he gets the chance, if he hasn’t already.”

				Shay tugged a wire from her pocket. “He might go to the plane, but he won’t get very far without this. It’s a wire from the ignition system.”

				“That doesn’t mean he won’t try,” Rick said. “In fact, he might even try to find you so you can fix it.”

				“I don’t think he’ll survive the slaughter.” Aiden coughed. “So how did they find out anyway?”

				“Find out?”

				“You know, about the gold.”

				Rick stared. He wasn’t following.

				“Rick, there is no gold. Kemp fooled them into digging the mine just to stall them until he could get the Cessna fixed and get out.”

				“What are you talking about? Of course there’s gold.”

				Aiden ran both hands through his hair. “No, there isn’t, and he knows it. That’s the reason he kept me locked up in here. Kept me away from everyone. I was the only one who knew the truth. I found the letter in the airplane that detailed the geology of his claims. This site was a long shot. This isn’t the place that his grandfather struck anything worth digging.”

				Sagging against the dank rock wall, Rick blew out a breath. “He’s been scamming us all. Not that I wanted the gold, but the thing is—”

				“They found gold,” Shay said. “I saw one of the nuggets. It didn’t look like much to me, but the men, the atmosphere in the camp, everything changed after that.”

				“What if Kemp just planted it?” Risk asked. “You know, to keep them going.”

				Shay slowly shook her head. “I was the one to tell him they’d found gold and he looked stunned. In fact, now his reaction makes more sense.”

				She wrapped her arms around herself. “After finding the nugget worthy to celebrate, that’s when the two who ran us off the road showed up to collect on their debt,” Shay said. “They’ve been keeping tabs on the progress. Maybe that’s why they wanted us dead—because they knew Kemp was just playing them and would run the second he had a chance...using that Cessna. To keep him from getting away, they couldn’t let me fix the plane. But how’d they know that gold had finally been found?”

				“Someone from the camp had to be keeping them informed,” Rick said.

				“Could be. Maybe the rifleman—he left the camp a lot to hunt. Maybe he had a satellite phone of his own that he used once he got away from camp.”

				“I can’t believe I’ve been locked up here the whole time because there was no gold, and in the end there was.”

				“Yeah, you don’t know what you were missing facing off with a bunch of gun-toting maniacs every day.” Rick’s tone was a little sarcastic but seasoned with humor. He picked up the rifle. “Before we go, let’s pray.”

				Aiden’s expression grew somber and he nodded. His faith in God had been tenuous at best, but Rick believed in his brother. Believed he would find his way to overcome. Rick offered up heartfelt words requesting protection and a way out. And he thanked God for leading him to his brother.

				Their prayers finished, quiet filled the old mine shaft. Rick shifted to ease the pain in his shoulder, dreading what was ahead of them. “Let’s move out.”

				The words took his mind back to places he didn’t want to go.

				“The airstrip is on the far side of the camp, opposite this shaft,” Shay said. “How do we get there without getting caught again?”

				“We need to get there quickly but without risking our lives. We’ll move as fast as we can but we’ll need to stay as far away from the claim as possible without veering too far off course. We want to approach the airstrip from the other side without Kemp or anyone else spotting us. It’s going to be tricky.”

				They had to beat Kemp to the plane, get it running and make it out before the snowstorm buried them.

				We could already be too late.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWENTY

				Rick slid the handgun over to Aiden, but he kept a firm grip on the rifle.

				“Lock and load,” he said as they exited the shaft.

				Shay witnessed the look they shared. Two brothers who knew the score. Two ex-marines who knew how to handle this operation. If anyone could make this happen, these two could. As the temperature dipped, an unrelated chill shivered over her. She was not at all eager to leave the shelter of the mine shaft and trek through the woods. They’d grown even darker as the predicted storm moved in and covered the moon and stars, blocking out their only light.

				Although Shay knew her way around an airplane in the dark and was certain she could get the plane running, the weather worried her as much as Kemp and his men. With no radio and nothing but the instruments, how would they fly out if the weather was bad? In zero visibility, they were going nowhere.

				The task seemed impossible. But that was the only choice they’d been given. They couldn’t count on help sweeping in to save them. Any law enforcement that might be on its way after her call to Connor would take time to get here, and the storm would slow a possible rescue down, if not halt their efforts completely. Then it would be too late for Rick, Shay and Aiden.

				They were on their own.

				Rick led the way down the path, followed by Shay with Aiden last.

				Shivering with the drop in temperature, Shay would be grateful when they made it to the plane—it could at least serve as shelter. Honestly, she’d be grateful when they made it out of Alaska, period. Thankfully the exertion of hiking through the woods generated warmth.

				If they survived the night, flying out in the morning would take away their one advantage—darkness. Any way you looked at it, they had to hurry. She also needed to rewire the ignition so they could be ready to go as soon as conditions allowed.

				The two strong men with her made her feel safe. She still hadn’t forgotten the memory of that day in the office when Rick had aimed his gun at her. For a long time, Shay had thought she could never get past that, at least on a more personal level. In that moment when the drunken miner had aimed, ready to fire, Rick had saved her. He’d killed to save her.

				Hiking in front of her, he turned his head to the side, making sure she was behind him, and Aiden, too. Seeing him in action like this, she tried to imagine living through what he’d lived through. She recalled what he’d told her of his time as a marine helicopter pilot—the crash that stayed with him in his dreams.

				She doubted she could ever fully grasp what he’d gone through, but she saw things clearly now. Rick had opened up to her, showing the deepest part of who he was at his core, so that she could trust him. And with that trust, that understanding of who Rick was, Shay could finally remove the restraints on the love she had for him—a love that felt as though it would explode if she didn’t open that bottle cap.

				She hoped she would get the chance to tell him.

				Except she wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Back at the mine shaft, he’d pulled away from her. Physically...and emotionally. She’d felt it, but she didn’t know why.

				As if reflecting her thoughts, the sky took on the dark gray of morning clouds heavy with snow. She hadn’t realized just how late it was or how close they were to morning.

				At least the storm hadn’t started during the night. The clearing that indicated the airstrip became visible through the trees, and Rick slowed up. He brought the rifle to his shoulder and peered through the scope.

				Aiden pressed in behind Shay. “What is it?”

				“Just checking it out. Making sure no one is waiting for us to step out into the open where they can gun us down.”

				“Right,” Aiden said. “If Kemp is still alive, and he’s free from his pursuers, he’ll expect us to take the plane.”

				“What do you think is going on back at the claim?” she asked. Had they all killed each other? Or had Kemp survived the innumerable murderous men he owed money?

				Shay hadn’t heard any gunfire in a while, but that meant nothing.

				“Maybe they’re all dead, but we can’t know.” Aiden stepped forward to stand beside Rick. They waited and listened. “I think we should stay hidden but walk the perimeter just to be sure.”

				“Roger that,” Rick said, and offered a half grin.

				Shay couldn’t help but smile, too, at how clearly happy Rick was to have Aiden back.

				Rick and Aiden led the way together around the perimeter with Shay trailing behind them. They peered through the foliage as they went, moving slowly to avoid notice. After they’d made it three-quarters of the distance around the airstrip, Rick finally stopped.

				“The hangar is exactly opposite where the trail opens up on the other side,” he said.

				She’d noticed that before but she’d had too much other stress going on to think about it. “Why would that be? Seems kind of strange,” she said.

				“They probably thought they were going to start mining on this side. Who knows? But if anyone bent on finding us or taking the plane hikes up the trail, they’ll likely come from that direction and quickly spot us.”

				“But we’ll see them, too,” Shay said.

				“Right. We’re going to move on that plane like we’re expecting someone to try to take it from under us.” Rick held her gaze. “You ready to fix her up, Shay?”

				Panic rose in her chest. “Sure, but don’t you need to go through the preflight checklist, too?”

				“Aiden will do that while you work. I’ll stand guard.” Rick looked at her.

				“How can we fly in this weather? And without a radio? It isn’t safe, is it?”

				A grin cracked Aiden’s face. “Flying in the Alaskan bush is different than how we do it in the mainland. No air-traffic control out here, so the lack of a radio doesn’t make as much of a difference. I’ll fly low, just under the clouds. As long as I can see, I’m good to get us somewhere safe,” Aiden said. “I spotted an airstrip halfway between here and Fairbanks on the way in. We should be fine since we don’t have to stay in the air that long. We can call for help from there.”

				“You’re safe with Aiden,” Rick said. “There’s not a better pilot, especially in this kind of weather.”

				Shay nodded her consent.

				“Are we ready to do this thing?” Rick asked.

				Aiden gestured for Rick to lead the way.

				Rick sucked in a breath as if he were preparing for a serious military operation. “Double time.”

				Shay understood Rick’s marine speak to mean “make it quick.” She tucked her head in, parka hood in place, and jammed her hands in her pockets to get them warmed up for the mission ahead. She prepared her thoughts, running through her head what she needed to do to complete the task. Though under normal circumstances, she could do it in her sleep, the pressure and the time constraints were great and she feared her panic might render her useless.

				Rick crept in front of her, Aiden behind, the two men scanning the perimeter, their weapons ready, guarding her as if she were someone important. They rushed across the short distance to the rudimentary hangar shed.

				Reaching the cover of the structure, Shay rushed around the Cessna to put the wire back into place, connecting the magneto with the ignition starter. She rubbed her hands together and got busy on the remaining maintenance. Aiden worked through the flight checklist at the same time to make sure they weren’t about to fly away in a death trap. And Rick positioned himself nearby, peering through the scope of the rifle, adjusting it so it didn’t press against his wound. The weapon looked as if it were made for him. She’d just finished her last repair when Rick spoke.

				“Shay?” Tension threaded his voice. “You done yet?”

				She swiped her hands down her pants. “That should do it.”

				“Aiden, time to get Shay out of here.” Rick took aim. “Someone’s coming up the trail. I’ll stay behind to give you a chance to get away.”

				* * *

				“What?” Aiden’s question came out at the same time as Shay’s gasp.

				“Rick, get in the plane,” Shay pleaded. “We’re all leaving together.”

				“Aiden, do as I ask.”

				Aiden stared at Rick long and hard, knowing what leaving Rick behind might mean. Finally, he handed over the gun. “You might need this.”

				“No....” Shay whispered.

				“Thanks.” Rick took the weapon from his brother, wrapping his hand around the custom grip he’d installed. Strange to think that the gun had traveled all these miles with him and landed in so many different hands. In the end, he had a feeling it would save his life. Regardless, he was glad to have his own weapon to carry home with him if he made it out alive.

				“Come on, Shay, we have to go,” Aiden said, and squeezed her arm. “Rick knows what he’s doing.”

				“Rick thinks he needs to be a hero. But he’s already a hero. He doesn’t have to do this. Rick...” Shay’s voice echoed through him, splitting his heart.

				Rick heard Shay fighting Aiden off. Knew the instant she stood next to him.

				The engine thrummed to life behind him. Now to convince Shay to leave without him. She gripped his arm, yanking his gaze away from the trail.

				“What are you doing? Get on the plane with me, Rick.” Anger infused the tears in her eyes.

				“Whoever is coming up the trail will shoot at the plane hoping to render it inoperative. They’ll shoot to kill if I don’t stay behind and prevent that from happening. One of us has to stay. Aiden is the best man to get the Cessna out of here. I’m better with the rifle.”

				“You don’t have to do this,” she said. “I understand that you somehow think you can change the past in Afghanistan with your actions today. But you don’t need to sacrifice yourself to make things right. I won’t let you. I’m not leaving you.”

				Rick gripped her arms and pulled her close. How he loved this woman. And that was exactly why he had to do this. But he couldn’t tell her that. Couldn’t show her that. Not if he wanted to keep her safe. “Forget about me. I’m not the man you think I am.”

				The wind picked up, gusting all around them, and snow began to fall. It would be a tricky takeoff even now—and if they waited any longer, it couldn’t happen at all.

				“You’re wrong. I know exactly who you are and I wouldn’t change a thing about you. I love you, Rick Savage.”

				“If you love me, then let me protect you. I can’t let something happen to you. Don’t you understand that?” He drove the words home over the wind. “I need you to take the only chance you have and trust me to find my own way out.”

				He’d said those same words to her before when they’d discussed leaving Aiden. He’d wanted to prepare her then, knowing it might come to this. Tears streamed down her red, frozen cheeks as she nodded. Rick thought his heart would break. This woman saw him for what he was—the whole ugly truth—and she still loved him.

				Why, God? Why had he made it to this point only to have to give it up?

				Maybe...maybe things could work out if they could survive. “Then go, be safe. I can manage better on my own. Do you understand?”

				“Come back to me, Rick.” She stood on her toes and planted a sweet and tender kiss against his lips.

				“Go with Aiden now. I’ll hide in the woods, keep them from shooting you out of the sky.”

				Shay nodded and stepped away from Rick. She paused just before she climbed into the plane and glanced back at Rick.

				“Goodbye, Shay,” he said.

				She frowned and climbed into the waiting plane, the propellers roaring and ready. Get her out of here, Aiden.

				The Cessna crept from the hangar and onto the airstrip, then roared forward without wasting a second.

				Rick backed into the space where the airplane had been seconds before and watched the trail. He planned to do just as he’d told Shay—protect them from would-be shooters until they were well out of range. His opportunity to live up to his responsibility came just seconds later.

				Kemp burst onto the airstrip waving a gun in one hand, a bag thrown over his other shoulder. “Don’t leave without me!”

				Kemp would have to wait for the authorities with Rick. Unquestionably, the man was up for the task—he’d already proved he was resilient. Rick stepped from the hangar so Kemp would see him and aimed the rifle at him.

				“Stop right there, Kemp,” he yelled over the deteriorating weather, “or I’ll shoot.”

				“What are you doing? We have to get out of here now.” A desperate man, Kemp ran down the airstrip toward the plane as if he could catch it. As if he hadn’t heard what Rick had said or seen his intention.

				Rick wouldn’t shoot him unless he became an imminent threat. Right now he was just a madman chasing a plane. But then Kemp aimed his gun at the Cessna.

				“Kemp!” Rick yelled, giving him one more chance. “I’ll shoot you if you don’t put down the gun.”

				Kemp took aim and Rick fired, too, but the rifle misfired and jammed, and Kemp got a shot off at the Cessna, which hadn’t gotten out of range yet.

				Come on, Aiden. God, please keep them safe.

				The rifle’s misfire didn’t go unnoticed by Kemp, and the man ran toward Rick. Behind Kemp, several men who had also heard the shots started from the woods and across the airstrip.

				Oh, man.

				With the men on him now, he didn’t have time to clear the jam only to discover he couldn’t fire the rifle. Without the rifle, Rick didn’t have enough ammo to take on all those men. Nor could he hope to be much of a threat with just his 9 mm handgun, but he cocked it anyway, took aim and fired again at the snow near Kemp’s running feet, hoping to deter him. Then Rick disappeared behind the wall of the hangar and ran for cover. He exited on the other side and slipped into the protection of the woods so he could fire at anyone who took aim at the Cessna.

				The airplane was in the air now, and he watched it make a wide, circling sweep. A measure of relief swept through him that Aiden and Shay could make it to safety. His brother was a top-notch pilot, experienced in flying under the worst conditions. She was in good hands.

				As for himself... Rick was in God’s hands now. There was little left for him to do other than pray for help to arrive soon. If those men didn’t kill him first, the weather would come in a close second.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWENTY-ONE

				Shay pressed her hands against her eye sockets, trying to keep the moisture and the pain inside.

				When Rick had said goodbye, she’d had a feeling he’d meant it for good. She could see it in his eyes.

				Aiden circled the airstrip at a safe distance.

				“This is wrong. All wrong,” she said, watching what was happening below. “How could you leave him, Aiden?”

				“You think I like being forced into leaving him behind? Those men would take us out before we made the runway if it weren’t for Rick. There wasn’t any other way, Shay.”

				A sob lodged in her throat. “We have to help him.”

				“Right now I need to concentrate on flying. Getting us to safety before there’s zero visibility. If we’d had any other choice, I would have taken it, but remember, Rick is trained to survive. He’s probably better off than Kemp or any of his men. He’ll come out of this, don’t worry.”

				“How can you be so sure?”

				“It’s more than a matter of skills. You’ve given him something to live for, Shay. I can see it when he looks at you.”

				“But the way he said goodbye, I don’t think he’s planning to make it out alive.”

				Aiden frowned and Shay wasn’t sure if he was frowning in concentration as snow beat the small plane or if he had a bad feeling about Rick, too.

				“Let’s go back,” she said.

				The engine stammered. Shay’s heart clenched as she realized what that meant. “There must have been water in the system. And it’s freezing now, blocking the fuel flow.”

				Kemp hadn’t been careful with the fuel he’d used.

				“There’s an airstrip up a ways where we can get help,” Aiden said. “But I don’t know if we can make that distance.”

				Shay gripped the seat, her knuckles white. Had she survived Kemp and his men only to die in a plane crash?

				* * *

				Rick pushed deeper into the woods, the snow beginning to pile up even beneath the forest canopy. Each step drained his energy. He paused, listening to the distant hum of the Cessna, hoping the sound would drift from range soon. Only it wasn’t the sound of a vibrant and healthy plane he heard. The engine stuttered and so did Rick’s heart.

				She’s icing up.

				God, please, no. He sank to his knees and prayed.

				“Haven’t we been through enough, God? Please, don’t let me have sent them to their death.” His heart palpitated as he waited, listening, not caring that Kemp and others were most likely headed this way.

				The Cessna steadied out in the distance. Rick sent up a heartfelt thanks and shoved to his feet, pushing forward in the driving snow. Even in the snow, Aiden had decent visibility if the clouds were above a few thousand feet. He could get them to safety as long as the small plane didn’t have a heart attack and die on them. And even if it did, Aiden could bring her in for a landing in the snow.

				They could survive. They had to survive. That thought was all that kept Rick going. Twigs snapped somewhere in the forest behind him and he pushed harder.

				Farther.

				Deeper.

				Kemp would have to be crazy to follow him out in this storm, but at this point, Kemp was a man with few options, same as Rick.

				Rick trudged in a wide circle heading back to the mine shaft. Despite the danger from the men, he couldn’t ignore the presence of a known shelter in the face of the coming storm. And anyway, the more distance he put between himself and the camp, the more difficult time a search-and-rescue team would have in finding him.

				Rick found himself in front of a deep gorge. He’d edge the gorge for a while until he could double back to the mine shaft. At this point, he’d rather suffer through a fistfight, dodge bullets, whatever it took, than slowly freeze to death in the Alaskan wilderness. He had to get warm, and soon.

				He didn’t know how long it would take for Connor to send assistance, but he knew the man well enough to know that he could call in favors if that was what it took to get help in spite of the weather.

				With that thought, hope infused Rick, warming his insides. His hiking picked up and he breathed easier. All he had to do was last a little longer.

				But then Kemp stepped from the forest, aiming his weapon directly at Rick.

				The flame of hope Rick had felt moments ago stuttered as the Cessna had. Kemp had found him, and the others would, too.

				Kemp was between him and the cover of the forest. Rick stood motionless. Kemp struggled to get his breath, then finally dropped a bag at his feet.

				“You’re going to get me out of this. That was the deal.”

				“I don’t recall agreeing to a deal like that. Besides, any deals made were under duress.”

				“Your brother and your girl got out. If I didn’t need you to get me out, I’d kill you right here.”

				Rick wasn’t sure what the guy expected from him. “There’s nothing I can do about the weather.”

				“You know how to survive. And you can keep those hounds off me.”

				Taking a step forward, Rick eyed the bag on the ground. “Why are they still chasing you? After all, they found gold. No. Wait. Let me guess. You took the gold.”

				“It’s not what you think. I need it to pay what I owe to my debtors, not to those snarling miscreants who shot up my camp and tried to kill you. They have nothing to do with me. My grandfather promised them something years ago. They wanted to collect from me. Everyone else is dead or gone.”

				“Are you saying they’re still out there looking for you even in this storm?”

				“Those boys were born to do this. That’s why you’re my only chance.”

				Rick frowned and glanced behind Kemp. The men were native Alaskans, as he’d thought. The odds of survival through avoiding them had just dropped with the temperature. “I was heading to the mine shaft for protection. Do they know about that?”

				“I don’t know. But I guess we’ll find out.” Kemp’s breath puffing in clouds around his head, he waved the gun at Rick. “Lead on, then.”

				Just keep moving. He watched the edge of the forest for any signs of the other two men who were after Kemp’s gold.

				“You know, you should have left the gold behind. Let them have it.”

				“Shut up.”

				“If they’re that determined to catch you, they’ll find us, and then what? All we can do is take cover and shoot. How much ammo do you have? I have one cartridge left in my gun and that’s it.”

				“Shut up.”

				Realizing that he wouldn’t be able to get Kemp to talk about the men who had attacked them, Rick decided to take a different tack. “So what did you do to get into this? The guards who worked as your miners reminded me a little of organized crime, the way they were armed to the hilt.” Rick was pretty sure they were in fact part of an organized crime ring, but he wanted to hear what Kemp could tell him.

				“Gambling. Throw in some loan sharks and the next thing you know, I’m offering up the gold in return for my life.”

				“Only there wasn’t any gold.”

				“Huh?” Kemp trudged behind, breathing hard. “Oh, that’s your brother talking. The odds were long on this claim. But that’s how it is when you gamble. You never know when you’re going to hit the jackpot. The possibility is always there, even if it is very remote. If only I could have had this kind of luck at the tables, then I wouldn’t be here. But my grandfather wasn’t any different than me. He just preferred the outdoors. He put all his money and my inheritance into mining, hoping he’d strike it rich one day. When he runs out of funds to keep the operation going, what does he do? Borrows more money against the gold that he doesn’t even have yet, and then next thing I know, someone is trying to collect on his debt, too.”

				“And they’re still trying to collect. If you have other claims, why not just give them that bag? Let’s walk away from this free men.” Rick could only hope.

				Kemp didn’t respond other than to gasp for breath. Rick figured the guy was struggling to walk and couldn’t afford to waste energy talking about the inevitable. Alongside him, Rick trudged on, his mind drifting to Shay’s sweet face when she’d told him to come back to her.

				If there was a way for him to make it back to her, he didn’t know what it was. One foot in front of the other, his legs growing more sluggish and numb by the minute. If he stopped now, he’d never get up.

				He heard a slump behind him and whirled around, grabbing his weapon.

				Kemp was facedown in the snow. Rick held his weapon at the ready and scanned the forest edge as he crept toward Kemp. Had someone taken the man down? At Kemp’s prostrate form, Rick knelt down and felt his pulse. Still there, but weak. He rolled the man over and saw the blood. He’d been wounded—whether last night or during his escape, Rick didn’t know, but now he was left to carry the man’s dead weight. He couldn’t just leave him to die from the cold or his assailants.

				Life had a funny way of turning the tables. Rick dropped to his knees and rested for a minute, unsure if he had what he needed to keep going. The dreams that tormented him when he slept had nothing on this unending nightmare. He hung his head, wishing it could just be over.

				Shay’s face. He thought of Shay’s face and her pleading eyes and got to his feet. He pulled Kemp over him in a fireman’s carry, his shoulder wound burning again. He grabbed the bag of gold, noting that it weighed only a few pounds. But they were pounds that could make or break his success. The gold—the very thing they’d all fought and killed over—would have to be left behind.

				He couldn’t carry that and Kemp, too, with his wound, and so he dropped it. In the end, Kemp would probably kill him for it, but if it saved their lives, then that was a risk Rick was willing to take.

				He paused and Kemp mumbled, then twitched. The next thing he knew, Kemp wrestled with him. Rick released the man as gently as he could to stand on his own two feet.

				His eyes were wild and he punched Rick. “Where is it? Where’s the gold?”

				Rick shrugged, forgetting why he cared. “Sorry, man. I had to carry you or the gold. Did you want me to leave you to die?”

				Kemp punched him. “I’m as good as dead without that.”

				He trudged back, following the footsteps that were quickly filling in with snow. Rick shrugged again and let him go, then turned his back to see to his own safety. A bullet whizzed by his ear and Rick jerked around to see Kemp waving his weapon at him. Rick could have sworn he’d removed it from the man.

				“Help me or die,” the wild man said.

				The last of Rick’s hope flickered out then. Connor, where are you? At least Shay had gotten to safety. He hiked toward Kemp, ready to have it out with the man and be done, but as they plodded back in the direction they’d come, there was no sign of the bag with the gold. The snow had quickly buried it just as it would them if they didn’t find shelter.

				Kemp turned on him, rage and madness filling his eyes. “You stole it. You hid it from me somewhere.”

				Rick held his numb palms out. “I don’t care about the gold. What good is it if we’re dead?”

				Kemp aimed his gun at Rick at close range. Rick instinctively shoved the man’s hand upward, and the gun went off. Rick didn’t want to kill the guy if he didn’t have to, but all the same, he should have known it would come to this. He pressed the muzzle of his own weapon—the gun he knew would save his life—against Kemp’s shoulder and fired.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				TWENTY-TWO

				Shay struggled to see through the pounding snow, but she’d convinced Aiden to let her come back with him.

				True to his word, he’d found another bush-country airstrip, where they’d landed and quickly got their hands on communications. Radioing for help, Aiden had called the state police and made contact with Connor, who was within minutes of landing at the gold-mining airstrip despite the inclement weather.

				Connor had called for law enforcement assistance, too, but had no intention of waiting, especially with his former FBI agent brother, Reg, who now worked as security detail, along for the ride.

				But she and Aiden were closer and wanted to be there. She couldn’t live with herself if something happened to Rick as a result of them leaving him behind, no matter that their choices had seemed few at the time.

				Aiden flew close to the ground and Shay watched the trees, searching for the airstrip. The Cessna swooped over the gorge they’d seen on the way out and that was when she saw them.

				“There’s Rick and...Kemp’s there, too,” Shay said. “It doesn’t look good.”

				“I see them,” Aiden said, frustrated worry clear in his voice. “He was supposed to find cover. Stay hidden.”

				“I guess it worked out pretty much as well as everything else has.” She sent Aiden a glare, then watched through the window. “Hang in there, Rick. We’re here. Help is coming. Oh, Lord, please help him.”

				“You should pray for Kemp. He’s probably the one who is going to need the help.”

				A gunshot rang out.

				“And I’m going to need help if something happens to you,” Aiden added. “He’s going to kill me for bringing you out here where we risk getting shot. We should go back. I was an idiot to let you come.”

				“You couldn’t stop me.”

				In slow motion, Shay watched Kemp point a weapon at Rick. Rick shoved the weapon upward and they wrestled. What was the matter with them? They both acted...drugged.

				“He’s freezing out there, with or without bad guys trying to kill him.” Her voice trembled. “Land this thing. We have to help him.”

				Rick and Kemp wrestled and stumbled over the edge. Into the gorge.

				* * *

				Rick lay there against the snow-piled ledge, staring up at the sliver of sky at the gorge’s opening. The ledge where he’d landed was a few feet down, and though it had stopped a fall to his death at the bottom of the gorge, pained emanated from his leg. He suspected it was broken. Several feet of snow had probably kept him alive, but for what—to freeze to death?

				Then he remembered, somewhere in the background of his battle with Kemp, he’d heard an airplane. Was that Connor and Reg?

				He turned his aching head to the side and caught sight of Kemp lying nearby—unconscious or dead, Rick didn’t know.

				The cold was near to taking Rick, and his consciousness edged in and out. He wasn’t sure if the snow had stopped or he was dreaming, but the white stuff wasn’t hitting his face anymore. Maybe he was too cold to tell.

				His mind slipped into that place of terror he dreaded when he slept. The problem was he didn’t think he was sleeping now—daylight was still shining down on him from above.

				But overlaid across his vision of the present were visions from the past.

				After the helicopter crash, he’d dragged his copilot to cover, despite his own injuries and the gunshot wound to his leg. They’d made it to the crumbled remnants of a desert brick structure. But at least they were in the shadows. The others... Where was everyone? He looked around. He couldn’t be the only one. Then Rick saw what he’d not wanted to see.

				His friend was almost gone. Bleeding out. Anguish strangled him. Rick maneuvered himself around and pressed his hands against the wounds to staunch the flow.

				But it wasn’t enough. And he was too late.

				He’d been ambushed then, much like today. They’d been providing cover for ground forces and no doubt weren’t the only ones who’d taken a hit. He hadn’t been able to save his copilot and friend then, but Shay and Aiden had made it to safety today. He’d given himself to that task. His success in making sure it happened caused a sense of peace to settle in his soul.

				The sound of a Sea Knight helicopter on a search-and-rescue mission had filled his ears that day. Was that what he heard now? He couldn’t know if they would find him in the gorge, and there wasn’t a way for him to let them know where to look. The Alaskan wilderness was too vast and there was too much area to cover, even when you knew the general vicinity in which to search.

				That was okay. He’d done all he could do. Rick stopped struggling with the darkness that circled like a scavenger and let it take him.

				* * *

				Light stirred in his vision and shards of pain racked across his head. A familiar feminine voice mingled with other voices in the shadows of his mind.

				Shay?

				Was he dreaming? If so, this was the first good dream he’d had since... Rick’s eyes fluttered open, and awareness of a deep throbbing ache coursed through his leg, through his core.

				“Rick!” Shay’s face filled his vision.

				He was on a gurney; a Chinook rescue helicopter was mere yards away. He focused back on Shay and smiled. She cupped his face in her hands. “Rick, can you hear me?”

				His smile grew, but he couldn’t find the words. Had they given him something for pain?

				“Rick, they have to bring your core body temperature up. Your leg is broken and I don’t know what else. But you’re alive.” Tears dropped from her eyes onto his cheeks and burned.

				They were both alive—himself and her. Rick had never been happier.

				She pulled away.

				No, come back!

				“What’s the matter with him? He’s not saying anything,” she asked someone out of his vision. Someone from the search-and-rescue team, probably.

				“He’s in shock. You need to move back, ma’am. Let us do our job.”

				“Come on, Shay.” Connor’s voice sounded out now.

				“Rick!” she screamed as if someone was ripping her away from him. The sound tore at his heart.

				Rick caught her wrist and held on. He loved her and he couldn’t have asked for more than to come back to her as she’d asked, but warnings resounded in his head again.

				They were right. He was in shock. He couldn’t think clearly. She leaned in, responding to his touch. “I’m no good for you,” he said. That was what he’d needed to say.

				Then someone pulled Shay away and he was tucked into the Chinook.

				* * *

				Shay sat in the waiting room of Fairbanks Memorial Hospital, still wearing the oversize parka that Rick had grabbed for her during their escape from the camp. But despite the heavy insulated layers, she couldn’t seem to get warm. What was the matter with this hospital? Couldn’t they turn the heat up?

				She stared ahead, feeling as though she were in shock herself. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the past seventy-two hours.

				Voices spoke in low tones in the hallway just around the corner from where she sat.

				“Is she okay?” Connor said.

				“The doctor gave her a once-over and the thumbs-up. She’s already given her statement to the police,” Aiden answered.

				She could tell they were talking about her. Apparently, they thought she couldn’t hear.

				“Reg’s still talking to them and the FBI as well, considering the Mafia connections. The two men who initially tried to kill them were apprehended. But I’m more worried about her. She just sits there and stares. Has she been in to see Rick yet?”

				“No. The only thing wrong with her is my hardheaded brother. He doesn’t know a good thing when he sees one. To be fair, he’s still a little out of it.”

				“You’re probably right. I’m going to make a few calls, maybe even check in on Rick again myself, and then I’ll meet you back here in half an hour, okay?”

				She heard footfalls growing distant then—Connor heading away. Pressing deeper into the uncomfortable chair, she let her thoughts drift to the past.

				To think, she’d become an aviation mechanic like her father, believing that tools and logic and concrete problems would let her protect herself. Because of him, she’d learned to protect her heart. In her job and in her personal life, she’d been tough and self-sufficient. A behind-the-scenes sort of person. Nobody saw her weaknesses, so no one took advantage of her.

				But none of that had mattered. In the end, men had wanted her and had even tried to kill her...because she was a mechanic. In the end, Rick had broken through her fortified walls, burned right through them, cutting her open as if he was a welder and she was metal. He’d melted her heart and then with his last words to her left her softened heart to grow cold and die.

				Footsteps echoed down the hallway, yanking her from her thoughts. Aiden stepped into her line of vision and handed her a steaming cup of black hospital-vending-machine coffee. She took it with a halfhearted thank-you but didn’t drink. Aiden slipped into the thin-cushioned chair next to her.

				“Well, the police arrested Kemp, though he’s still recuperating from his injuries. Apparently, there were still a few men alive in the camp, too.”

				Shay nodded. That was all good, but the news didn’t do a thing for her breaking heart.

				I’m no good for you. Couldn’t she have just died out there before having to hear that? She couldn’t believe they’d gone through all of this for Rick to say those words to her, especially after he’d already told her that he loved her.

				Aiden set his coffee on the side table next to him. “I can’t take this anymore, Shay. Listen up. Rick has issues. You know that, right? I get that he loves you enough that he wants you to be safely away from him. But I can see that arrangement isn’t going to work for either one of you. He’s not doing much better than you are right now and it’s not because of his leg or gunshot wound. I think you should take matters into your own hands.”

				Shay allowed her gaze to drift to Aiden. “What if he won’t see me?”

				Aiden cocked a smile. “He will. If he could see you right now, he’d know like I do that you’re better off being with him. Besides, I think this whole thing has probably changed him in ways he doesn’t even realize yet. I have a feeling. Ever get one of those?”

				Warmth moved over her cold heart. Rick liked to use that phrase, too. He’d asked her the same thing. She had a feeling, all right, when it came to Aiden’s troublesome brother. For the longest time she’d tried to ignore it, but she was done with trying to push away love.

				Rick had seemed happy to see her when they’d pulled him out of that gorge and stabilized him. Almost as if his life had depended on knowing she was nearby and safe. But that was just fanciful thinking on her part. Or was it?

				Shay blew out a breath. Aiden stood and held his hand out. She placed hers in it and he led her to Rick’s room but kept her hidden behind him. She peeked around and saw that Rick was asleep.

				Her heart stuttered at seeing him like that, all banged up, his leg raised in traction and tubes sticking out of him. He’d been through so much— Was it really the time to confront him about a future with him?

				* * *

				There was that voice again—familiar, feminine and loved.

				Rick couldn’t seem to open his eyes. He’d been dreaming about Shay and he didn’t want that dream to fade. For the first time in a long time he’d had a good dream. He hadn’t woken up in cold sweats or terror or in a defensive move, holding his weapon.

				Maybe he’d finally overcome his nightmares.

				Then he remembered he was still in the hospital bed, and the drugs had probably kept his nightmares at bay.

				I wonder...

				He turned his head to the sound of her voice and languished in the dream. He thought he was addicted to that voice. To her. Rick forced his eyes open and looked into her mountain-blue irises, that perfect face framed by short, spunky auburn hair, and suddenly he couldn’t breathe.

				Somewhere behind him, his heart rate spiked on the monitor. Shay’s eyes widened. “Rick? Are you okay? I need to get help. Nurse!” she called. She slid from the chair to stand, to leave, but Rick reached out and caught her hand.

				“I’m okay.” He smiled.

				Shay slowly sat back down, scooting the chair closer. She ran her hand down his cheek. “Please, don’t shut me out. Don’t tell me that you’re not good for me.”

				His throat constricted. He knew what she was saying to him without so many words. She wanted a future with him. Same as he did with her. But he was still afraid of hurting her. Maybe he’d gotten past the worst of the night terrors, but that didn’t mean all his problems were over. “Are you sure?”

				She smiled, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I’m sure.”

				He’d let the nightmare go. Maybe he could let some of his doubts go, as well. “Good. Because I don’t think I can live without you by my side.”

				It took a few seconds for her mind to wrap around that one—he could tell. Understanding finally swelled in her eyes, permeated her face. “Is that a proposal, Mr. Savage?”

				The heart-rate monitor went crazy again. “It is. I want you as my wife, to have, hold and...protect.” He tugged her close, surprised he had enough strength in him, and ran his fingers through the red hair that drove him crazy. Bringing her face near, inching her lips closer, he kissed Shay long and hard. The depth of the love he felt for this woman astounded him. He would no longer keep it hidden inside because he was afraid.

				“Are you sure this isn’t just the painkillers talking?” she asked.

				“I’ve known you for two years,” he said. “Tried to stop thinking about you for two years. From the first moment I saw you, I had a feeling....”

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt from CHRISTMAS COVER-UP by Lynette Eason.

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Shay and Rick are sent on a journey that turns into much
					more than either of them expected. Sound familiar? The extreme circumstances
					force each of them to face issues from their past. The protective barriers
					they’ve built over a lifetime to guard themselves are knocked over and out of
					the way. Often it’s through trials that we learn to overcome. Through trials
					that our faith in God grows, as well as our faith in each other. Such is the
					case for Rick and Shay in Wilderness Peril.

				Romans 5:3–5 says: “And not only this, but
						we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about
						perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character,
						hope; and hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured
							out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to
							us.”

				While I was writing the last couple of chapters and then
					finally typed the last line, the song “Overcome,” as
					sung by Jeremy Camp, was drifting through my thoughts and heart, and I could
					almost believe that Rick was singing along. I pray the Lord speaks to your heart
					through this story, and for His blessings in your life.

				I love to hear from my readers. Please visit my website, www.elizabethgoddard.com, to learn about how you can connect
					with me.

				Blessings!

				Elizabeth Goddard

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Questions for Discussion

					1. Shay was an aircraft mechanic, which is a male-dominated field. Have you
						experienced, or do you know someone who has experienced, working in a career
						dominated by the opposite gender? Discuss.

					2. Could you relate to Shay’s need to fit in with her fellow male employees?
						Why or why not?

					3. Rick held a traumatic experience from his past deep inside, so much so that
						it always seeped out the cracks at the wrong time and place. Has there ever
						been a struggle in your life that you tried to work through by yourself? How
						did you deal with it?

					4. Shay and Rick have worked together for two years and knew each other to a
						certain point. Add to that, Shay knew he held something inside, and she was
						afraid to trust him completely. Have you ever known someone with a secret
						that made you uncomfortable? How did you handle things?

					5. Shay was pushed past her comfort zone when she traveled to the Alaskan bush.
						What activities would move you out of your comfort zone? Discuss.

					6. Although Rick’s brother didn’t show up for their meeting, he believed in his
						brother and knew that he must be in trouble, despite the fact that Aiden had
						a past as an unreliable person. Do you know someone you struggle to count
						on? Why or why not?

					7. In the story, Rick thought about the fact that during his experiences as a
						marine, he turned to God, but his brother, Aiden, eventually turned to
						alcohol. Discuss why you think some people turn to God when they go through
						struggles and others to substance abuse.

					8. When Rick’s brother, Aiden, didn’t show up at their meeting place, Rick
						didn’t immediately think the worst of him. He didn’t stop believing that his
						brother would find a way to overcome his troubles and find his way to God.
						Can you relate to Rick in this? Why or why not?

					9. Buster Kemp was a man who dug himself deep and had to pay off a debt to
						dangerous people or die. He was following in his grandfather’s footsteps,
						carrying on the family legacy, if you will, of gambling away a fortune he
						didn’t have. Unfortunately, he dragged more people into his death trap. Have
						you ever known anyone like Buster in this regard? Discuss how bad habits,
						whether they run in the family or not, can devastate lives.

					10. Rick saw Shay as the company aircraft mechanic, as a tough, hard-as-nails
						woman, because that was what Shay held up for everyone to see. Do you think
						Rick would have respected her less if she’d been more willing to reveal her
						softer feminine side at the Deep Horizon hangar? Why or why not?

					11. Discuss how you view men and women, and society’s norms when it comes to
						gender-based roles in employment.

					12. At the mining camp, Rick and Shay were coerced into cooperating. They didn’t
						really have a lot of choice, though action movies would have us believe Rick
						could have simply snatched up a weapon and shot his way out of the camp. How
						well do you think Rick and Shay handled things? What would you have done
						differently?

					13. Has there ever been a time when you were in an unbearable, no-win situation?
						What did you do?

					14. How did you feel when Rick shot the man who was about to shoot Shay? Do you
						think he did the right thing?

					15. In the end, Rick stayed behind so that his brother and the woman he loved
						could escape. Rick was ready and willing to give his life for others. He was
						a hero. Have you ever known a real hero? Talk about the heroes in your
						life.
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				ONE

				Keys clutched in her left hand, Detective Katie Randall stared at her vandalized front door. She hadn’t noticed it when she’d pulled into the drive; she’d been too busy thinking about her sister’s cold case and the man who’d been assigned to help her work on it. Lucy had disappeared fourteen years ago from her front yard and it was time Katie and her family found closure.

				Now she’d come home to this.

				She’d parked in the drive and grabbed her stuff from the car, still thinking about canceling the meeting she had coming up in about five minutes.

				It was only when she’d gotten closer to the house that she’d seen the splintered wood around the doorknob. And the Christmas wreath lying on the porch.

				The hair on the nape of her neck spiked, and she stepped back. She set her briefcase and keys on the porch. The chilly December wind found its way under her collar, and she shivered as she mentally flipped through her options at lightening speed.

				Her nerves tightened, muscles bunched. She pulled her weapon from her shoulder holster as she backed down the steps of the porch. With her left hand, she snagged her cell phone from the back pocket of her khaki slacks and pressed the speed dial number for Jordan Gray, the man she was supposed to meet in less than five minutes. She couldn’t let him walk into a potentially dangerous situation without some warning.

				He answered on the third ring. “Almost there.”

				“Don’t pull in the drive. Someone’s either been in my house or is still there.”

				“Give me thirty seconds.”

				“I’m calling for backup. I’ll be inside. Mariah might be here and need help.”

				Mariah Sims, Katie’s friend and roommate. Mariah usually got home before Katie.

				She hung up on his protests and orders to wait for him. Hesitating, she debated whether or not to call her partner, Gregory Lee, but decided Jordan, a former FBI agent, would be able to handle this just as well as Gregory.

				And he was closer. She dialed 911 and within seconds had backup on the way. Once the address went out, every officer within a ten-mile radius would be on her doorstep.

				She made her way up the porch steps again. Christmas lights lined the railing. Katie stood to the side of the broken door and nudged it open. “Mariah? Are you here?”

				Silence greeted her call.

				Katie whispered up a silent prayer for Mariah’s safety.

				She glanced over her shoulder as Jordan’s car edged to the curb in front of her neighbor’s home. He climbed out, weapon in his hand as he jogged over to stand beside her. She’d hired him through Finding the Lost to locate her missing sister. The Finding the Lost organization, founded by skip-tracer Erica James, specialized in locating missing people. From private investigators to contracted FBI agents to police detectives, a plethora of talented men and woman worked tirelessly to help others reunite with lost loved ones.

				Katie had hired the organization and then had second thoughts about doing so when she discovered who would handle her case. Jordan Gray. She knew him slightly because of her connection to Erica, his boss, but hadn’t realized Neil Gray was his brother. The brother who’d been killed in a jail cell after Katie arrested him for drunk driving.

				Before she had a chance to tell Jordan she’d decided she couldn’t work with him, he’d called fifteen minutes ago to let her know he was on the way to her house.

				He was ambushing her and she hadn’t been able to put him off. Now she was glad for his presence. She gestured to the open door. “Will you cover me?”

				He didn’t waste time chastising her for not waiting on him. “What’s the layout?”

				“Foyer leads straight into the great room. Two bedrooms and a bath to the right, kitchen and dining to the left. My bedroom is also to the left behind the garage.”

				“I’ll go right, you go left.”

				Katie stepped into her house and caught her breath. Chaos greeted her. Cushions pulled off her couch and slashed. Bookcase overturned and coffee table shoved on its side. The Christmas tree she and Mariah had decorated lay on its side, ornaments crushed from one end of the room to the other.

				A thud from the back of the house caused her to stiffen and shoot a glance at Jordan. “You hear that?” she whispered.

				“Yeah. Where’d it come from?” He kept his voice low.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Is your roommate here?”

				“She usually parks in the garage, but I don’t know if her car’s in there or not.” She would have checked before entering the house, but the windows for the garage had blinds on them. And they were closed.

				Katie moved farther inside, sidestepping the mess. Jordan went right, weapon in front of him.

				Katie passed the open-area kitchen on her left, rounded the breakfast bar and stepped into the hallway. To her left was the utility room, to the right the half bath and the exit to the back porch that ran the length of the house.

				The half bath sat empty. All that was left was her room and bath. Her room looked like the great room area: destroyed.

				She ignored the anger at the invasion and headed back to join Jordan.

				“Freeze! FBI!”

				Katie did for a brief second before she realized the yell wasn’t aimed at her.

				A crash. Running footsteps.

				A dark-clothed figure raced past the doorway where she stood and into Mariah’s bedroom, with Jordan on his heels. Katie bolted after them.

				The intruder leaped over the bed and wrenched the French doors open. Jordan followed and Katie turned to race from the bedroom, back into the great room and out onto the back porch.

				The French doors swung open and the figure halted when he realized Katie had him cut off. She pointed her weapon. “Freeze! Police!”

				He obeyed for a millisecond, then vaulted over the railing. Again Jordan followed while Katie spun and took the steps two at a time to the yard, where Jordan tackled the man. Sirens screaming, three cruisers pulled up to the curb.

				* * *

				Jordan ducked as a fist swung around toward his face. As the intruder’s punch met air, Jordan pulled back his right arm and let his knuckles crunch against the guy’s jaw. Dazed, the fight drained from the man, and he lay on his back panting, glaring as the sting of the hit faded.

				With her gun in her right hand, Katie used her left to toss a pair of handcuffs to Jordan.

				“Let us know if you need help.”

				Jordan looked up to see three officers, guns drawn, ready to jump in. He sucked in a lungful of air. “I think we got it.”

				Katie walked over and continued to cover the man until Jordan had him on his stomach, hands cuffed behind his back. “You have the right to remain silent...” Katie read him his rights as Jordan patted the man down. Finding no weapon, he rose to his feet.

				When she was finished, she looked at the officers. “This will just take a minute, then he’s all yours. She shoved her intruder over to the steps of the porch. “Sit.”

				Jordan watched the man obey. Reluctantly and with narrowed green eyes that glinted with anger.

				Katie looked at Jordan. “You’re not FBI. Why’d you identify yourself as such?”

				He felt a flush start at the base of his neck. Then gave a small shrug even as the shadows danced across his mind. He pushed them away. “I am again as of last month. Simply doing some consulting work with them.”

				“Oh.”

				He spread his hands, palms up. “They asked.”

				“Right. Well, that should make my lieutenant happier.” Jordan knew her lieutenant hadn’t been too keen on Katie having access to her sister’s files, but he had finally caved, especially when she’d explained that she was hiring an outside organization to help. He’d been intrigued by the idea and finally agreed as long as she kept him updated. And worked the case on her own time. As far as Jordan could tell, she’d kept to that promise.

				She stared at him a moment longer, then turned her frown at her intruder. “Who are you, and what were you doing in my house?”

				His gaze lowered to the badge on her belt. “You’re a cop?”

				“I am.”

				“And you’re FBI?” He directed his question to Jordan, who gave a sharp nod.

				“Figures.” He clamped his lips and looked away. Jordan decided the guy was younger than he’d originally thought. Maybe in his mid-twenties.

				“Your name?” Katie demanded.

				“Wesley Wray.”

				“What were you looking for, Mr. Wray?” Jordan asked.

				Wesley shrugged. “Whatever I could find. Jewelry, cash, whatever.”

				Katie snapped his picture with her iPhone and emailed it directly to her office with instructions to find out everything possible about this man. “So this was just a random thing? You picked my house out of all the ones in this subdivision?”

				“Yeah, I guess. It looked like an easy hit.” He shook his head and muttered, “Didn’t know you were a cop.”

				Jordan saw skepticism skitter across Katie’s face and knew she wasn’t buying the guy’s story. Jordan hauled the man to his feet. “Come on, you can tell the rest of this sad tale downtown.”

				As he stood, Wesley’s gaze landed on Katie’s briefcase sitting on the front porch. “Your laptop in there?”

				She frowned. “It is. Why?”

				“Nothing.”

				Jordan led Wesley to a waiting police cruiser. Jordan recognized Chris Jiles as one of the officers. Chris locked his hand around Wray’s upper arm and looked at Katie. “You all right?”

				“Never better.”

				“Right.” He helped Jordan get Mr. Wray secured in the back of the cruiser. She walked over and shook hands with Chris. “I’ll be down to the station shortly to fill out a report. Stick him in one of the interrogation rooms and let him sit for a bit.”

				“Will do. You need a crime scene unit?”

				“Why? We caught him red-handed and he confessed. Let’s not waste lab dollars on a simple B & E.”

				He shrugged. “Your call.”

				Chris drove off with his prisoner, followed by the other officers who’d shown up. Katie turned to Jordan.

				Dressed in pressed khaki pants and a blue button-up shirt, she had her straight blond hair pulled back in a ponytail with a plain band. Her light brown eyes still glinted steel. A faint dusting of freckles and no makeup would make a lot of women look plain. Katie, however, was a natural beauty.

				He ignored the zing of attraction he always seemed to get around her and followed her up the front porch steps.

				Romance, attraction, whatever it was he felt when he spent time with her was not an option. Katie Randall had killed his brother—at least in his parents’ eyes—and while he’d work with her on this case, getting personal was out of the question. And besides, she’d gone out her way to avoid him ever since she’d learned he would be the one handling the case.

				They stepped back inside and the destruction greeted them.

				Even though she’d already seen it, he heard her suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Looks like you’re going to have your hands full cleaning this up.”

				She sighed. “Looks like. Fifteen days until Christmas and this. Lovely. Just what I wanted to come home to.” She grimaced. “Okay, I’ll stop whining now. Sorry.”

				He gave a short laugh. “I’ll help.” 

				Really? And why was he offering to spend more time with her than necessary? She lifted a brow. “I’ll probably call a cleaning crew, but thanks.”

				Relieved—yet strangely disappointed—he nodded and looked around. “Mariah’s not here, obviously.”

				“No.” She walked into the kitchen and looked out the window into the garage. “Her car’s not here. She either stayed late at work or stopped somewhere on her way home.”

				Jordan tilted his head toward the back of the house. “Your office is trashed, too.”

				Katie spun on her heel and walked to her office. Trashed was a kind word. “He asked about my laptop. Do you find that strange?”

				“Yes. A bit.”

				Katie walked to Mariah’s room. Mariah had gone crazy with Christmas decorations. Decorations that were still in their place, none broken, none touched. Jordan followed. She said, “But he didn’t touch anything in here.”

				“Maybe he just didn’t have time to get to it.”

				“Maybe.”

				“Or he was just interested in your stuff and not hers.”

				“But why? And why ask about my laptop?”

				“I think we’ll have to get Mr. Wray to answer those questions.”

				* * *

				Katie rubbed her head, hoping the action would push away the building headache. “I guess this means our meeting is on hold.”

				“Again.”

				Katie felt a flush of guilt stain her cheeks. It was true. She’d been putting him off, delaying their getting together. Every time she was around him, she expected him to bring up his brother. And her part in the man’s death. Her avoidance of Jordan was unusual. Normally if she needed to address something unpleasant, she did it and got it over with. Not so with this man. “It’s not like I planned this.”

				“No, but you’ve been avoiding meeting with me. You’re the one who came to us, remember? I’ve been working this case for the past two weeks. I need you to be available to answer questions when they come up. By putting me off, you’re making it exceedingly difficult for me to do my job.” He studied her. “And after you went to all that trouble to convince your lieutenant to grant us access to files and everything related to Lucy’s case.”

				Katie grimaced at the memory of going to her lieutenant and unashamedly begging him to allow them to do this. “I know. I know,” she groaned. “He really didn’t want to, but he likes me. Although he did warn me that if this came back to bite him, I’d be checking parking meters until I retired.” She rubbed her eyes. “It’ll help that you’re back with the FBI. He’s not like some who get defensive about territory. He welcomes any help he can get.”

				A faint smile crossed his face, then faded. “Is your reluctance because of Neil?”

				Katie stared at him, taken aback by his bluntness. Then a small kernel of anger formed in her belly. She curled her fingers into fists then had to make a concentrated effort to relax. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t want to talk to him. Not totally, anyway. “Yes, it’s partly because of Neil. I didn’t really expect Erica to give this case to you.” Erica James, the director of Finding the Lost, was one of Katie’s closest friends. “She knows what happened with Neil and—and I just—” She broke off and swallowed hard. “Although I suppose it makes the most sense with your FBI connections.” She frowned. “I can drive.”

				“That’s all right, I don’t mind. Where will you and Mariah stay until you get this cleaned up?”

				“Good question.” Relieved not to talk about his brother just yet, Katie pulled her phone out and started to dial Mariah’s number when she heard a car pull into the drive. She walked out onto the front porch to see her roommate climb from her vehicle.

				Mariah spotted Jordan and waved. “Hey, you two, what’s going on?” Jordan and Mariah had met once when Jordan had come by to pick up information regarding her sister’s kidnapping.

				“We had a break-in,” Katie said.

				Mariah’s pretty green eyes went wide. “A break-in? Are you all right?”

				“Yes,” Katie assured her, then explained what had happened. “But it’s pretty bad inside. I think we need to find another place to stay until a cleaning crew can come out here.” She paused. “Although your room looks fine. He didn’t get that far.”

				Jordan said, “He just raced out the French doors. But your stuff didn’t look touched.”

				Mariah bit her lip and tucked a stray hunk of chocolate-brown hair behind her ear. “You think he’ll come back?”

				“No, we caught him. But the kitchen and den area aren’t livable right now. He slashed the cushions and—”

				Mariah rushed past her and into the house. Her outraged cry made Katie grimace. Her roommate raced to Katie’s bedroom, then the office and finally her own bedroom. Tears stood in her friend’s eyes. “I don’t want to stay here. And you can’t. He slashed up your mattress.”

				“I know.”

				Mariah took a deep breath. “We’ll stay with Grandma Jean. She has that big ol’ house with plenty of room. She’d love it if we crashed there for a few days.”

				Katie smiled as she thought of the spry eighty-year-old woman who still lived life to the fullest. “All right, you ask her. I’ve got to get down to the station and question our intruder.”

				Mariah shuddered. “I can’t believe someone would break into a cop’s house.”

				Katie shrugged. “I don’t think he knew I was a cop.” She frowned. “I can’t help thinking this isn’t a random break-in.”

				Mariah fished in her large shoulder bag and produced her phone. “I’ll throw some things in a bag and call Grandma Jean and tell her we’re coming.”

				Katie looked at Jordan. “Guess I’ll do the same, then we can go. I’ll take my car and you can ride with me if you want. Mariah’s grandmother only lives about a mile from here, so I can bring you back here to get your car before I go over there for the night.”

				“That sounds good.”

				Katie smiled then walked into her destroyed bedroom. The smile slipped away and anger swept over her, hot and swift even as she gave thanks that Mariah hadn’t been here when the intruder broke in. She grabbed an overnight bag and threw some items in it, including work clothes for the next day. She then examined every inch of her bedroom even though she knew Wray hadn’t taken anything. Her jewelry box lay open, but nothing was missing.

				A shudder of revulsion went through her. She dealt with criminals every day. But she’d never had one in her house. Her bedroom. It made her skin crawl.

				Katie spun toward the door, anxious to get out of the room, and ran into Mariah coming from her bedroom. Her friend said, “We’re all set. Grandma Jean’s excited to have company tonight.”

				“I’ll call someone to come clean this up, and we’ll put better locks on the doors.” She paused. “And maybe an alarm system.”

				“All right. I’ll see you later tonight, then.”

				Katie nodded and joined Jordan, who waited patiently in the den. “I’m ready.”

				He followed her outside and stopped at her vehicle. She opened her door and looked at him. He placed a hand over hers. The heat of his palm seeped through the back of her hand, warming her. “What is it?” When he hesitated, she took a deep breath. His spicy cologne filled the air. Katie told herself she had to ignore the fact that she found him attractive and focus on doing what they needed to do so they could part company. “Jordan?”

				He said, “I know my parents blame you for Neil’s death, but I didn’t realize—”

				She tensed. “What?”

				“You blame yourself for my brother’s death, too, don’t you?”
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