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Chapter One
 
 
I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been when I heard about the dead girl. At that point she was only missing I didn’t know it to be true then, but a terrible, creeping dread came over me that let me know that her death was the most likely outcome.
Problem was, I was having a drink in a bar with a man I was incredibly attracted to, even though I was in a committed relationship with a man who was waiting for me at home. I was where I shouldn’t have been, not because I was doing anything wrong, but because I wanted to be doing something wrong. The act of sitting beside him, smelling his cologne and mooning over the angles of his face, was bringing me to a point where the next set of actions between us would lead us to the next series of actions that could never be taken back. I knew this in my mind and in my heart, and though I loved the man waiting for me at home, the physical and mental attraction to the man beside me was irresistible. 
Yeah. I was very well aware of the danger. But at the moment, I didn’t care. I was getting high on the rush of the attraction, on the signals he was giving me.
Lucas Novak was head of a company that did risk assessment of potential violence for clients all across the spectrum of status and stature, he was an expert on predicting violence. Which was the reason he’d come up on my radar. His skills are invaluable for somebody like me. Being a private investigator, I needed to know a client’s risk of violence by potential attackers. I also needed to know the risk to myself, because I come into contact with all kinds of fruit loops in this business. 
Again, danger, I’m attracted to it. I guess I wouldn’t have it any other way.
“Christ. Not another one.” Lucas leaned forward on the bar, eyes trained on the television.
I pulled my eyes away from his face. A face I liked looking at, and couldn’t seem to help looking at. To see the photo of a smiling, red haired woman standing sideways showing off her very pregnant belly to the camera. Two pregnant women had gone missing in the last three months. I called to the bartender, “Turn that up, Tim, would you?” 
Lucas shook his salt and pepper head. “This is bad, Leah. This is very bad.”
“Yeah, I gathered that,” I said and winced inwardly. I had a smart mouth. Times like this didn’t call for it. But it’s worse when I’m feeling uncomfortable or nervous. The missing women made me nervous. “What do you think is going on?” Ideas were already gathering in my own mind, and I didn’t like where they were headed. 
“Kidnappings of pregnant women are happening more often, but it’s always one victim, one kidnapper. Always a woman who wants a baby so desperately she’s willing to resort to taking the unborn baby of another woman. But this is the third one. I’ve got a really bad feeling about this.”
“Either whoever the kidnapper is keeps getting it wrong, or there’s something more going on here.” 
“Right,” He shook his head slowly and took a sip of his scotch. “Not good either way, but the thought of it being some kind of organized thing makes the hair on my neck stand on end. It would mean that this is only the beginning.”
“Jesus, black market babies.” A chill ran up my spine.
“Yeah, could be, but I hope not.” He stared up at the TV. “It’s more common than you might think.”
My cell rang, it was Jack. He’s been my partner and best friend since our days in juvie hall. We’d seen some good days, some pretty bad ones, too. 
I was hoping it was something mundane, like dealing with past-due bills. The last few cases we’d taken had left us both drained and raw. Jack would’ve gone on until he dropped, but I needed a break. We’d taken a vacation of sorts from working for the last six months. That is if, you’d call wandering aimlessly, a vacation. I didn’t want it to end. “Yes darling.” 
“I hope you’re well rested, dear.” Jack’s whisky and gravel voice was edged with a tightness I recognized. It didn’t mean good news. 
I took a breath. “What is it?”
“You anywhere near a TV?”
“Yes.” Oh shit. I closed my eyes. “No.”
“Yes, Leah.” He only called me ‘Leah’ when it was serious. The rest of the time I was ‘Kicks.’ A name earned for my flair for kickboxing, which he’d taught me, along with a lot of other useful skills. Not all of them legal.
“Jack, please, any case but this one, okay? Don’t do this to me. Please.” I felt Lucas’s clear, grey eyes on me. I opened my own and looked into them. My chest fluttered. Then I remembered what I was on the phone for. “I don’t have the heart or the energy for this one.”
“You had a long vacation. And you do have the heart. That’s why you don’t want to take this case.”
“Why this one?”
“Her mother called us, Leah. She’s…really scared. I couldn’t say no. You won’t either after you meet her.”
I felt my heart sink. “What makes you think I’ll meet her?”
“Because I’m standing about five feet behind you and I’m not leaving here without you.”
I swiveled in my chair to see all six plus feet of Jack standing a little ways away from me. Worn, brown leather jacket open, gaze serious. He really wasn’t leaving without me. 
“Hey Jack,” Lucas said behind me. 
Jack tipped his head to Lucas. “Luke.” He looked at me. “Come on, Kicks. Let’s get going.”
“What makes you think I’ll go with you?” I felt petulant and silly. I really, really didn’t want this case. I felt like crying, but it wouldn’t do any good. I already knew I wouldn’t turn it down, and Jack knew it. 
Jack grinned. “I have a large mochaccino waiting in the car with your name on it.”
“Oh, dirty pool, Jack. Dirty pool.”
He lifted his hands, palms upward. “Whatever, it takes. Now quit stalling.”
I slid off the bar stool and sighed, looking at Lucas and feeling like I was leaving a delicious desert I hadn’t had the chance to taste yet. 
“See ya,” I told him. 
“Let me know if you need my help.” His face was solemn. “I’ll do whatever I can.”
Oh boy. He was kind on top of being delectable. And even though I would’ve preferred walking the plank to meeting the frightened, desperate mother of a missing pregnant daughter, It was a good thing I was leaving that bar.
But I was already committed to the case. I had been the second Jack had mentioned her. 
 
***
 
As we pulled up to the house the sense of dread crawling over me had heightened to an almost unbearable level. I took a deep breath as we sat in the drive-way for a moment.
Jack watched me, his face grim. “You okay?”
“No. Not really.”
“I know. Let’s go.”
The mid-November wind cut through my long leather coat as if I weren’t wearing one at all. I’d have to swap it out for something warmer. But I loved that coat. I was attached to it and it got harder each year to trade it for a bulky, more cold-weather appropriate jacket. 
In the northeast, you’re asking for trouble if you aren’t in a parka in cold weather. Going from leather to parka is really hard for me. It just isn’t the same. 
We climbed the stairs heading to the front door, which opened before we got there. A small woman with smart, short, dark hair answered. She pulled the front of her white cardigan closed as we approached.
“Mrs. Costas?” Jack offered his hand, leaning down as he did.
“Yes. Come in, come in. Thanks for coming.” Her face was lined with worry. Her eyes were glossy and puffy.
“This is my partner, Leah Ryan,” Jack said as we stepped inside. The house smelled of spices and warmth.
“Thank you. Thank you,” she said to me, taking my hand in both of hers. Her hands were smooth and dry. 
‘Nice to meet you’ didn’t seem appropriate to me. “Of course,” I told her. 
“Come in.” She led us to a comfortable living room jammed with overstuffed furniture. This was a house built for making people feel at home. Photographs of a pretty girl with thick, dark hair and warm, brown eyes smiled out at us, also there were several of a boy growing up through the years as well. 
“Your children,” I asked, looking at them. Who else would they be? But it was a softer way of leading into the conversation we’d be having, instead of bulleting the woman with questions.
“Yes, Alexia and Nicholas. Only eighteen months apart. They are very close.”
I nodded, feeling Jack standing behind me like a shield. “How old are they now?”
“Alexia is twenty-four and Nicholas is twenty-six. He is back from college for a few days until we find Alexia.”
As if on cue a broad, stocky man in his twenties came down the stairs, watching us with steady eyes. 
“Ah,” Mrs. Costas said. “Nicholas, these are the investigators I told you about. They’re going to help us find Alexia.”
Nicholas nodded, offered his hand to each of us. “Thanks.” 
Mrs. Costa gestured to the sofa. “Sit down, please. Coffee? Tea?”
Jack and I thanked her but declined. 
“Can you tell us what happened?” I asked her. 
She sat ramrod straight on a chair facing us, wringing her hands. “The police are looking for Alexia, but they don’t tell me anything. They ask if she’d ever done this before, like she left on purpose. But I know something happened. I know someone took her. She would never just vanish without a word.” Her voice cracked slightly.
I nodded, staying silent. I could see Jack doing the same from the corner of my eye. 
“We were supposed to meet at the Country Mall. Go to a matinee. She really wanted to see that new love story playing there. She was really excited because this was the first day of her maternity leave. She was really looking forward to relaxing.”
I nodded. “You’re really close.”
“Very. We talk on the phone at least once a day, sometimes more. Each weekend we see each other on either Saturday or Sunday, and she stays for dinner at least once a week. Her husband, Garret, is a surgeon. He’s very busy. He’s at a medical conference in France.”
Nicholas seemed to stiffen. His jaw tightened. “He goes to a lot of conferences.”
“Really,” I waited for him to say more. He didn’t.
“He’s very busy,” Mrs. Costas said again, wringing her hands, her eyes nervous.
“Does he know about Alexia’s disappearance?” Jack asked, his gaze moving between Mrs. Costas and Nicholas.
“I’ve spoken with him,” Mrs. Costas said. Her voice was breathy, as if she couldn’t quite get enough air into her lungs. “He’ll be on a plane home as soon as he can.”
I blinked. “As soon as he can?
“He finally called you back.” Nicholas pressed his lips together in a tight line.
“They don’t allow you to have your cell phone on in those conferences,” Mrs. Costas explained.
“Right,” Nicholas drew the word out. 
Mrs. Costas glanced at Nicholas, and then turned her face to us. “He didn’t know when the next plane was going to be, but he said he’d be on it.”
“When did you speak with him?” Jack asked her.
“He returned my call about an hour ago,” Mrs. Costas said.
“Would you give him my cell number when he comes in? We need to speak with him,” I said as I handed my card to Mrs. Costas and Nicholas.
“Here is mine, too.” Jack dug a business card from him wallet, handing one to each of them as well. 
“Yes,” Mrs. Costas said. “Yes, of course.”
We were silent for a moment. 
Suddenly her chin trembled. “I waited for her in the food court for three hours. I called her cell phone many times. No answer.” She shook her head, lifting her hands from her lap just a little. “She never showed up.” Her tone was higher as she fought tears. 
Then she looked at me with eyes barely containing the terror she felt. “I try not to watch the news. These missing women…”
My stomach clenched as I imagined sitting, waiting for my daughter to meet me and never showing up. My heart ached for her, she was terrified for her daughter.
I looked into her worn, pale face. “We’ll do whatever we can to find your daughter Mrs. Costas. I promise.” 
It was a promise I intended to keep at all costs. I just had no idea at the time just how high the cost would be. 
 
***
 
We got the key to the house Alexia shared with her husband, who had been gone for a week. Everything appeared to be in order. Nothing seemed to be disturbed. Mrs. Costas had been there earlier in the day and couldn’t think of anything that seemed wrong about the house. Her car was not in the drive-way, nor was it at the mall. Mrs. Costas and Nicholas had searched the parking lot several times. We checked her email going back several months, nothing strange, no red flags.
What the hell had happened to her? She was like smoke. There one second, gone the next.
Jack and I had gone to a small hole in the wall place that had the best wings going. 
“You’re stalling again.” He looked at me as he bit into a wing.
“I know.” I took a long swig of my beer. 
“What’s going on with you? Are you and Callahan okay?”
“We’re wonderful.” But I didn’t want to go home. 
“That’s the problem, huh?” Jack knew me better than I knew myself. Always had. With us, it was like breathing, reading the other without even trying. We had an uncanny connection which had served us well over the years, both in work and in life. The latter in which had proven to be dangerous for us both from an early age.
I put my beer down and sighed, placing my elbows on the table and my face in my hands. “Why, Jack? Why do I do this?” 
“What, sabotage things with Callahan when they’re going perfectly?”
“Yeah, that.” 
He chuckled. “Leah, I’m your friend. Not your shrink. But my best guess is that it’s your absolute terror of intimacy, which makes you the wonderful person you are.”
“He wants to get married, Jack, Married.” A shiver crawled up my spine at the very thought, and I shuddered.
“I know, he’s told me, many times.”
“Isn’t it enough that we live together? It took me three years to agree to that.”
He gave an easy shrug. “Apparently not, some people want to move forward. Want that ultimate commitment.”
“But it’s a sham. Jack, you know as well as I do that most marriages today end up in divorce. I think that piece of paper is the beginning of the end for most people.” I stopped, thinking about it. “Actually, no, people get married when it was over long before the actual ceremony. Sometimes even before the engagement.”
“Or as soon as the engagement takes place? As in your case?”
“No. It’s not over between us. I just feel so…trapped, suffocated.” Just talking about it was making me feel like I couldn’t catch my breath. I struggled to take a deep breath and let it out.
Jack lifted hand. “I know. You don’t have to explain it to me, Kicks.” He looked at me, his green gaze level. “Don’t you think you should tell Callahan all this?”
“Yes and no. This is the conversation of doom. He gets hurt, and I feel like crap. Nothing gets resolved.” I sat back, feeling tired but not wanting to move. I’d sit in that booth all night if they’d let me.
Reading my mind again, he said, “You need to go home, Leah. Staying away from him as much as possible isn’t going to help your situation. And here’s a thought, it may even make it worse.” 
“Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.”
“Hey, at least I have some form of wit.”
“Ha. Ha. Okay, we’re getting stupid.” I sat forward, pulling my jacket on and sighing heavily. “This case isn’t going to fill him with joy, either. That’s your fault, my friend.”
“Kicks.”
His tone was serious and made me stop and pay attention. “Yeah.”
“I see the way you look at Lucas. You’re playing a dangerous game there. You know?”
I looked at the table. “I know.”
“If you want to end things with Callahan, do it. But don’t play him for an idiot. Don’t leave him twisting in the wind.”
I nodded eyes still downward. He was right. 
The problem was that I didn’t really want to end it with Callahan. I just couldn’t help feeling attracted to Lucas.
I slapped the table, punctuating the end of discussion. “I know. You’re right. I’ll straighten up and fly right, partner.”
Another promise I wanted to keep. But I knew myself and I felt like a liar.
 
***
 
I took the long way. I felt like I needed to chill out. I planned on going home soon, so I didn’t hit the highway, but drove the same roads over and over, the radio cranked. 
It was late when I finally got home. Callahan was in bed. I sat on the stairs and pulled off my boots, placing them on the floor as quietly as I could. The reason for my silence wasn’t all that altruistic. If I woke Cal, I’d have to talk to him. I’d have to tell him that I’d embroiled myself in a horrible case which would take all my energy, my heart and my soul until it was solved. Or at least over. 
It wasn’t just a vacation from difficult cases that had led me to take a break from working. It was me committing to Callahan the way he wanted me to. 
And I’d done my best for months. I really had. 
So much so that I’d started resenting him, and started looking for an escape from that resentment.
I needed to keep myself busy. So I decided to go to a few lectures on risk assessment. And there was Lucas, my shiny new method of sabotage. 
It wasn’t too late. I hadn’t stepped over the line, yet.
But I hadn’t been kidding when I’d told Jack that Callahan wouldn’t be happy with me taking on this case. I’d have to tell him sooner or later.
I made my way to the bedroom we shared, moving through the dark to the foot of the bed by sheer familiarity. I knew where everything was in the room. I always know every detail about the space I live in. It’s one small way of keeping some kind of semblance of control in my self-imposed chaotic life.
When my eyes adjusted to the dark, I could see Callahan’s shape under the covers. I heard the slow rise and fall of his breathing change, become quiet. He was awake.
“Hey.” His voice was thick with sleep. 
“Hey yourself, sorry I woke you up.”
He lifted his head to peer at the clock on the bedside table. “It’s late. Whatcha been up to?”
His tone was too casual. He knew how prickly I got when I felt like I was being grilled. Now was the moment of truth. I sat on the bed, facing away from him. I had to tell him about the case.
I wasn’t looking forward to it. 


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Lead balloon, as I’d expected. Callahan didn’t say anything. He listened to me talk, and then rolled over, facing the other way. 
How could I explain to him that I couldn’t walk away? Would it have been so easy for him to turn Mrs. Costas down?
We both lay quietly, long into the night. At some point I fell asleep. I don’t know if he did or not. By the time I woke up, he was gone. 
Seven a.m. came early. I showered quickly and pulled on my comfy jeans and soft, slate blue thermal top. I needed all the comfort I could get. My nice, comfortable life had suddenly grown not so comfortable, and wouldn’t be for the foreseeable future. 
Our office was in an older part of town. It was a converted old firehouse that the town had been getting ready to tear down. We rescued it, bought it for a song, and took on the renovations ourselves. It had been an exercise in perseverance and patience, both with each other and with the work. Callahan and a slew of old misfit friends we’d adopted over the years helped. It was a labor of love, and love it we did. Jack and I, that is.
Callahan wasn’t as thrilled. The firehouse had turned into my refuge away from the pressure I felt in the relationship with him, my home away from home. 
In fact, if things kept going the way they were, I’d be moving my shit into that firehouse and camping out for a while. I always did think it would make a cool living space.
“Hey Kicks.” Jack was leaning back in a computer chair looking at his laptop. “How’d it go?”
“How do you think?”
“That’s about what I thought.” 
“Can we get to work, please?” I plopped into a big old fluffy chair I’d gotten on clearance at a furniture warehouse. I sat sideways, draping my legs over one arm. 
Jack lifted his eyebrows. “Surely, Nicholas called.”
“I had a feeling.” We’d both decided that it was fairly obvious, that Nick wasn’t a huge fan of the good doctor, whose name was Garrett Clemmons. Brain surgeon extraordinaire. We needed to figure out if Nick’s animosity had to do with the doc not spending much time with his wife or if there was something more to it. 
“When’s he coming?” I asked, picking at a tiny thread on the knee of my jeans. If I kept pulling I’d end up with a hole, but at that moment, I didn’t care. I was fidgety and feeling uncomfortable in my own skin. 
“He’ll be here any minute.” Jack sat up and looked out the window next to his desk. “Wow. He wasn’t kidding. He’s here now.”
I swung my legs over the arm and placed my feet on the floor. “He must have something pretty pressing he wants to tell us.”
Jack grinned. “Cool.”
“It’s open,” I called when Nicholas knocked on the door. 
He entered, nodding his head once in greeting. 
“Come in, have a seat.” Jack sat forward. “Coffee?”
Nick held up a hand. “No. Thanks. I don’t drink coffee.” He wore a tight fitting, thin mock turtleneck, showcasing his gym muscles, and fitted black slacks. His legs were thick and powerful. The boy took care of himself. 
“What do you do, Nick?” I asked. 
“I own Nikos’ gym up on Fullerton.” He squared his shoulders and puffed his chest out slightly.
Jack raised his eyebrows. “Oh, no kidding. Nikos’. Okay. That’s you.”
Nicholas nodded. “Right. It’s what my dad always called me. He passed away a couple of years ago.”
“I’m sorry,” I told him. “Were you close?”
He shrugged. “We were but we had our moments, though.”
A pang went through my chest as I thought of my own father, who gave up on me after I was sent to Juvie hall. He’d had more than enough grief by that point, and my car stealing stunt had been the straw that had broken the camel’s back. He died before I could make it right. Something that haunted me now and then, as I felt it should. My way of cleansing myself through suffering maybe, I didn’t know.
“I always wondered about that gym. I’ll have to hit it some time,” Jack said. “I’ve been meaning to think about joining one.”
Nicholas chuckled. “Yeah, meaning to think about it you and ninety percent of the world. There would be a hell of a lot less health problems if more people did join gyms.”
It was clear that this guy slept, breathed and ate health. I wondered if he made suggestions to his sister about healthy eating while pregnant. 
“What’s bugging you Nick?” Jack asked, resting his forearms on his legs and clasping his hands.
Nicholas sat forward on the sofa. “I got a bad feeling about this whole thing. I mean, of course, my sister is missing. I’d have a bad feeling. But there’s something bothering me about Garrett.”
“We could tell last night that you’re not his biggest fan,” I said. “Why is that?”
Nicholas barked out a short, humorless laugh. “I know he’s been cheating on my sister. He’s been doing it for a while now.”
“What makes you say that?” Jack asked him.
“I saw him out with a woman on a night he was supposed to be working. He left my mother’s Thanksgiving dinner early, saying he had to work. I was driving to pick up my girlfriend a couple of hours later and spotted him with a tiny brunette in his car, nowhere near the hospital.”
“Did he see you?” I asked.
“If he did, he acted like he didn’t.”
“Nice,” I said, thinking of my own cravings for a man other than my fiancé. I wasn’t much better. I felt like a hypocrite being pissed off at Garrett Clemmons.
“Yeah. Real nice.” Nick’s face was stony.
“Did you tell your sister about this?” Jack asked him.
“No. I didn’t want to hurt her. She was so happy. She gushed about him all the time. My mother thought the world of him. Still does, I think, although that’s fading a little.”
“Did Garrett make it home yet?” I asked. 
Nicholas shook his head. “If he has, he hasn’t called us. And clearly he hasn’t called you.”
“No. He hasn’t.” Jack narrowed his eyes. “You think he was in France with this other woman?”
Nick nodded. “You bet I do.”
Jack and I glanced at each other. An affair could be motive for making a pregnant wife vanish. 
I hoped to hell that wasn’t the case, because there weren’t any good endings to that scenario. Not a one.
 
***
 
We drove by the Clemmons’ residence to find that the good doctor wasn’t yet home. We checked the online schedules for flights coming in from France. One had come in three hours ago. The next one wasn’t for another four hours. 
At noon it had been twenty-four hours since Alexia Clemmons had failed to show up to the lunch and movie date with her mother. I found myself getting more pissed off at the police as time ticked by. Alexia wasn’t at all like somebody who would just take off on her own and not tell anyone. She was rapidly approaching full term in her pregnancy. She was overjoyed about becoming a mother. She was fine financially, unless there were money problems in the marriage, which there was no evidence of yet. She was madly in love with her cheating bastard of a husband. It just didn’t add up that she’d leave of her own volition and not tell anyone. Not tell her mother, who she was extremely close to.
Even if the opposite were true for all of these facts, even if she’d found out about Garrett’s alleged girlfriend, and had taken off in a rage Being eight months pregnant would leave her feeling constantly vulnerable. It was almost certain that she’d have stayed with her mother and brother, where she’d have felt protected.
It made me absolutely sick to think of the possibility that Garrett could’ve made his wife and unborn baby disappear. That he could be like men who had made headlines in recent years for killing their pregnant wives to relieve themselves of the responsibility of being a husband and father, both emotionally and financially. But the possibility was there. I wouldn’t yet allow myself to think that it might be a probability yet. I wasn’t emotionally ready to take that thought on.
Another dark possibility had been trying to creep into my mind, and I’d kept shoving it away. I knew Jack had already considered it. In the past decade, incidents of infant abductions and attempted infant abductions had been on the rise at an alarming rate. It wasn’t out of the question that somebody had abducted Alexia and was keeping her somewhere so that they could take her baby from her after she gave birth. Although the idea was horrible, the glimmer of hope that she was still alive kept me from going into a panic. I despaired that this would be a case that would rip the heart out of me, leaving me a shaking, useless wreck for months.
It had happened to me before. Not so long ago, in fact. I felt barely recovered from it, and had gone through black moments when I thought I never would. And also times when I wondered if it were wrong to recover from it. An innocent young girl had been murdered on my watch and would never be okay again. What gave me the privilege of being okay ever again? Jack and Callahan helped me pull through that one. Callahan had sat up with me, sitting far enough away that I would have space, that I could breathe. Had just been with me so that I knew I wasn’t alone. He’d stuck with me, when any sane man would’ve had enough. Any would’ve run screaming. He’d stood by me, day after day, during the darkest, most horrible moments of my life when I wondered if it were really worth going on. When I had those images burned in my mind, images that would never, ever go away. When, long weeks of even trying to drink them away hadn’t worked. 
He was faithful, loyal, and brave. He was absolutely the best thing that had ever happened to me aside from Jack. 
And I knew I didn’t deserve him.
I might just lose him because of this damned case.
And still, I wouldn’t walk away from it. 
I turned to Jack, who was driving us to St. Catharine’s Hospital where Garrett performed his miracles. Where anyone around must look at him with a sense of awe for his talent and skill. The words God Complex flashed in my mind. 
Jack glanced at me, his face concerned. “What’s up, Kicks?”
“Why did you drag me into this one, Jack? Really? Why?”
“Because, Leah you were dying inside. The only time I ever see you really alive is when you’re doing something that matters to you. Something, that sets a fire under your ass.”
“But this one could be the death of me.” I looked at him. “It’s dangerous for me, Jack.”
“Ah, but when you’re smack in the middle of a shit storm,” Jack winked at me. “That’s when you’re living.” 
 
***
 
The hospital was like any other, antiseptic and cold feeling. I felt like running out of there. Sick people went to hospitals. Christ knew what we were subjecting ourselves to. 
“Why would somebody want to work in a hospital anyway?” I muttered, really not wanting to be there. “You could catch anything going around.”
“Maybe they like helping people,” Jack said as we approached the woman behind a clear, plastic barrier. 
I sighed. “Oh, right. That.”
“Yeah, you’re nothing like that. You hate helping people.” Jack chuckled, shaking his head. “You kill me, Leah.”
I took a breath. Let it out. “Yeah, yeah.”
We stood in front of the reception counter. I still wanted to flee. 
Jack smiled at the receptionist. “Doctor Garrett Clemmons’ office, please.”
“Fifth floor,” she said, not taking her eyes off her computer. 
“Thanks.” I rolled my eyes. “I see what you mean, awfully helpful. I feel all warm and fuzzy now.”
“Should’ve shaved your legs.”
I rolled my eyes. 
He tilted his head at me. “What do you want? The red carpet treatment?”
“No. Just acknowledgement of our existence would be nice.” I was feeling cranky and I couldn’t seem to help it. Jack is used to my moods and rolls with them.
“She did tell us his office was on the fifth floor,” he said.
“Right.” We approached the elevators and I resisted the urge to kick my leg up and hit the Up button with my foot. 
“I’ll get it.” Jack shook his head. “Jesus, Kicks. Do you carry a hand sanitizer around in your purse too?”
“Yes, In fact I do. And you should too.” I’d be bathing in the stuff as soon as we left the building.
The elevator opened to a large, half-moon desk with several young women working behind it. Two of the three smiled at Jack, one looked him in the eye. Jack is a big boy. He has a ruggedly handsome face. Women tend to respond well to him. Within moments they are usually giggling. 
He nodded once. The effect was like a cowboy hat being tipped. “Ladies, is Doctor Garrett Clemmons working today?”
“No, he’s off for the week,” a cute brunette with a ponytail told him. Her eyes were large and chocolate brown. “He had an important convention to go to.”
She was a looker. I wondered if Garrett could resist this one. Perhaps she had been the one to resist him. “Does he have an administrative assistant we can talk to?”
“She’s gone with him.” This was a sandy blonde with a bit of an attitude.
“That’s Vicky. She always goes to his conventions with him now,” the brunette, whose nametag read Tamara, said.
“Really. When are they expected back?” Jack said.
“Monday.” 
“Does he go to a lot of those?” I asked. “Conventions?”
“Yeah. The cutie said. “They do.”
They do. 
The girls looked away, pretended to busy themselves. 
“They?” I asked. “Who? Nurses? Medical assistants?”
“Sure,” the blonde, her tag reading Amanda, said. She looked at me, then Jack, then back to me again. “And you two are?”
“Private investigators,” I said, giving her a level gaze. “We’ve been called to look into the disappearance of Dr. Clemmons’ wife.”
All the girls, including a black haired girl who had remained silent, stared, their eyes large. 
“No,” the black haired girl said. She was beautiful and tawny in complexion, her almond shaped eyes suddenly fearful. “She was just here a couple of days ago. She came to meet Dr. Clemmons for lunch. They go to lunch sometimes.” 
“That’s great. Just perfect.” Amanda rolled her eyes. 
“What is?” Jack asked her.
“Don’t, Amanda.” Tamara glared at her. “It’s nobody’s business but theirs.”
“What’s nobody’s business?” I asked. 
The girls were all silent, looking anywhere but at us.
I was getting impatient and starting to feel mean. “Look ladies, whatever information you have that you might think is irrelevant may end up saving her life.”
The black haired girl fiddled with her name tag, which I thought read Gina, but it was hard to read the letters from in between her nervous fingers. She looked down, then up at us. “Dr. Clemmons is a lady’s man. He has a new girlfriend every few months. Sometimes he sees more than one at a time.”
“No kidding.” Jack placed his arms on the counter top and leaned in. 
“You’ve witnessed this?” I asked her. “Dr. Clemmons with other women?”
“We all have,” Tamara said. “But Gina has more than witnessed it.”
“Really.” I looked at Gina, who was back to looking at the counter top.
“I was the one he was taking to conventions last year,” she said. “In the summer time.”
“You knew what he was like?” I asked her.
She shook her head. “I’d heard rumors, but I was new, and he was paying so much attention to me. He made me feel special.”
“He makes them all feel special,” Amanda said. 
“You too,” Jack asked her.
“Hell, no,” Amanda looked offended, “definitely not my type.”
“Waaaay not her type,” Tamara said, giggling.
Amanda cracked a grin in spite of herself. 
“In fact, you’re more her type,” Tamara said to me. “Isn’t that right, Mandy?”
Amanda looked at me, her grin getting bigger. “Well, yeah, actually.”
“Well, thank you. I’m flattered,” I said. 
Amanda shrugged, her face flushing. “Sure.”
“So who is the flavor of the month, then?” Jack asked. “Vicky?”
“Yeah,” Gina said, “one of his medical assistants.”
 
***
 
We stopped for lunch at a pub we frequent, The Lucky Charm. As I sucked down the last of a chocolate shake, The Lucky Charm is known far and wide for their shakes, my cell phone rang. 
“Ms. Ryan?”
Although the screen said “private number”, I knew by some odd instinct who it was, the way a person sometimes gets up to answer the phone before it rings. “Yes?”
“Garrett Clemmons here,” He sounded remarkably calm for a man whose wife had gone missing without a trace the day before.
“I’m glad you called, Dr. Clemmons.”
“Have you found my wife yet?” 
I thought this an odd question. If she’d been found, he’d have been one of the first to know. “No, we haven’t been so lucky. Can we come over to your house and speak with you, Doctor? We have some questions we need to ask you to help us find her.”
“Yes, of course. I’m a little bit jet lagged, as you can imagine, but I’ll do whatever I can to help you find her.” He paused. “I love her.”
“Right.” I made a face to Jack, conveying my thoughts on the Doctor’s odd comments. He lifted his eyebrows. 
“Okay, then,” I said. “We’ll be there shortly. We have the address.”
He paused. “Thank you.”
I ended the call and gave Jack a ‘what the hell’ look. 
“What?” he asked. “Not acting like a worried husband?”
“Not really.” I sucked at the straw, getting nothing more from the bottom of the milkshake glass. I sighed and pushed the glass away. “But then, he’s jet lagged, you understand.”
Jack chuckled. “Oh, well. That explains it. Poor guy.”
“I imagine that flying halfway across the world and spending your spare time tagging your medical assistant is exhausting, never mind the jet lag.” I pulled on my jacket as Jack grabbed his truck keys. “Now this is getting interesting.”
“I thought it might,” Jack said. 
We pulled into his long driveway twenty minutes later. The house was on the outskirts of town, on the Hudson River. It was a gorgeous view, even though many of the tree’s branches were bare. Soon enough the river would be covered in ice and snow, and would be stunning to look at. 
We went up to the house, white with blue shutters and a large porch. Jack rang the bell. We saw the warped silhouette of Dr. Clemmons in the artfully cut glass of the oval window in the door. He opened the door in dark blue jeans and a navy turtleneck. He was good looking, blonde hair streaked with a little premature gray, and Nordic features. His eyes were a clear, light blue. 
“Thanks so much for coming. You found the house all right?” he stood to the side, allowing us entry. 
“Oh, we were here yesterday.” Jack and I stood in the large entryway watching Clemmons’ face. 
He blinked. “Really?”
“Yeah,” Jack said. “Alexia’s mother gave us the spare key. She wanted us to be able to pick up on any clues to Alexia’s disappearance as soon as possible. Time is everything right now, Doctor.”
“Right.” He looked at me, his eyes moving up and down the length of me, leaving me feeling like I’d been thoroughly assessed as a female specimen. His eyes lingered on my black boots. “Were you able to find anything?” Then he added, “Helpful?”
“No, unfortunately not,” I said. “But you know this house much better than we do. Was anything out of place? Did anything seem strange or off to you?”
“The only thing that has been a little off is Alexia,” he said. “Come in.” He led us to the living room. “Have a seat. Can I offer you some coffee? A soda?”
“No, thank you,” I said.
“We just ate lunch,” Jack added. “Alexia has been off?”
“Yes. At first I thought it was just pregnancy hormones, but now I think it might’ve been something more.”
“Oh?” I asked him.
“I think she’s been seeing someone.”
I almost laughed out loud. A woman eight months pregnant is not likely to be traipsing around having affairs. She has other things on her mind, and her body certainly isn’t craving hot, passionate sex. At least that would be my guess.
“What makes you think so?” I asked him.
“A feeling, more than anything else, I guess. But she just wasn’t happy or content. She’d take off for hours at a time. Once, about a month ago, she didn’t come home all night. She wouldn’t tell me where she’d been, and I didn’t press. I figured that if she was seeing somebody else, there wasn’t much I could do about it. And if she wanted to leave me, she would. We’d just have to work things out financially and,” he lifted his hands, gesturing to the house around us. “Living arrangements, of course.”
Jack and I exchanged glances. Seemed as if Dr. Clemmons pretty much had it all worked out. 
This wasn’t the Alexia described by her mother or brother. According to them, she was happy and content. Could she have been covering up her feelings so that she wouldn’t worry them?
“So you think she might be with this other man?” Jack asked him.
“I imagine so, yes.” He lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. 
Wow. What a guy. So mature and enlightened. “You’re taking this all pretty well, doctor, if you don’t mind my saying. Especially considering your wife is pregnant with your child.”
“Uh,” he shook his head, looking at the carpet. “There’s some doubt in my mind about that, actually.”
“Really,” Jack said.
“The timing of conception. We were going through a rough patch. We weren’t making love, hadn’t really for months.” He glanced up at me, then back down at the floor.
Boy, he was just painting a lovely picture of his missing wife. 
“You think this child is this other man’s baby?” I kept my tone neutral, which was more than a little difficult, because what I really wanted to do was to tell this asshole to get real. How stupid did he think we were? It was clearly a ploy to sully his wife while making him seem just lovely. 
“Wow,” Jack said. I could tell by his deliberately blank expression that he was having as much trouble wrapping his mind around Dr. Clemmons as I was. “That’s incredible.”
“You’re telling me. Unfortunately, I haven’t exactly been a saint myself, of late.”
“Oh no?” Jack asked him, his eyebrows lifted. His gaze flicked to me. Here it comes, it said.
I grinned. The covering of the guilty party’s tracks.
“No,” the doctor placed a contrite look on his face. “Sadly, I’ve found myself turning to another woman as a result of the trouble in my marriage to Alexia.”
“Ah,” Jack said, nodding. 
“I’m not proud of this fact, but I have to say that I don’t know what I would’ve done without Vicky’s constant, unwavering friendship.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Friendship is important.”
“Yes,” Dr. Clemmons said, his face brightening a little. “It’s an element that is crucial in a marriage, and it’s been missing with Alexia and I for a long time.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
He lifted his hands a little, palms up. “Well, it happens, sadly.” 
“You’ll call us if you do hear from Alexia,” I said. 
“Oh, absolutely.” He stood, leading us rather quickly to the door. “You know, I still hold some hope that Alexia and I can mend our marriage. I’d raise the child as if it were my own. We could work it out.”
My mouth dropped open. I felt like I might throw up all over the shiny hardwood floor.
“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Jack said.
“It would, if we could just put everything behind us and start from scratch. I’d give the world.” He looked at me, his gaze intense. “I still love her. More than I could ever express.”
“I understand.” I stood and met his gaze with my own. Perfectly. You disgusting waste of oxygen.
His lips opened and he took a short breath before saying, “You don’t think the same person who took the other pregnant women took Alexia, do you?
That would be convenient for you, wouldn’t it? I thought. “We will find her, Dr. Clemmons. I promise you that.”
Something flickered across his face that I couldn’t quite name, something that made the small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 
“I trust you will.” He closed the door to our retreating backs.
I lifted my face to the frigid air. It felt like snow. 
“Son of a bitch,” Jack said. “I think he had something to do with her vanishing.”
“If he didn’t,” I turned and faced Jack. “He isn’t at all losing sleep over it.”


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
“I’ve got a little something for you that you might find useful, Leah.” Lucas’s voice sounded like deep, velvety chocolate over the phone. “I’ve got some time between two and four o’clock if you want to come down to the firm. I’ll tell you what I’ve found.”
A thrill swept through me. My heart beat double time. I knew I shouldn’t be feeling this way about Lucas. But try telling my body that. He did something to me that I couldn’t explain. “Great. I’ll be there at around two then.”
“I’ll see you then.”
I ended the call and looked at my laptop clock, a grin on my face. I had about fifty minutes. I swiveled in my chair and faced Jack, who was staring at the giant white board we had set up on the wall. The timeline of Alexia’s last known whereabouts were scrawled across its surface. Points with asterisks were written here and there. Anything we knew, including Garrett Clemmons behaviors and story.
And the other pregnant women who had gone missing, looking at their names sent a shiver down my spine. I hugged myself, feeling cold. My grin was gone. 
“That was Lucas.” Jack continued gazing at the board, his eyes moving slowly across it.
I stared at his back. “How did you know that?”
“The tone of your voice, you get a kind of lilt talking to him. Your voice takes on a different quality.”
Most people wouldn’t have noticed, but Jack was a master when it came to noticing details like that, body language, tone of voice. All the little non-verbal forms of communication. So was I. I’d learned watching my parents’ marriage fall apart after the abduction of my little sister. We were just kids, riding our bikes. She was taken and shoved into a car right in front of me. 
When I close my eyes I can still see the scene as clear as the day it happened. 
With Jack, it was as a result of living in so many foster homes. Not all of them had been kind to him. He learned about human behavior as a matter of survival. Learning the signals people gave off and being able to predict their behavior had saved his skin many times; a skill he’d honed in me. 
“Your silence speaks volumes,” he said, then glanced at me. “With you, it’s what you don’t say that gives you away, Kicks.”
“Okay, okay. Whatever, anyway, he says he has something for us. Something, that might help.”
“He asked you to go down and meet him.” He looked back at the white board.
“Yeah, but he meant us.”
He laughed softly. “No, Kicks. He meant you.”
“Jack, we’re both working this case, and you should come with me. Whether he meant me or us.”
He let out a sigh. “Yeah.”
“So are you coming?”
“Yeah,” he said again, but didn’t move.
“Jack.” 
“Look, Leah.” He turned to look at him me. “We can’t afford your sense of judgment and awareness to be clouded because you and Lucas have the hots for each other, okay? Alexia deserves more.”
His words took the wind out of me for a moment. He was right, of course. But still it stung. He was acting like I didn’t know that. No, that wasn’t it. He knew I did know it, but that my hormones were speaking louder.
“It’s a crush. I’ll get over it.”
He nodded once. “Okay then. Let’s go.
 
***
 
Lucas was in his office when we got there. He was a partner in the firm, and had several associates under him who were highly trained in violence assessment and security management. Lucas was a licensed investigator, as well as an expert in threat and violence assessment. His firm worked with government, celebrities, police departments and anyone else who needed security or risk assessment. Lucas had seen a lot. He had a degree in Criminal Justice and a Masters degree in Criminology. 
In short, the guy knew his shit. 
So when he said he had something for us, I believed him.
He stood when we entered his office. “Hey guys. Anything new come up?”
He gestured to the leather couch in his office and closed the door. 
“Well, we did meet Alexia’s husband,” I said. “Doctor Clemmons, brain surgeon at your service. His hobbies include tagging his medical assistants, although I’m sure he doesn’t discriminate based on profession, and verbally bashing his missing, pregnant wife.”
“Oh, that’s interesting.” Lucas took a seat in his leather chair, leaning back and rocking a little.
“That’s one word for it,” Jack said. “The guy’s got a serious God complex, to the nth power.”
“I’m not surprised, if he’s bashing his missing, pregnant wife,” Lucas said. “Is he accusing her of having affairs?”
“Why, yes he is,” Jack said. “He’s a real sweetheart of a guy. You’d love him.”
“Either he has something to do with her disappearance, or he’s covering his ass by deflecting the focus on her allegedly bad behavior while she isn’t around to defend herself. Guilty people often do that. He’s concerned about his image, what people think of him. He has a reputation to uphold.”
“Oh he has quite the reputation all right,” I said. “Several hospital workers on his floor had a thing or two to say about his penchant for young women.”
“He probably feels like he deserves whatever he wants, huge sense of entitlement.”
“Yeah, you’ve pretty much pegged him.” Jack said. 
Lucas moved a hand across his smooth jaw. “Yeah, I’d give him all the attention he could ever crave, and then some, if I were you two.”
“Oh, we will,” Jack said. I watched him gaze into space for a moment, his eyes squinting just a little. “You said you have something for us. Does it have to do with Doctor Clemmons?” 
“Something was tweaking at my brain the other night when they were covering the story of the last pregnant woman to vanish.” His face was grim. “No matter what the outcome of this one, it isn’t going to be good. That’s my fear. It just doesn’t look good.”
Neither Jack nor I replied. That was our feeling too. Alexia wasn’t ever coming home alive, and neither were the other two women. 
That reality fell heavily on us, and his office suddenly felt too close and stuffy.
I felt a knot tighten in my stomach and swallowed down rising anger. I bit down on my bottom lip until I felt enough pain to make the anger bearable, if only for a moment.
Lucas leaned forward in his chair, clasping his hands in front of him. “I remembered that last summer a young woman tried to abduct a newborn infant from a hospital. Her license plate was covered in mud to obscure the numbers, and she wore a hat, a blonde wig, and sunglasses. 
Security camera film footage shows her car parking in the hospital parking lot for two days. She just sat in her car watching. When a young woman was wheeled out to her car by her mother, this woman got out of her car and offered to help. She offered to hold the baby for the mother while she got into the car. When the mother wouldn’t hand the baby over to her, she tried to snatch the infant from her arms.”
“Jesus,” Jack murmured.
Lucas nodded, continuing. “The new mother screamed at the top of her lungs and her mother hit the woman in the face with her purse.
At that point a man who was visiting his sister at the hospital was driving in and saw what was going on, and approached them. The would-be abductor took off running. She got back into her car and drove away.”
“Christ,” I said. “They haven’t caught her yet?”
Lucas shook his head. “No, she’s still out there. But I can promise you that her desire for an infant isn’t going to let up. I always thought she’d try again.”
“Maybe she has,” Jack said. “Only this time she’s smarter about how she secures a new mother.”
“Or a soon-to-be mother,” the thought was so awful that it made me want to give voice to the high pitched scream welling up inside of me.
“A young pregnant girl reported a strange incident about a month ago,” Lucas said. “She had been looking for baby clothes on an online advertising site. She said she answered an ad, got into an email exchange with the woman and arranged to meet her at the woman’s address. The address turned out to be a flea-bag motel on the outskirts of town. There was one other car in the lot, this young woman said. She immediately got a bad feeling. Something told her not to go into the woman’s hotel room. In fact, she wouldn’t get out of her car. She simply drove away.”
“Good call,” Jack said. 
“Very. Didn’t report the incident until the first woman, Susan Wilson, disappeared. She said she got a creepy feeling, thinking about that woman. When the police tried the email, the account was closed down. It was just a web based email account under a bogus name that couldn’t be traced. The ip address was the motel. But there was no longer anyone staying in that hotel room, and only one other occupant. An older man. A travelling salesman. You might want to get on the local online advertising sites and keep an eye out. Check out the people advertising to sell baby clothes and other baby items. Whoever this abductor is, she’s gotten a hit from this method before. She will again, perhaps already has.”
I nodded. “We’ll do that.”
Lucas nodded slowly and moved a hand over his jaw. He was bothered by something.
“What?” I asked him. “What else?”
“Okay,” Lucas said. “This, you’re really not going to like.” 
“How could it get much worse?” Jack said. “Lay it on us.”
Lucas sat forward in his chair. “There’s a young woman you should talk to. She’s at St. Clare’s hospital.”
“Okay,” Jack said.
“She’s been there for two days, wouldn’t speak a word. She started talking this morning. She escaped what sounds an awful lot like a cult. A religious sect out in Hornsby, apparently on several acres of land and run by a guy who goes by the name Gabriel Messiah.”
“Sounds original,” I said. “Jesus, how do these fruit loops end up with a following? How does that happen? Just that name alone tells you what a nut-job he is.”
“You’d be surprised. You take the troubled, grieving, poor who have a chip on their shoulder about the socioeconomic gap in society. People who come from money, that have a bone to pick about wealth for whatever reason. People who are looking for someone to believe in, and here comes a charismatic guy promising the moon. He understands them, shares their rage. He’s going to change the world and make it a fair place, a better place.” Lucas spread his hands. “Utopia.”
“And people buy what he’s selling,” I said. “You’re kidding.”
“They do,” Lucas said. “Ever hear of a guy named Hitler? How about David Koresh? Jim Jones? The list goes on.”
“Oh I’ve heard of them. I just have a hard time grasping that people will follow these guys who are obviously off their nut,” I said.
Lucas tilted his head a fraction. “Maybe you’ve never been desperate or down enough to be susceptible to the charms of somebody like this.”
He had no clue how down and desperate I’d been, not so long ago. I held his gaze. “I guess not.”
“Well, this girl was,” Lucas said. “And she has a story to tell.”
 
***
 
Her name was Noel Rogerson, but Gabriel had decided that within the “family” she would be known as number five. 
“What would you like to be called?” I asked her. 
She was sitting up in bed, her arms wrapped around her knees. I could tell she was a pretty girl with delicate features, but they were obscured by the two shiners and broken nose she was sporting. The middle finger of her left hand was splinted, and those were only the injuries we could actually see. “Noel, that’s my name.”
“Would you tell us what happened?” I asked her, keeping my voice soft.
She took a deep, shuddering breath and moved a lock of sandy blonde hair from her eyes. “I wasn’t acting like a proper, obeying wife.”
“Really,” Jack said. “And so you think you deserved a beating to correct your behavior?”
“Gabriel did, some of the others, too. They said I wasn’t acting properly. That I should feel honored that I was one of the lucky ones who Gabriel chose to be one of his wives.”
“Ah. Yeah. We can see how lucky you are.” Jack leaned forward in his chair.
“Is the beating the reason you escaped?” I asked her.
She shook her head. “No.”
Jack and I waited for her to continue, but she said nothing for a long time. 
Finally her eyes misted over and her chin trembled. “Lina is the reason I left.”
“Who is Lina, Noel?” It was my turn to lean forward. 
“My daughter.”
I blinked. “Where is Lina?”
“Dead,” she said her voice high and tight. 
Jack and I were silent. The seconds ticked by as the horror of a dead baby girl sank in and paralyzed us. Finally I spoke, “Noel. What happened to her?”
“She was dead when within moments of being born. That’s what Gabriel said. But I felt her moving that day. How could she have died? She was fine.” She looked at us with shining green eyes. She gave a barely perceptible shake of her head. “She was fine.”
“The hospital said she’d died within minutes?” I asked her.
She looked at me, confusion in her eyes. Then she shook her head quickly. “I wasn’t at a hospital.”
“Where was your baby delivered?” I knew where this was going, and I didn’t like it. My chest grew tight and I tried to slow my breathing. 
“At the compound,” her voice was flat, her face devoid of emotion.
“The compound,” Jack repeated. “Is that what they call the place you called home?
“Yes. We have a few midwives there. Holly, number seventeen, delivered the baby. Gabriel was there. A few others were there to help.”
“Did you hear your baby crying?” Jack asked. “Did you see her moving?”
“Yes. But they took her away. Said they needed to do something to take care of her, that she didn’t look good.”
“They took her out of the room then and never brought her back?” I felt a dark sadness fall over me, and a rage that boiled white hot began to bubble in my blood.
She wiped away tears with both hands, the splinted finger standing straight up as her other fingers bent. “I never even got to hold her.”
“Noel,” I said. “What do you think happened to your baby?”
She stared into space for a few moments. “I don’t know. But I’m not the only one this happened to.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“It happened to another girl two months ago, Nita. Her baby supposedly died. He was taken during the night. Gabriel said it was crib death. But he never woke Nita up. She just got up to check on him and he was gone.”
“You think they’re taking the babies?” Jack asked her, point blank.
“I know there’s something not right. He said my Lina died, but I feel her. I feel in my heart that she is alive somewhere.” She looked up at us, her gaze intense. “I need your help.”
Jack placed a hand on her arm. “We’ll do whatever we can.”
“That’s not all. My twin sister is there.” Noel looked down at her splinted finger. “She’s pregnant too.”
 
***
 
Noel was well enough to be released. We took her to a shelter run by a friend of Jack’s. She took in women in trouble and gave them a place to stay, food, helped them find jobs and get on their feet. 
“Don’t tell a soul you’re here, Noel,” Jack said. “I have a feeling that if Gabriel knows where you are, he’ll come after you.”
“Oh I know he will. He’ll try to convince me to go back, and when I refuse, he’ll send a couple of family members to get rid of me. I know how he works.” She gazed out the window at the slowly falling snow. The branches of pine trees were gathering white, drooping only slightly with the weight of it. It looked like a snapshot from a Christmas card.
“One of the sisters left the compound a couple of years ago. We don’t have television, but I saw her picture on a missing person’s poster when we went into town to get groceries.”
“What was her name?” Jack asked her.
“Lydia MacMillan.” Noel nibbled on a fingernail, still looking out the window. 
Jack looked at me, incredulous. “Holy shit, remember when she went missing? It was right after the holidays, January. Young girl, she was only about seventeen.”
“Yeah,” I did remember. A wholesome looking girl with an oval shaped face and brown hair. There had been film footage all over the news of her high school graduation. Of her posing in a beautiful blue dress on the arm of a handsome boy. I could still see her smile. “Why did she leave her family?”
“She was heartbroken. She and her boyfriend were engaged but he suddenly called off the engagement. He was from a wealthy family. She wasn’t. His family had another girl in mind, a friend of the family. If he married Lydia, the family money would’ve been cut off, his tuition for med school, everything.”
“So he chose the other girl,” I said.
Noel nodded. “He did. She was devastated. Wanted to forget, wanted something to help her forget.”
“And along came Gabriel,” I said.
“He saw her sitting alone at the mall, looking sad.”
Jack’s face grew hard. His eyes narrowed. “How nice for him. Easy pickings.”
I thought back a little. “They never found her.”
“They won’t.” Noel looked away from the window, her face expressionless. “Please get my sister out of there.”
 
***
 
Noel’s twin sister’s name was Julia. Apparently Julia was eight months pregnant. “This guy Gabriel sure loves to share the love, doesn’t he?” Jack said.
“It’s about power and ownership. These girls are not people to him. They are property. That’s one of the reasons they’re in such danger.” I was feeling pissed off and mean. “These guys are narcissists. It’s all about them, another asshole with a God complex, much like Dr. Garrett Clemmons.”
“Seems to be a lot of them around,” Jack said. “Okay, Kicks. Where do we go first, to talk to the girl who was lured to the motel to buy baby clothes or to Gabriel Messiah’s compound?”
“Gee, so hard to choose.” The thought of talking to Gabriel Messiah made my skin feel too tight. Or more accurately, made me want to jump out of my skin. “Let’s talk to the girl. I’m not in the mood for the new Messiah just yet.”
As we drove to the young woman’s house, I marveled at how life could change in just a few seconds. One minute I was sitting in a bar about to get myself into trouble, the next I’d been dragged into a case that was doing a better job at sabotaging my relationship than I could do on my own. 
The young woman lived in an older Colonial house in the city. It was an area most populated by students, and the rent wasn’t outrageous. Although a single mother would find it difficult to make ends meet. 
Mary Wilcox opened the door with a smile, carrying a rosy-cheeked baby boy with bright red curls. “Leah and Jack?”
“That’s us,” Jack said.
“Come in.” She led us to a kitchen, nicely kept with country plaid curtains and prints of sunflowers on the walls. Sunflower placemats adorned the small table. 
Jack and I took a seat at the table while Mary placed the baby in a jumperoo decked out with jungle toys. He pulled at a knob and cheerful tune filled the air, along with tropical bird chirping and monkey sounds.
“Hey, you got the best seat in the house,” Jack said, grinning at the baby. “What’s his name?”
“Russell. After his dad.” She watched Russell jump to his heart’s content, a wide grin on his face. “He was killed in Iraq.”
“I’m sorry,” I told her.
Jack shook his head slowly. “That is really too bad. He’ll miss out on this little guy.”
“Oh, he’s watching, from somewhere,” Mary said. “I know he is.”
I smiled. “You’re probably right. I would be too.”
She turned to us. “I have herbal tea and bottled water.” 
“Not for me, thanks,” I said. 
“I’m fine. Thanks,” Jack said. “So what happened with this woman who was advertising baby clothes online?”
“She said she had baby clothes for both boys and girls ranging from newborn to twenty-four months. She was selling the entire lot for forty bucks. That’s a steal. You wouldn’t believe how obscenely expensive baby clothes are. It’s insane.” She sat down at the table. “So I emailed her at the email address provided by the site, asking if I could take a look at them. She gave me a cell number, which the police later said was the number for a prepaid cell phone which is no longer in service, and I spoke with her over the phone. She told me that she was from out of town and staying in a hotel room until her apartment was ready, that the previous tenants were taking longer to leave than they should’ve been.
So I drove up there, and as soon as I got into the parking lot I got a really creepy feeling. I saw the curtain move. She was watching me. I could see her hand motioning for me to come up to the door. But I just couldn’t move. Something was telling me to get the hell out of there. She didn’t come outside. I thought she might. Instead she just stood there, peeking out at me from behind the drapes.”
“Did you get a look at her? Anything at all,” Jack asked her.
“Just a white hand, she was in shadow, it was all really weird. And now all the news stories about the missing pregnant women.” Mary shivered, then got up and scooped Russell into her arms, holding him close to her. “I know in my bones that if I had gone into that room I wouldn’t have come out again. Do you ever just know something?”
More times that I could ever count. I nodded. “Yeah.”
“It’s called instinct,” Jack said. “Thank God you listened to yours.”


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
We drove out to the ranch, surprised that there were rifle toting men at the gate. I think it hit both of us at the same time that it was incredibly stupid to think we could just drive in. We stopped about twenty feet from the gate.
“This was a really dumb idea.” Jack watched as both men headed toward the truck.
“Just go, Jack. Back the hell out of here.” I had the willies, bad. We were out in the middle of nowhere and people disappeared from this place. 
Jack looked at me a little surprised. 
“Instinct, Jack. Go.” I sat forward, my body rigid.
The two men were only a few feet away from the truck when Jack put the truck in reverse and backed out. 
“Wrong place,” He waved cheerfully as he drove us away.
The two men looked at us suspiciously, but didn’t make a move to follow. They just watched as we drove away.
“What’s going on, Kicks?” He said as he looked in his mirrors, making sure that nobody was following us. 
“I don’t know…Might be just that I know this is a cult and that these people are really not right. You know?”
He didn’t argue. He’d pulled me into a case that seemed to be growing tentacles, and I think he knew we’d be in for a boatload of grief before we’d solved anything. If I needed to stand back a little bit, he was willing to indulge me.
But I also knew that there would come a time, in the not too distance future, that I wouldn’t be able to stand back. If I’d lost my nerve and I didn’t get it back really soon, I might as well just quit. Because I’d end up getting both of our tickets cancelled.
“Let’s go talk to Lucas about this little situation,” Jack said. “I’m sure he’ll have some ideas. In fact, you’re right, Kicks. We really shouldn’t go in there half-cocked. You know?” 
Jack is a hard-ass. He will never, ever back down. But he is also one of the kindest people I know.
 
***
 
“That was really stupid,” Lucas said. “Both of you could’ve been killed.”
“Don’t keep it inside, Luke,” Jack said. “Just tell us how you really feel.”
Lucas was pacing. “You two have to start thinking a little more instead of just reacting. There is a time for busting in, guns blazing, and that time will come. Believe me. But this is not it. Not yet.”
“Okay. Point taken,” I said. “Now what do we do?”
Lucas continued to pace around his office. “You’re not going to just walk in there and persuade Julia to come with you. If her twin, after having her baby taken from her, takes off and she doesn’t go with her, knowing that her baby may mysteriously die too? She isn’t going anywhere. Not of her own volition.” 
“What do we do? Kidnap her?” Jack said.
“Yes. That’s exactly what you do.” Lucas stopped pacing and faced us. “You need to speak with a friend of mine. Declan Manning. He’s a deprogrammer. I can tell you how Gabriel is going to react, but he’s the expert. He’s worked a ton of these cases.”
“Okay,” I said. I was starting to feel better about things. Starting to get my bearings.
“There’s only one problem,” Lucas said, peering at us from over his tortoise shell, square glasses.
“Christ,” Jack muttered under his breath. “Of course there is. Lay it on us.”
“He quit, hasn’t done deprogramming work in about two years. He says he’s finished.”
“Swell,” I said. “So not only do we have to kidnap Julia from a cultist compound, we have to convince a former deprogrammer to help us.”
“There must be other deprogrammers out there. Why don’t we just use somebody else?” Jack said.
“Because, Declan is the best, if anyone can do it, he can.”
“Why did he quit?” I asked.
“Because the last person he deprogrammed killed himself. An eighteen year old kid. Came from a really strict religious home. Daddy was a televangelist.”
“Oh, my God. I remember that. Daniel Wainwright. The famous televangelist.” I remembered when the news reported the death of his son.
Lucas nodded. “He paid through the nose for Declan’s services, not that he didn’t have the cash.”
Jack snorted. “Right. How many cars does he have? What his mansion look like? I wonder how many little old ladies sign over their social security checks to him so that he can keep doing God’s work.”
I was feeling squirmy inside. So much for my bearings. “What happened?” 
“Declan did what he does best. But he took the one thing away from the kid that was keeping him from killing himself.”
“His faith,” I said.
Lucas nodded. “Belief in something other than the faith his dad preached. A faith he’d lost. He hated his dad. When Declan deprogrammed him, he had nothing to grasp onto.”
“Jesus.” Jack moved a hand over his face. “The hits just keep on coming.”
“It’s a tall order,” I said. “I’m really looking for a silver lining here, Lucas.”
He shrugged, shaking his head. “Sorry Leah. I have no bright light for you. But I can tell you that this is a really nasty guy. And if you can get that girl out of there, you’ll be saving her and her baby.”
I sighed. 
“God helps those who help themselves,” Jack said, a grin on his face. “Let God be your co-pilot.”
I barked out a humorless laugh. “Yeah, well I hope he’s not nodding off at the wheel.”
 
***
 
Declan Manning didn’t want to talk to us. He politely refused to meet with us, stating that he didn’t do deprogramming work anymore. Lucas had told us that Declan had written several books on cults and was now writing suspense fiction. He’d pretty much removed himself from any kind of cult work whatsoever. His books had spent time on the bestseller lists, all of them, so he really didn’t have to work, other than writing. 
Convincing him to help this girl would be a quite the trick.
Lucas had given us a few places to look for Declan if he wasn’t home. One of those places was a local bar with a saloon atmosphere where he sat with his laptop and sipped dark beer. The Lone Star was quiet when we walked in. The dinner rush was over, and Declan was at a corner booth at the back of the place, right where Lucas had said he’d be. 
He looked up from his laptop as we approached. “I’ll thank you kindly to get the hell out of here and leave me alone. Or you can stay, order food at another table, and leave me alone. As long as you leave me alone, we’ll be okay.”
“We can’t leave without at least trying. We need your help, Declan.” I slid into the booth beside him. Jack slid in opposite him.
“This conversation is about to have an unhappy ending,” Declan said, his eyes hooded. He looked like he’d been around the block a time or two. Lucas had shown us a picture of the two of them fishing. He’d been a clean cut man back then. Dark hair clipped neatly, clean shaven. Smiling, eyes looking right at the camera. 
He didn’t look that way now. 
His hair had all but turned white, and had grown out so that it curled around his neck and the sides of his face. He’d grown a beard, and although he apparently kept it trimmed, it was still there. For such a neat, clean cut guy, it was a change. It appeared that he wasn’t all that concerned with appearances any longer. Still, I liked his face. It had character, and I could see the intelligence in his eyes.
“Look. I understand why you’re pissed off. I’d be prickly too. In fact, I am prickly. Jack dragged me into a case I wanted nothing to do with. I wanted to sit in a bar and hit on a guy I have no business hitting on. I wanted to be blissfully ignorant of cases that would tear me apart. But you know what? Here I am.”
“I’ve lost any passion for it, Ms. Ryan. I don’t have the heart for it. Without the heart, you better throw in the towel. It’s just not worth the grief.”
“I don’t think you’ve lost the heart for it. I think you lost your nerve.” I stared right into his eyes, not backing down.
His face grew hard and his skin flushed. He wasn’t happy with me. “You might think you know what I’m feeling. What I’m thinking. But you don’t know, okay lady? You have no damned idea.”
“Yes,” I said. “I do.”
He watched me, his jaw set, his lips pressed together. 
“I lost one too, Declan. Seventeen years old. Her nut job boyfriend kidnapped her at gunpoint. Wouldn’t take ‘it’s over’ for an answer. Her parents hired me to find them and bring her back. I did that. It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t nice. But I got her home safely.”
He looked down at the keys of his laptop, but he was listening. The hard set of his jaw softening. 
“That same night, he broke into the house through a sliding glass door in the middle of the night and slit her throat while she lay sleeping.”
He didn’t look at me, but his head bowed a little, and he stayed silent.
“I was in the next room, staying close, just in case. I didn’t hear a thing.” I heard my voice crack and I hated it. But he needed to hear this. 
Finally he looked up at me. The hard edge gone. 
“So yeah. I do know,” I said. “But I’m here, Declan. Because a girl who was impregnated by a cult leader. Whose offspring are mysteriously dying, according to him, is still there. She’s eight months pregnant, and completely brainwashed by this guy.”
He looked down and gave a heavy sigh. “Shit.”
Jack and I briefly looked at each other. My heart lifted. We’d both had that look on Declan’s face many times over the years. It meant he was going to help us. 
“We do this my way,” he said. “No arguing. No deviations. It’s the only way I’ll do this. Otherwise people will die. Okay?”
“People may die anyway,” Jack said. “But, hey, this is your baby.”
“Thank you, Declan. You are saving lives here,” I said. 
“And I’m happy to do that.” He ran a hand over his face. “It’s the casualties I’m worried about. There are always casualties.” 
“We’ll do our best to prevent that. But that’s what happens in a war,” Jack said. 
 
***
 
We formulated a plan. Julia would have to be kidnapped and placed in a location where she would have no access to television or people, except for the deprogrammers. She’d been brainwashed for months. It would take some intense work to turn her mind around. 
I would be the one to approach her. Noel told us that several of Gabriel’s wives were driven into town each Wednesday to get groceries and other things that they may need at the compound. Julia was allowed to go because she was one of the newer wives, and she was carrying Gabriel’s baby. Noel said that Gabriel was especially hard on the pregnant women. He worked them hard cleaning and running errands, arguing that it was good for their bodies to stay active. Noel thought he enjoyed watching them struggle. 
It was late by the time we’d finished planning. I was tired and drained, and I wanted to curl up under the covers and steal Cal’s warmth. I’m usually cold, where Cal is a furnace. He’s always hot. 
He was up when I got home; watching TV. The remote in his hand and he was sitting way back on the couch. His legs stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles. He was waiting for me. I sighed. I was dreading this talk, but if it were going to happen, it would have to be now. I wasn’t going to have much time for talk after tonight. 
He looked up at me, brown eyes unreadable. 
“Hey,” I said, standing next to him.
“Hey.” He stretched his arm out and took my hand in his, pulling me down onto his lap. 
“Whoa!” I laughed as I landed. 
He smiled at me, his face close to mine. His eyes soft, wistful. “Now that’s the laugh I love.”
I said nothing, felt my smile fall away. My heart ached. It was a lonely kind of feeling. Like there was a widening gap in my chest and I didn’t know how to fill it. 
He leaned down and kissed me, his lips soft and warm. This was the kiss that had healed me time and time again, that had saved me from myself. 
He broke the kiss and looked at me, his eyes full of emotion. “I miss you, Leah.”
“I’ve been here for months, Callahan. I’ve been right here with you.” But I knew what he meant. I really hadn’t been. Not the Leah he’d fallen in love with. It’s like I had been missing, even from myself. I looked away, ashamed. I was falling short of what he needed, again. I didn’t know how to fix it, and I didn’t have the energy. But I wanted to. 
“You need to do this, don’t you? This case.” His head was bent over me as he watched me. 
“I do. I need it to get back to who I was, Cal. You’re not the only one who misses me. I miss me too. I don’t know how to be who I am without doing the things that I’m passionate about. And right now it’s about helping these missing pregnant women.” I took a breath, paused. I didn’t know how to say it any better than this. “I’m sorry. I know I made a promise to you that I’d try to work on us. But it isn’t helping us if I can’t be who I am.” I felt a lump rise in my throat and a flood of sadness wash over me. “Callahan, I’m sorry I’m letting you down, but I don’t know what else to do. I just feel…so lost. I love you too.”
He brushed hair from my forehead with the backs of his fingers. He had the most gentle touch I’d ever felt. When Callahan touched me, I felt a sense of calm I’d never felt before. Nobody else had ever made me feel at peace, like he did. Not a soul.
“I know,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “It’s okay.”
I felt tears slide down my cheeks and he wiped them away. He kissed me again, soft and slow, and he lay me back on the sofa. I took a long, shuddering breath as he kissed my throat. I moved my fingers through his hair, and he lifted my top. I stretched my arms out and he pulled it over my head. I reached down and undid the clasp between my breasts and the white lace bra fell away.
He undid my jeans and pulled them down my legs, dropping them on the floor. Then he kissed his way down my belly, his mouth lingering and gentle. His hands moved slowly over my hips and down my thighs, and my throat tightened over my love for him, and because I felt how much he loved me.
It had been a struggle for me to give Cal what he needed from me. It’s not easy for me to allow myself to love. I’ve always needed him, but letting go and loving him has been hard. It’s been the scariest thing I’ve ever done, and I’ve been in some pretty scary situations, both as a repo-woman and as a private investigator. Nothing scares me more than being emotionally vulnerable to someone who means everything to me.
Maybe that’s why I was always finding ways to drive him away. Why he was still with me, I didn’t understand. He’d left me once before, for the same reasons, my inability to commit. My need to put myself into dangerous situations to help somebody who I felt needed the kind of help that very few people could give. I’m one of those people. So is Jack. We will cross pretty much any line to help a person others might consider to be a lost cause. We might be their last hope. That’s the kind of case I can’t walk away from.
My little sister needed somebody like that a very long time ago, and there was nobody like me to help her back then. 
In the last few months, I’d thought of her often, and I missed her so much that it almost took my breath away. 
“Leah.” Callahan looked at me, chin resting on my belly, eyes misty with need.
“Yeah.” Even now I couldn’t be what he needed, when all he wanted was to be close to me, to reconnect. “I love you.” It had taken a long time for me to admit. It was hard for me to say. 
“I know you do. I love you.”
He pulled his t-shirt over his head. Dark curls covered his chest. I’ve always loved that about Callahan. The curls moved down his belly in a line leading downward. He was one of the sexiest men I’d ever known. 
He stood long enough to get his jeans off, and then pulled me around so that my head rested against the back of the couch and my back rested on the seat. My hips lay against the edge, and his hands gripped them as he moved between my legs. 
I placed my feet on the floor and opened my legs to him. When he entered me I heard my sharp intake of breath as if from far away. He felt so good. He felt like love, redemption and home. 
All the things I’ve always wanted. Right there for me. He was a gift that I’d always felt undeserving of. 
There was a part of me that I couldn’t give him. The part that he needed the most from me. But I held on to it tightly, as if letting go would be the end of me.
When I cried out, I squeezed my eyes shut.
And wished for all the world that I could change.
 
***
 
I didn’t need a photo of Julia to know what she looked like because she was Noel’s identical twin, Noel had shown me one she kept in her wallet taken two autumns ago. They were at a pumpkin patch, and their father had snapped a shot of them sitting on an enormous pumpkin, back to back , giggling at the camera. It was a lovely picture, and it made me sad to know that their lives had been forever changed. They would never be that innocent again. Never be so carefree. 
They were truly identical. I couldn’t tell them apart.
But when I first laid eyes on Julia in the flesh, she looked far different than she had in that picture. The smile was long gone. Her once laughing lips turned slightly downwards. She looked at things without really seeing them, as if they didn’t matter at all. She didn’t look at people, but mostly kept her gaze toward the floor. 
Noel had told us that Gabriel liked women to be humble. He wouldn’t stand for a woman boldly looking into the face of anyone. His punishments were vicious, isolation without food for an entire day, if you were too disobedient. 
I sat on a bench in front of the grocery section of the mall, looking as sad and lost as I could manage. Jack had parked next to their Excursion. He had a truck big enough for at least eight people to pile into. The plan was for me to talk to her. Be invited to go with them. Declan had given me some small bugs to attach to an article of at least one cult member’s clothing, or bag. This was important, because we needed to know who else would be getting pregnant. 
We’d walk back to the van with them, where Jack and Declan would jump out of the SUV and shove Julia into it. We’d race to the location where we’d keep her for as long as it took to deprogram her from the brainwashing and manipulation she’d been subjected to. 
It wasn’t a perfect plan, but I liked the simplicity of it. The simpler the plan was, the less likely it was to fall apart, less room for error. I really didn’t want any errors. 
I nibbled on a thumbnail, hoping to look nervous and pathetic. I stared at the ground then looked into the grocery store with longing eyes. 
I glanced toward the entrance of the mall and there they were. Three women were walking with Gabriel. He turned to them and within a split second they were smiling brightly. Time for the show. Everyone was happy, happy. He smiled back at them, and I was taken aback at how beautiful he was. A head of wavy blonde hair and an open face, he looked like an angel. I was sure that must help with his recruiting of members. Particularly women. Even with the smiles, it was clear that the women stayed slightly behind Gabriel. And if you looked closely, each woman had a place in line behind him, even though that line wasn’t obvious. I imagined that the women were placed in order of importance. 
And then it dawned on me. The women moved so slowly, shuffling, because they were favoring some part of their body. I was willing to bet that sore feet played a factor in the slow walk. Bruised legs and the bottoms of their feet, it was a way of beating somebody without leaving visible marks. Then make the disobeying, bold girl walk on them. Carry bags of groceries, putting more pressure on their feet. It was especially bad for a pregnant woman.
Noel had said that there were times when if one of the women misbehaved, all of the women were punished. Noel had escaped. They’d all taken at least a beating for that. It was much more preferable to be standing under the warmth of his approval. Standing on feet that weren’t so sore you wanted to scream.
Whoever was winning his approval at the moment got to be in the first spot. Julia was at the front of the line. Lucky her.
I took all this in within a second, I then looked away, back at the grocery store. Out of the corner of my eye I could see that he’d spotted me. It only took a few seconds for him to come up beside me, women in tow. 
“What’s the matter, little one?” He asked me.
I looked up at him, eyes wary, and looked away, “Nothing.” 
“Are you sure?” He cocked his head a little. “You look awfully sad.”
“I’ll be fine.” I glanced back at him, then away. Furtive little looks. 
“Are you hungry?” He asked me. 
I gazed up at him, “Maybe. A little.”
He laughed, his head tipped back. “Well, it just so happens that our Julia is making a feast for us tonight. We could use a pair of hands to help organize and clean up. There’s free food involved. As much as you can eat, also as much as you can carry home with you.”
He was clever as hell. Not treating me like a charity case but like a potential helping hand. Nobody likes to beg. 
I hesitated, still watching him. “You really need help?”
His bright, cunning smile revealed small, even teeth. “We really do. Ask the girls. This is Julia, Kelly and Meredith.”
The “girls” each offered me a cheerful smile and took turns hugging me. 
“So what do you say?” He kneeled down, taking both my hands in his. Turkey dinner with all the fixings. It’s Thanksgiving, sweetheart. Come on home.”
Tomorrow was Thanksgiving. How could I forget? A pang of guilt went through me. I hadn’t made any plans with Callahan. I’d have to make it up to him. Cook a nice dinner for him tomorrow. I’d have to go shopping after we got Julia to safety.
I knew I was kidding myself. I wouldn’t go grocery shopping. I’d be too caught up in getting Julia situated and making sure she was alright. 
But I would make it up to him. There was a long list of things I had to make up for, too long to count.
“What’s your name, little one?” He knelt in front of me, looking into my eyes. 
“Leah,” I said. Not even bothering to think up a fake name. 
His eyes were green, like the shade of a river in early morning. I could see how people got caught in those eyes. 
“Leah.” He tried my name on his tongue, and it sounded deep and smooth. “Would you be so kind as to help us with our dinner? We really need your help.”
I paused a heartbeat longer. If we kidnapped Julia, the other women at the commune would suffer. I offered him an unsure smile. “Sure.”
So I went grocery shopping with them. We picked up five turkeys and about a ton of potatoes and vegetables. We had everything we needed to cook a Thanksgiving feast fit for any cult giving thanks, for whatever cults give thanks for. 
By the time we got out into the parking lot, it was dusk. The mid-November light was fading fast, and I could see the figures of Jack and Declan in the SUV. 
So could Gabriel. “Stop.” There was a sharp edge to his voice.
I turned toward him, looking alarmed. It wasn’t hard to pull off. I was becoming alarmed. He knew. 
“That SUV has been here a long time. What are those guys doing in there?” His eyes narrowed as he stood watching Declan’s truck.
“Waiting for their wives?” I asked. “You know how women are. We take forever.”
His face was like stone as he watched the truck. “Not under my watch, they don’t. Can’t waste time.” 
I looked at the shape of Jack in the truck, becoming less prominent by the second in the dying light. I shook my head and stared right at him. “I don’t know.” I kept my mouth shaped on the word “know.” If Jack could see me, he’d know that I meant “no.” 
For a long moment nothing happened. We began a slow approach to the minivan. I held Jack’s gaze, my eyes wide and intense. If he could ever read me, I needed him to do it now. 
He did. So he did something clever. As we got to the mini-van, he rolled his window down and put a lazy smile in his face. “Hey, brother. You seem to have your hands full there. You want us to take a couple of those lovely ladies off your hands?”
Gabriel stopped and turned to Jack. His smile pompous. “That’s a very generous offer, but I’ve got a handle on it.” 
“Too bad. What’s your secret?” Jack asked him.
“No secret,” Gabriel said. “It’s just a gift.” He opened the sliding door of his truck. “Get in on this side, Leah.” I glanced at Jack and nodded my head to reassure him that I wanted him to go. “Okay.”
Gabriel squinted a little as he watched the SUV back out of the parking spot. Being the narcissist he was, he’d bought Jack’s act, for the most part, but he was still just a little suspicious.
“There’s your answer,” I said, sliding onto the seat once Meredith and Kelly were in. “They were trying to pick up women.” I shook my head and rolled my eyes.
“They aren’t going about it the right way, hanging out in a mall parking lot. Likely to get arrested for suspicious behavior,” Gabriel said. “It’s not the way to draw a woman’s attention.” He sighed. “Most men just have no clue.”
“You’ve got that right,” I said. 
He glanced at me in the rearview mirror. His mouth smiled but his eyes were cold. Calculating.
I looked out the window, wrapping my arms around myself.
“Cold?” he asked me.
“A little, can’t seem to get warm in this weather.”
He turned up the heat.
We started the drive from downtown to the commune. I settled back on the seat. Adrenalin had been pumping into my system, but now I was calming down. I kept my eyes on his rear view mirror and his side mirrors, trying to spot Declan’s truck. They weren’t following. Not on this road, anyway.
I had my cell phone, but I didn’t know how long it would be before they took it away from me. 
I tried to think of ways to hide it, but the options that were available to me were too disgusting to entertain. I just couldn’t do it.
I’d have to find a way of communicating with Jack that didn’t require a cell phone. 
He’d know I had a reason for going with Gabriel, though it wasn’t part of the original plan. Plans had a way of changing on the fly with Jack and me. It was the nature of the beast. He’d seen that I hadn’t been drugged and taken against my will, and I knew he’d come for me before too long. 
I just didn’t know how long I had before that happened.
But I did have the bugs in my bag, a couple in my pockets. I’d scatter them around like magic powder. Gabriel wouldn’t know what hit him. 
Of course, I was pretty certain that I wouldn’t know what hit me if I got caught. 


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
When we got to the compound it was dark and the air was chilled. Once again, my fight or flight instinct had kicked in. It hit me that I’d put myself in an insanely dangerous situation, and I felt cold all over. My hands, which were shoved deep into the pockets of my worn jean jacket, were so cold that my fingers felt numb. 
I was thankful for the frigid air. With my hands hidden, no one would see them shaking.
As we made our way up a long drive way toward the main building, which looked like a giant warehouse, I found that I was shivering so badly that I couldn’t hide it. 
“You poor thing,” Meredith said, coming up close beside me. “I’d wrap my arm around you but I have all these bags. We’ll get you inside, nice and warm, in a second.”
“What are you two talking about?” Gabriel said, coming up fast behind us.
Meredith turned toward him. “She’s shivering.”
He smiled down at me, his eyes shining under the silver light of the moon. “We’ll get some hot food into her. Sit her beside the wood stove. You’ll be fine, little one.”
This ‘little one’ shit was getting old in a hurry. For one thing, I’m not little. I stand at five foot nine. But the issue for him was to start his brainwashing of me by making me feel small beside him, and to make me view him as my savior and protector.
It’s what he did with every woman he’d manipulated, I was certain. And lots of women bought that shit, especially if they had nowhere to turn and nothing to believe in. He’d be looking mighty good then.
But to me, he just looked like an asshole, an insecure, almost howling-at-the-moon crazy asshole.
There were women everywhere, as far as the eye could see it seemed. They moved around, caring for children, cleaning, getting dinner ready. Several women placed baskets of what looked like fresh baked bread on the tables. Large, rectangular folding tables served as their dining tables. It was clear now why they needed a building as large as this one. There were so many of them, and their numbers were ever growing. I saw at least four women in varying stages of pregnancy, and I wondered if all the babies were Gabriel’s. 
None of the women wore make-up. I saw no jewelry, not even a watch on any of them. The closest they came to adornments were barrettes and clips that held their hair back. It looked as if any woman who had shorter hair was trying to grow it out. 
Their clothes were simple, nothing fancy. They were allowed to wear jeans and slacks at least. Thank God. I didn’t know if I could stay there if I wasn’t allowed to wear my jeans. 
Then again, I might’ve moved past the point where I had any choice in anything now. 
 
***
 
Dinner was delicious, vegetable soup and homemade bread. It appeared that most things were homemade at the compound. They lived a fairly simple, but extremely busy life. Other than sitting and eating, it didn’t appear like anyone spent time just hanging out. It wasn’t a vacation, that’s for sure. 
The women worked especially hard. There were men, but the women outnumbered them sharply. It looked as if it were a ratio of about three women to one man. I didn’t think this was an accident. Gabriel was a misogynist through and through. His hatred for women had started at an early age, I guessed, and he’d just nurtured that hostility throughout the years. The men worked around the compound, mostly doing outdoor work. They were allowed to hang back while the women scurried around cleaning up. But I was sure that they were kept busy enough to keep them from allowing their minds to idle much. Their every thought had to be about the family. Everything was “for the family”. Gabriel had his very own little socialist community at the compound. Fear and the mistrust of strangers were heavily encouraged.
These were things I picked up within only a couple of hours of being at the commune. I kept my head down and my ears open. Each time I glanced up, I saw Gabriel’s eyes on me, and I felt my skin creep and crawl on my bones. 
I wondered where I’d sleep that night, and my nerves jittered. I hadn’t thought about the possibility of Gabriel trying to crawl into bed with me. 
As if on cue, he said, “Are you tired, little one?” His grin was slightly obscene. His small, even teeth reminded me of a shark’s grin. 
I nodded, “Yeah.”
“Meredith, show Leah where the women sleep.” He never took his eyes off me. “We’ll talk again tomorrow. Give you a tour and show you what we’re all about here at the commune.”
I nodded once and stood as Meredith’s chair scraped across the floor. 
Gabriel stood from his place at the head of the long table, and wrapped me in a long embrace before kissing me on the forehead and saying, “We’re so glad you’re here, Leah.”
Meredith led me to a staircase. We climbed the stairs to a second floor. What I saw made me stop dead in my tracks. 
“I know. It freaked me out at first too,” she said, smiling at me. “But it’s actually nice to be in a room with all the sisters. It’s comforting. Nobody is alone here. With Gabriel, you’ll never have to be alone again, if you choose to accept his love in your heart.”
I looked at the double rows of beds, all side by side, with only a couple of feet between them. They were all covered with the same, grey, fleece blankets, and each bed had one pillow. Every bed was made neatly, military style, not a crease could be seen anywhere.
I felt her hand curl into mine. “Come. Sleep now.”
I followed her to the far end of the enormous room, looking up at the wooden beams in the ceiling. Anywhere else, I’d have thought those beams were cool. Here, they looked utilitarian; bare.
A clear, bright sense of dread slithered up my spine and once again I felt numb, and so very cold. 
She bent down and turned the blanket and sheet down; a gesture I knew was an effort to make me feel more comfortable and at home. Then she turned to me and placed her hands into both of mine, as a little girl would. I had a flash of my little sister, her smile mischievous as she leaned in and whispered something in my ear.
Just as Meredith was doing now, her lips brushed against my earlobe, almost as a lover’s would. “Sleep, and if you’re very lucky, Gabriel will come for you in the night.”
 
***
 
Gabriel didn’t come, but one of the sister’s shook me awake during the middle of the night. My watch read that it was three a.m. I was shivering as I came awake instantly, sitting straight up on the narrow bed. The realization that I wasn’t in my warm bed at home with Callahan made my heart start hammering in my chest. I felt so lonesome for him that I wanted to cry, and I regretted the trigger quick decision to come with Gabriel and his women instead of sticking with the initial plan. 
Still, I knew that if I’d done that, the other women with Gabriel would’ve most certainly been beaten again.
“Leah,” she whispered. “I’m Ivy. I’m sure you don’t remember my name. There are so many of us.”
I nodded, wanting to climb back under the covers. I wrapped my arms around myself and tried to stop shivering. 
“Gabriel wants to show you something,” Ivy said, taking my hand. 
That was funny. I wanted to show Gabriel something too, the barrel end of a gun. Suddenly I realized I was pissed off that I was there. I was furious at Gabriel for even existing. The last thing I wanted to do was entertain him while he played show and tell to amuse himself. “What does he want to show me?”
“Come downstairs and you’ll find out,” Ivy whispered, leading me across the long, darkened room toward the staircase.
I heard the crackling of a fire as we descended the stairs, and I smelled wood burning. I’d seen two large fireplaces so far, and several wood burning stoves. Apparently the group used wood as their primary heating source. Yet barely any of the heat travelled upstairs. Gabriel apparently wasn’t all that concerned with the comfort level of his faithful flock.
He sat in a chair in front of the fire. Turning his blonde head, he smiled at me, gesturing to the chair next to him. 
I couldn’t wait to get near that fire. I felt raw from the inside out. It occurred to me that this was one of the ways that Gabriel broke down the will of his members. By keeping them cold, he weakened them. Then he’d throw them a bone, like he was doing with me now, allowing me a chance to warm myself near the fire. He’d make them feel grateful. 
“I love a fireplace,” I said. “Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome.” He reached over to the side table next to his chair and lifted a mug of something steaming and smelling of heaven, and offered it to me. “I made you one, too. I hope you like marshmallows.”
“Thank you so much. You have no idea how much I want this right now.” And I did. I held the mug under my nose and breathed deeply of the rich, chocolate aroma. This was no pre-packaged stuff either. It was the real deal. He’d made the hot chocolate with milk and real cocoa. I lifted the mug to my lips and took a sip, and my eyes almost rolled back in my head with ecstasy. “Oh. My God.”
When I opened my eyes I was taken by how happy his smile was. He seemed genuinely glad that I was enjoying the cocoa. Pleased as hell with himself.
“Is it sweet enough, too sweet? I didn’t know what you like, so I just took a chance and made it the way I like it.”
“It’s absolutely perfect. Wow.” The man may be pond scum, but he made a mean mug of hot chocolate.
“Worth getting up in the middle of the night for,” He asked me, reaching for his own mug. 
“Oh yeah. Though I am a huge fan of sleep.” I took another sip of liquid heaven, letting the fluid linger on my tongue. “I haven’t been sleeping much lately.”
“What happened to you, Leah?” His face was serious and beautiful in the flickering light of the flames. 
I left the chair and sat cross legged on the floor to be closer to the fire, reveling in its heat and staring into it and watching it dance. “Hypnotic, isn’t it?”
“ I could stare at a fire forever.” His voice was soft and low. He waited for me to answer his question.
“It was a lot of things, Gabriel, just too many things. You know? I just kind of lost myself. And I don’t really know how to get myself back.” I was startled by the fact that I was actually telling him the truth. 
At that moment, I felt the emotional gaping hole in the center of me so profoundly that I couldn’t seem to shut the hell up. It was a helpless feeling, but somehow I felt that I was the one gaining control of him, just by virtue of choosing to tell him. 
He leaned forward, a barely perceptible smile on his lips, hanging on my every word. A light went off in my head. The clear sense of something clicking into place, and I grabbed on to it. I was the one with the power. It could’ve been just an illusion but right then I didn’t much give a damn. I’d put myself into a very bad position, and the alternative, running out into the freezing cold with Gabriel’s minions close at my heels like a pack of dogs, didn’t much appeal to me.
“What was the straw?” He asked me, his voice like velvet in the silence of the room. “There’s always a straw.”
The one that broke the camel’s back. That straw had been Caroline. 
I modified the truth a little. I wouldn’t tell him that I was a private eye hired to find a girl kidnapped by her abusive and controlling boyfriend. “It was the daughter of a friend of mine. We got her back from her nutcase boyfriend. She was staying with me. I guess I was really tired and I didn’t hear him break into my house.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was still so hard to talk about. “He slit her throat while I slept in the next room.” I sipped more cocoa, swallowed back the scream that always rose from my throat whenever I spoke or even thought about it. The cocoa was losing its heat, but I kept my hands wrapped around the mug just the same. 
“That,” his voice genuinely sad, “is truly horrible.”
He didn’t bother to tell me that it hadn’t been my fault. I guess he knew I’d heard it many times before and that I hadn’t believed it all those times and I wouldn’t believe it now. It was pointless to say.
I cleared my throat, which felt too tight. “Yes, it is.” 
“You see, that is partly what is wrong with this world. Women and children aren’t safe even in their own beds or in the beds of trusted friends and family.”
I heard the creaking of the chair as he leaned further forward. I could almost feel his breath at the back of my neck, though he wasn’t quite that close to me. Yet. I felt like asking him how safe the women were here, at his compound, when their feet were so sore that they could barely walk.
Fuck it. I turned to face him. “What happened to the feet of the women who were with you today and of some of the others here? I noticed them limping, favoring their feet. They seem to have a hard time moving around.”
He leaned back into his chair again. “One of our sisters lost her way. A terrible thing happened. Her baby died shortly after birth. So she left. ” He sighed heavily. “I guess she couldn’t stand the memories. She went running out into the woods, and several of the sisters went after her. They got up out of their beds and didn’t stop to put shoes or slippers on. They went after her in their bare feet.”
I watched his face, saying nothing. 
“They ran after her, through the woods, over the frost, ice, rocks, twigs, for hours. Even long after they’d lost her, they kept searching.”
I shuddered, chilled through my skin again. Part of me wanted to climb right into the fire to get the image of these women tearing up their feet in the frosty night out of my head. Was it concern for Noel that had kept these women running after her? Or was it fear of Gabriel’s wrath if they failed to bring her back?
“I had to send out a search party for that search party.” He chuckled.
“Wow,” I said. Feeling like I had to say something.
“We are committed to each other here, Leah. You’ve never seen anything like it. I can promise you that.”
“I believe you.” I really hadn’t seen anything like it. I hoped like hell I wouldn’t see anything like it again, if I ever got out of there. My eyes felt heavy. I was suddenly so tired I didn’t know if I could keep them open. 
Gabriel took the mug from me and picked me up, snaking an arm under my legs and one under my arms. I knew I should feel alarmed, but I was too tired to care. I felt a cool, smooth surface beneath me, and a soft pillow under my cheek. A blanket covered me and I felt myself snuggle deep beneath it. 
And then I was gone. 
Sometime in the quiet, black night I dreamed of a warm breath on my throat. Of warm fingers between my legs, and I quivered in ecstasy, delicious pleasure rippling over me until the orgasm faded and I dropped back under the waves of sleep.
 
***
 
When I awoke I was still on the couch, the blanket on top of me. I smelled strong, rich coffee and I again heard the crackle of the fire place. 
“Rise and shine, sleeping beauty,” Gabriel said. “It’s time for breakfast.” He stood in the doorway between the living room and kitchen areas, looking angelic. His wavy blonde hair shone like a halo around his head. 
My stomach growled, calling to the smell of bacon. I sat up and blinked several times, my mind fuzzy. The entire experience was disorienting to me because I’d spent most of my life as a loner, but here I’d been with people for as long as I’d been at the compound. 
I looked at the smiling faces around me. People seemed happy. Perhaps many of them actually were. Who knew what their lives had been like before they’d joined the cult? I’d thought of the kids I’d seen on the streets, escaping something worse back home than turning tricks for money. Kids who would consider that kind of life a happier existence in comparison to the ones that they led. 
It happened. But then, a cult was a cult. Wasn’t it? And safety was an illusion, because what if the time came to drink the Kool-aid? When that time came, there was no walking away. Loyal cult members made certain of that.
I thought of the babies who had supposedly died. Something was going on here, and I needed to find out what it was. 
Christ, my mind was foggy. 
“Come on, Leah. Take your seat at the table.” Gabriel gestured to a seat at the long table, the series of tables, really, next to him. Apparently I was something special. New recruit. Be that as it may, I was starving. 
And it was delicious. The coffee was rich, the bacon and pancakes incredible. 
Still, I felt so tired. I wondered, not for the first time since I’d walked into the compound, if I’d bitten off more than I could chew. Then I looked at Julia from across the table, her round belly and rosy cheeks. She seemed to be always smiling, and one hand always rested on her belly, lightly caressing. I couldn’t string two thoughts together. One would begin and fade before it was really fully developed.
I looked across the table at the other pregnant women. If something wasn’t done, the same fate that had come to Noel’s and Nita’s babies might befall these unborn infants. I felt my stomach clench, and as groggy and bone tired as I was, I straightened my back and smiled back at all those peaceful, happy faces.
After breakfast we were taken to another building not far from the main one. There was a small path to walk, over which empty tree branches hung. The grass had turned white with the sudden frost that had covered it. The air was damp and bitter, and I wrapped my arms around myself to keep myself a little warmer. 
Gabriel came up beside me. “That jacket isn’t very warm for this weather. I think we can find you a warmer one. We have some spares in the downstairs area of the main house. You’re welcome to take whatever you like.”
I smiled at him. “That’s really nice of you. Thank you.”
He placed a hand on my lower back. “We take care of our own here. I’m sure it’s not what you’re used to, but you’ll see that it’s true. You won’t find a more loving group than this one.”
“I’m sure you’re right.” I heard dogs barking in the distance. “What is that?”
“Oh, we take in strays here. We feed them and find them new homes. We have a website, and we feature photos of all our pets for potential families of these animals. Come on, I’ll show you.”
The other members continued on to the next building while Gabriel led me to a structure a little further away. It was a large wooden building, one floor, not large in width but long. 
“This is where our furry guests stay until we find them homes.” He took me around to the back of the building where an enormous fenced in area contained several dogs of all shapes, sizes and types. 
“This is fantastic.” It seemed that the group really did care about the well-being of homeless and abused animals. “How do they come to be here?”
“We keep tabs on the local shelters in the area that practice euthanasia on animals whose time there has run out. We give them a second chance. None of the animals here are ever killed. We keep them as long as they need to stay.”
I bit my lip, suddenly overwhelmed by sadness. My eyes filled and I covered my face with my hands, turning away. I tried to swallow back tears before they fell.
I felt his hand on my shoulder. “Leah. What is it?”
It was a long moment before I could talk. “I lost my dog a few months back, a Rottweiler that I had rescued from a terrible home. He’d been in horrible condition, all skin and bones and I really think he would’ve died if I hadn’t taken him in.”
Gabriel’s mouth turned downward, his face red. “That is despicable. Somebody should’ve treated his owner the same way.”
“Somebody probably had while he was growing up, but it’s no excuse, is it? I could have cheerfully shot the bastard.”
“So could I, Leah.”
I took in a shaky breath. “I had Buddy for four years. Cancer took him. I had to put him down. But I waited too long, Gabriel. I should’ve done it sooner and he suffered before I finally did what I should’ve done long before. He’d had several surgeries and I thought he was fine. He wasn’t.”
“You did what you could to keep him with you. It’s what we do when we love something or someone so much we can’t let go.”
“I miss him so much.” I felt more tears spill from my eyes, unable to stop them. 
He took me in his arms and held me, patting my back. “He’s still with you, Leah. The ones who really love us, the ones we love so fiercely, they stay with us. He’s still here, watching over you.”
I moved away from him, wiping my eyes and feeling like a child. What the hell was wrong with me? Yes, I did miss Buddy, but blubbering like an idiot to the leader of a cult wasn’t my style.
Or maybe it was.
Maybe he’d buy my being sucked in to his bullshit more easily if I seemed weak. The trouble was, I was feeling weak. But Noel was counting on me, and so was Jack, Declan and Callahan, and so were all those smiling pregnant women at the table that morning, although they didn’t know it yet.
“I have something for you,” Gabriel said, taking me by the hand and leading me to the fence. “Pango!” he called. “Pango, come here girl!”
I saw a large tan and black shape come trotting toward us and my breath caught in my throat. My heart ached when I looked at her. She was a spectacular Rottweiler, she was a big girl, with a large, blocky head and a wide smile on her face. 
“Oh, my God. She is so gorgeous!” I watched her come up to the fence, tail wagging.
“She is. She’s very regal, isn’t she?” He opened the door and Pango came walking out, muscles rippling under her shiny black fur. 
I knelt down and let her sniff my hands. “Oh, you are so pretty. Do you know what a pretty girl you are?”
Her smile seemed to grow wider and her dark eyes shone. She was easily gorgeous enough to be a show dog. “What happened with her? I can’t believe that nobody would take her.”
“Well, I confess, I snapped Pango up the first day I saw her picture on one of the sites. Her family dropped her off at the shelter because they were moving. The parents were divorcing and had sold their house. Neither of them could have her in their newer homes, for whatever reason. Most landlords won’t take pets, especially not a Rottweiler.
“That is so sad,” I said, running my hands over her fur. It was love at first sight, and she was coming home with me no matter what, even if I had to hold every cult member at gunpoint.
“It’s a common story, sadly,” Gabriel said. “It’s the reason many of the animals we have are here. We have cats inside the animal structure, and various other critters.”
I looked up at him. “This is a wonderful thing you’re doing here, Gabriel. It really is.”
He looked at me, his eyes serious. “What you do comes back to you, Leah. What you give comes back, too. It’s karma. I’ve seen it over and over again.”
“I’d like to think that’s true.” I moved my hands over Pango’s huge head, my heart filling and feeling lighter. 
“Oh, it is.” Gabriel squatted down beside me, stroking Pango’s thick coat. “If you stay with us, she’s yours, Leah.”
He made it sound as if I had a choice.
I glanced up at him. “I guess I can’t take her home with me when I have no home to go back to.”
He reached out and cupped my cheek in his palm. “This is your home now, little one. You’ll never have to want for another thing ever again. I will take care of you. You have a family here with us. We look out for each other.”
“What’s the catch?” I said, cringing inside. It was a bold question to ask a cult leader.
He lifted his hands a little. “I want only your loyalty and respect. That’s it.”
“Sounds like a good deal.” I stood slowly, my knees feeling weak. I wondered if I were coming down with something. I felt run down and exhausted. 
“Absolutely the best deal you’ll ever find. Trust me.”
Trust me. Famous last words. 
I was carrying one of the bugs Declan had given me attached to the inside of my bra.
Now it’s for real, guys, I thought. Are you getting this? 
Christ, I hoped they were. 
 
***
 
I asked Gabriel if I could help with the animals. He said he saw no problem with that, then winked at me, adding, “as long as you follow our ideology for a better life.”
And just what in hell was that, I wondered. I was about to find out.
He took me to the structure the other members had gone into. Inside, I was subjected to three hours of intense lecturing on the evils of modern society. He was charismatic; hypnotizing to watch, using large, flowing hand and arm gestures. His voice was confident, booming, not a shade of doubt to be heard. My senses of sight and sound were completely engaged, and I could see how easily it was to get completely caught up in what he was saying. What mattered most was his confidence, his righteous conviction. The family was the only safe place. The only place we’d ever find true love. The outside world couldn’t be trusted. Look at the state the country was in. None of the mess we were in as a country, as a people, would’ve happened if everyone was true at heart. Everyone was out for themselves. Greed was destroying us. 
And here it was. The real sales pitch. 
We needed to be enlightened to enlighten others. We had to be true at heart, loyal and faithful to him, in order to be saved. We had to be completely open to him. Otherwise we’d go down with the outsiders. 
It was simple enough, easy for many people to swallow. It was true. Our country was in a mess. People are greedy. He took the truth and he used it to his own advantage. He twisted it to serve himself. To create fear, so that his followers would never, ever want to stray. It was dangerous out there, and if they didn’t follow him, they’d be out on their own. 
It would be terrifying for a group of people who had found such love, security, friendship and safety. In the outside world, they’d be fish among sharks with blood in the water all around them. 
Just like I was, right then. 
I was treading water.


 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
The headache pounding behind my eyes and the grogginess dragging me down made me certain that Gabriel had drugged me. I knew what it felt like. I’d tried sleeping pills for a very short while right after the death of Caroline. The girl I’d been guarding when her throat was slit. The sedatives always left me with a splitting headache and grogginess the following day. 
The really frightening question was what had taken place after I’d passed out? Something had to have, why else would he have drugged me? Unless it was just another method of keeping my mind foggy and therefore more suggestible.
I hoped like hell that was the reason. Because if I found out that I’d been used in any sexual way while I was in a drug induced stupor, there would be blood. No doubt about it. And I didn’t care about the consequences.
I stopped eating or drinking anything anyone gave me. I was famished, but I wouldn’t eat. I took water only from the tap, so at least I wouldn’t become dehydrated. I’d have to try and get food in the middle of the night somehow. If I could find nuts of any kind, they would hold me over for a while.
“You have to eat, Leah. You’ll get sick.” Gabriel’s disapproving face made me want to spit at him. I knew why he wanted me to eat, and it wasn’t concern over my physical well-being. 
“I’m not feeling well.” I moved a hand over my face and forehead. “I feel really queasy. Might be something that didn’t agree with me,” Like the drugs you gave me, you sick fuck. 
“You should lie down for a while,” he said. “Meredith, go with her.”
“No, I can make it there myself,” I said, standing up slowly.
“No, you don’t look very strong. Meredith will go with you. She’ll make sure you get up there okay. Stay with you in case you need anything.”
Yeah, whatever you do, don’t let me have a moment alone to think. I said nothing for fear that I’d tell him what I really thought.
Meredith took my arm and led me up the stairs. I was happy to lie down, but the rows of beds disturbed me. Nobody here was an individual, and things were definitely arranged to reinforce that idea. The rows of beds, side by side by side, screamed it. 
For me, this was a cruel and unusual kind of torture. I need my time alone or I start to go wiggy. I’ve actually come down with colds during stretches that I haven’t been able to spend some time alone and recharge. 
Everything about the place worked to weaken me. I had to find a way to keep my mind alert. 
I felt grubby and gritty, and realized that I hadn’t showered yet and had been wearing the same clothes for two days. When I got back up I’d go into the room downstairs and find a fresh pair of clothes and get a shower. Then I’d feel more human. 
Meredith sat on the bed next to me, her legs crossed Indian style. “Sleep for a little while. I’ll watch over you.”
Christ. I just wanted her to go away. “I really don’t need you to watch over me. I’ll be okay. I just need a little rest to kick whatever this is.” 
She smiled as if she were humoring a four year old child. “I’ll stay. Gabriel wants me to stay with you.”
“And Gabriel’s word is gospel here, isn’t it?” I was moving into dangerous terrain here. But I was too tired and cranky to care.
She looked startled. “Of course it is. Gabriel has changed all of our lives. He’s made us see the light.”
“What light?” 
“Well, how meaningless our lives were before him. Struggling against everything in life, to keep up with the Joneses, to make ends meet and to make it as a respected member of society. To be respected in their society you need to be rich, otherwise you are nothing. It’s not like that here. Everyone is equal. No one is better than anyone else.”
“Except Gabriel,” I said.
“Yes. But he’s our leader. He is showing us the way to a more fulfilling, meaningful life.”
“Ah,” I said, my eyes closing. I’d just close them for a minute. “I’m still listening.”
“I’m still watching.”
 
***
 
When I awoke my heart sank. I was still at the compound. Meredith was still sitting on the bed beside me, but her eyes were closed and her wrists lay facing up on her legs. She was meditating. I wanted to enjoy just a few minutes more of resting, especially since she wasn’t looking at me, but she sensed that I was awake and her dark eyes opened. 
She smiled. “Well hello. Did you have a good nap? You were sleeping for about an hour.
“I feel like I could sleep for an entire day,” I said, and it was true. As soon as I got back home I was going to do just that. Maybe I’d sleep for several days.
“Do you feel better?” She asked me.
“I’d feel better if I could have a shower,” I said.
“Oh.” Her eyes widened. “We’ll have to ask Gabriel if you can shower.”
Of course we’d have to ask Gabriel. “Why, I won’t take long.”
“Because we shower on specific days so that we don’t run out of hot water. I take one on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Today is Saturday.” She nodded once with conviction. “We’ll have to find out if it’s okay for you to shower on a Saturday.”
Jesus. How did these people live this way? But then, some people might find it comforting to not have to make single decision. I was all for saving the environment, but that wasn’t the real reason Gabriel had these people on such a tight regimen. Everything was thought of for these people. They didn’t do a thing without Gabriel saying it was okay first. 
“Okay,” I said. “Can we ask him now? I need fresh clothes, too. He said I could look through the boxes downstairs.”
“We’ll just make sure that’s okay too.”
“Oh, is that not allowed on a Saturday?” 
Her face hardened. I wouldn’t make allies here with my attitude. 
“Just wondering. This is all new to me,” I said. “You know? Not used to being told what to do all the time.”
She gave me a forgiving smile. “Oh, you’ll get used to it. It’s for the betterment of everyone. You need to be assigned a number, too.”
Ah. The numbers. “A number?”
“I’m number eight,” she said proudly. 
“Why numbers?”
“It’s just better that way,” she said. “Any decision Gabriel makes is for the good of the family. If you’ve never really had much of a family it might take some getting used to, but you will. Most everyone does.”
I wondered what happened to those who didn’t. 
 
***
 
Gabriel decided that I would be allowed a shower. I promised to make it quick. When asked if I could look through the boxes of clothes, Gabriel frowned a little and said that Ivy would find something for me to wear. I was to simply give Ivy my size and she’d dig up a couple of shirts and pants for me. I requested jeans. 
I followed Meredith downstairs to a long room which was the shower room. There was a long and narrow open stall with five shower heads attached to the tiled wall. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. The compound was dehumanizing. You were not a person here. You were merely part of the group. 
There were no bottles of shampoo or conditioner, only large bars of soap. I looked back at Meredith. “I can shower by myself. I’ll be fine.”
She opened her mouth to argue, then nodded and said, “I’ll be right outside the door.”
Wonderful. 
A frosted glass partition came outward part way across the room, but not far. It would afford just the slightest bit of privacy if I chose the shower head closest to it. 
I undressed quickly, careful to hide the bug under my top. I leaned in close and whispered, “God Jack. This place is fucking horrible. Just a little longer, though, okay?”
I knew he couldn’t be too far, probably parked right down the road. It gave me just a small bit of comfort knowing that I wasn’t completely alone in this madhouse. 
The shower lever groaned as I turned the water on. It took a long time before the water turned hot. I shivered as I stepped under the steamy spray. The heat felt lovely. I used the bar soap, yellow, it was, to lather my entire body and hair, and rinsed myself off thoroughly. The smell of the soap turned my stomach. It smelled like dishwashing liquid. Shampoo must be for the evil rich. An unnecessary, decadent luxury.
I lingered just a moment longer under the steaming spray, letting it run over my neck and down my back, my eyes closed tightly. 
The steam stayed in the room after I turned the shower off. I’d forgotten to ask for a towel. When I turned around I noticed a white one hanging from the end of the glass partition, I felt slightly alarmed. I hadn’t heard anyone enter. It was a creepy feeling knowing that they were watching me even when I wasn’t aware. 
I dried off quickly. The rough texture of the towel felt good on my skin. I guessed that they didn’t invest in fabric softener. 
I came around the partition, looking for my clothes. They were no longer there. In their place was the fresh pair of jeans and long sleeved waffle top someone had folded neatly and placed on the floor for me. My stomach turned to ice. Did they touch my bra? 
I lifted the top. A sports bra I’d never seen lay there. My bra was gone.
And so was the bug that had been attached to it. 
 
***
 
Within moments number seven walked into the room. She was followed by number nine, and various other numbers. 
I held the towel up to myself, covering up what I could.
Gabriel’s first lieutenant, number one, pushed past the women, gun trained on me. “Get dressed.
“Get out of here and I will. I’m not giving a free show for you, pervert.”
He smirked. “You don’t have a choice.”
I glared at him, grabbed up the clothes and backed up behind the frosted glass. I pulled the clothes on, all which were a little big. It didn’t much matter, except that it pissed me off that these were the clothes I’d probably be shot dead in. Strange, the things you thought of when you had a gun pointed at you. 
I was in trouble. No doubt about it. 
But Jack and Declan would know that something had happened, that I didn’t have the bug anymore. They’d be storming the place any moment, right? Wouldn’t they?
My mind was spinning. Not knowing what else I could do, I came out from behind the glass partition and stood, staring Number One in the eye.
I tried to convey my message. I’m not afraid of you, asshole. I straightened my back, made sure my shoulders were squared and Tilted my chin up. Fuck you.
He chuckled. “You won’t be so tough when you discover what Gabriel has in store for you. We’re going for a little ride.”
A ride could be bad. “I can’t wait. This place is boring as hell. Anything would be preferable.”
“We’ll see.” The smirk widened. “I can’t wait, either.”
Oh shit.
My gaze flicked to Meredith. Her expression was disgusted. I was a traitor. A spy. I deserved what was coming to me. All their expressions were the same. 
There was no mercy for me here.
Number one stepped to the side and gestured with the gun for me to move.
As I walked toward them, the other numbers moved to the sides, clearing a path. I was outnumbered, literally, and Number One had a gun. I wouldn’t be running away from this. 
This had been a bit of a bad idea. I hoped that Jack and Declan were on top of it, ready to storm in with guns, every friend we had right behind them. 
As I approached the stairs, I saw Gabriel standing at the top , legs spread slightly, arms crossed. He was wearing a wide smile. “Well, well. There’s more to you than I thought, Leah.” He turned his head, keeping his eyes on me. “See, my children? The enemy comes wearing my disguises.”
I climbed the stairs purposefully, not shying away from him. When I saw the faces of the other members, I couldn’t help myself. “Yes, and sometimes the enemy will come as a cult leader with the face of an angel. Who impregnates his members and then steals their babies, telling them that the babies died and then selling them to the black market.”
It had been a hunch, but as far as hunches went, I was pretty damned talented. 
I turned and looked at Gabriel’s face. The self-satisfied smile was gone, replaced by a vicious scowl. “You think you’re smart?”
He grabbed me by the arm, digging his steely fingers into my flesh, and dragged me into the kitchen, throwing me into the middle of the room. He pointed to the monitor hanging in the corner of the kitchen. 
I looked up at the screen and the breath went out of me. 
On it Jack and Declan were pacing in what looked like a concrete room. 
“We’ve been seeing those two driving around the property. Two of our members saw them hiding in the woods and quietly came to inform me. We had no idea they were connected to you.”
My mouth had gone cotton dry. I looked back at Gabriel. 
“But when Number Nine found your bug, we figured it out pretty quickly. Of course, by then we already had them in the bunker.”
I looked back at the screen, my heart sinking. 
“You see, your two nosy friends are in an underground bunker on the property. You can’t be surprised that I’d have one. The end of the world is coming, and we have to be prepared. But for right now, the bunker serves nicely as a prison for them.”
I wondered how anyone got Jack to follow them into that thing willingly. He’d prefer to be shot. 
But then it came to me. It was for me. It wasn’t the gun pointed at his head. It was the gun he had known would be pointed at mine.
“Good friends you have there, Leah. I have a few questions for all of you. But I think we’ll keep you separated. I’m sending One and a special member of mine down into the bunker to ask some questions.” He’d stressed the word ‘special’. 
White hot fear clawed at my stomach.
He walked over to me, grabbed me by the hair and yanked me up. I bit my lip so that I wouldn’t scream. 
“I have another place for you, a special place. You’ll be able to see them, and they will be able to see you. But they can’t help you. Nobody can. Won’t that be cozy?”
This wasn’t going at all well, and it was going to get worse.
So much worse.
 
***
 
They shoved me into the back of a truck equipped with a dog guard. I heard a key turn in the lock, and took note that there was no door handle on the inside. . I wasn’t getting out of there. 
I sat up, looking out at the dusky, fading daylight. My heart drilled against my ribcage and my breath came out in short little gasps. I tried to slow my breathing. Hyperventilating wouldn’t help the situation. 
We drove for a good twenty minutes. The van finally stopped in front of a cabin. I heard the truck doors slam as I tried to take in our surroundings through the window glass, and then the key in the lock of the back door. 
Number One motioned me out with the gun. He wasn’t letting go of that thing. Too bad. Without it I might have a chance at wounding him and the specialmember, who was a big, hulking, deranged looking man, who made strange sucking sounds through his lips every few minutes. At first I’d thought he was being lewd, blowing me obscene kisses, but when I saw the blank look in his eyes as they stared straight ahead at the road, I realized he was just bug shit crazy. Not a good scene. 
I couldn’t make a move. If I got myself shot now, then Jack and Declan would be in an underground bunker for nothing. I had no options. 
The helplessness I felt made me want to scream like a banshee, but I swallowed it back and bit my tongue hard enough to draw a little blood. 
I climbed out of the van, feeling the damp cold seep into my skin. Hard little bits of icy snow were spitting from the sky now, biting into my face and hands. The air seemed to be getting colder by the second. I had no jacket now, and no shoes. I only had the socks that Number Nine had dug out of the box for me. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and I hadn’t had anything to drink, either. I was in no shape to fight or to try to escape. 
But for the moment, anyway, I wasn’t drugged. Though that could change in a hurry. They didn’t have to try to hide the drugs in food or drinks anymore. They could just jab me with a needle if they wanted to.
Mr. Special unlocked the cabin door and shoved me through it, and I caught a whiff of something rotten as I stumbled away from him. Christ knew when the last time this dude had bathed , or what the last thing he’d eaten might’ve been. I tried to shove these thoughts away.
“Hello Leah.” 
I scanned the room but saw no one. 
A gleeful laugh erupted within the room, sounding slightly tinny. “Here, Leah. On the monitor.”
Gabriel was standing within the frame of the monitor screen, arms crossed. The wide smile was back on his face. “Nice of you to join us,” He was enjoying the hell out of this. 
I forced myself to appear calm. I stared at him, crossing my own arms over my chest. 
“I see you’ve met my special member, Mr. Bones. I only bring him around for special occasions. I won’t tell you why we call him Mr. Bones, but you may find out before the night is through.”
I didn’t look at Mr. Bones, and swallowed down hysterical laughter. I was beyond scared, and the urge to laugh my ass off was overwhelming. 
“Now let me make myself clear. Number One and Mr. Bones are going to ask you a few questions. If you don’t answer truthfully, I will know it. See that monitor to your left over there?”
I looked to the left of the room and spotted the other monitor. Jack and Declan were still scanning the bunker for a way out. I knew Jack wouldn’t give up. They were also looking for objects that could be used as weapons.
“They will be able to see you shortly. If you don’t answer truthfully, you’ll be beaten. If you continue being insubordinate, other nasty things will happen to you. Number One and Mr. Bones have been very loyal and faithful members of our family. If it comes down to it, I will allow them to do whatever they’d like to you.”
I kept my face as expressionless as I could, but I felt my teeth grinding together. 
“And Leah, Mr. Bones has some rather…exotic tastes. Trust me. You do not want to find out what they are.” His face was serious on the blue glow of the screen.
I heard the odd sucking sound come from Mr. Bones but didn’t look at him. I resisted the urge to shut my eyes and cover my ears with my hands, and scream until I had no voice left.
When the sucking sound stopped, I glanced at his lieutenants. Both were grinning, but Mr. Bones wore the most obscene smirk on his face that I had ever seen.
“Okay, let’s get started, shall we?” Gabriel said. “Mr. Quick, Mr. Manning. Are you both with us?”
I looked at the monitor to the left. Jack looked straight at me. I wanted to apologize for my stupid move, but I didn’t have to. He saw it on my face, I was sure.
“Mr. Quick. Who sent you? What organization are you with?” Gabriel asked Jack. “Mr. Manning, you can choose to answer this question if you like, as well.”
“We’re not part of a group.” Jack continued to watch me.
“Yes. That’s what I thought you’d say. I’ve decided to shake this up a bit.” Gabriel tipped his head back and laughed. “This is going to be fun. For every untruth you tell me, Mr. Quick and Mr. Manning, Leah will be punished. The same goes for you, Leah. If I think your friends are lying to me. Is that understood?”
Jack’s jaw tightened. I could see it from where I stood, even on a monitor. “I’m not part of a group, Gabriel. I’m a mercenary. I work for myself.”
Gabriel watched Jack from his own monitor. He caressed his chin. “I don’t believe you. Number One, if you’d be so kind.”
Gabriel’s number one lieutenant came at me in one swift motion, backhanding me so hard that I flew backward, falling to the hard wood floor. 
“You fucker! I’ll kill you!” Jack screamed at the camera. I looked up at the monitor to see him standing directly under it, his face tilted right up at it. His eyes were wild, his face stony with rage. “I’ll fucking kill you.”
“Mr. Quick, you’re not exactly in a position to make threats,” Gabriel said, truly enjoying the entertainment.
Jack glared at the camera, his eyes deadly serious. “Oh, don’t you worry, you fucking loony tune. I’ll get out of here somehow, and when I do, I’ll rip your fucking head off.”
Gabriel’s laugh sounded pleased. “I’d like to see you try.”
“You’ll see it. Soon.” Jack turned his back and paced toward the back of the room. Declan stood back, his arms at his side, watching the camera. His chin was slightly tilted downward. He was assessing the situation. Each response somebody told him how much trouble we were all in, and whether or not there was a snowball’s chance in hell of any of us getting out alive.
“Number’s Three and Four, tie Mr. Quick and Mr. Manning down, please. They shouldn’t give you any problem, knowing that their dear friend is in the hands of my lieutenants.”
I watched as Jack and Declan allowed themselves to be tied to steel chairs. Jack was a very big boy. But handcuffs were used. He wouldn’t be getting out of those restraints without help.
“Leah. Your turn, same question. What organization are you affiliated with? Who sent you to spy on me? And please. Don’t try to say you weren’t spying. I believe we’re well past any charade that you weren’t. Your bugs are proof of that. And yes, we did find the others.”
“I’m not part of an organization, and I wasn’t hired by one. I was hired by the husband of a missing pregnant woman. Alexia Clemmons.”
Gabriel frowned. “Why would you think I had anything to do with her disappearance?”
“It’s come through the grapevine what you’re involved in, Gabriel. It’s just a matter of time now before they close your little business down.” I was using my smart mouth because begging and pleading sure as hell wasn’t going to work with a no conscience narcissist, and besides that, I didn’t have it in me. But I feared for Jack and Declan, and the only thing I could do was tell at least a portion of the truth.
“Who is the grapevine, Leah?” Gabriel asked.
I was afraid he’d ask me that. I said nothing.
“Leah, who is the grapevine?”
Gabriel turned to a monitor with small images of Jack and Declan on them. A monitor within a monitor. It was all too strange. 
“Number twelve,” he said. 
“No,” I said. 
I watched as one of the goons walked over to Jack and booted him in the jaw. His head snapped back, blood flying around him. 
“Jack,” I whispered. In that moment I made a promise to myself. I would get out of this. I’d find a way, and this motherfucker would pay.
After a long moment Jack lifted his head. He blew number twelve a little kiss through a bubble of blood, and looked at the monitor, winking at me.
I couldn’t help but laugh. He was one tough son-of-a-bitch.
“Leah,” Gabriel said. “Answer the question.”
“There is no grapevine. It was a hunch.” 
“Really. Number Thirteen. I think Mr. Manning is feeling a little left out over there. Give him a little love, would you?”
Another of Gabriel’s men walked over to Declan, something in his left hand. I squinted to see what it was. Duct tape. I heard the ripping sound as he tore a piece off the roll. Dread filled my chest as I watched him roughly slap a piece over Declan’s mouth. He then used his thumb and index finger to plug Declan’s nose. 
At first Declan did nothing. He had to be holding his breath, having anticipated what the man would do. But then he slowly started moving his head back and forth.
“Stop,” I said. “Stop!”
Declan was bucking in his chair now, his movements frantic. His feet pummeled the floor. 
“Stop! Stop it!” I was screaming now.
“You can stop for now, Number Thirteen.” Gabriel’s voice was cool, and I could hear the smile in his voice. Briefly I wondered who had fucked him up so badly. When the exact moment was that his sanity snapped. At what point had his conscience been severed as a child. 
I watched as Declan took a large breath through his nose, then several more, hanging his head so that his chin rested on his chest.
This had to end, and I had to end it. This was torture, and Gabriel, was loving it. He was probably sporting quite an erection.
“Look, this is a losing game. No matter what I say, you won’t believe it, and even if you do, you’re having far too much fun to end it. So why don’t you just beat the hell out of me and be done with it.” I rolled to my knees, then got to my feet. I faced the lieutenants, making little ‘bring it on’ motions with both my hands, curling the fingers toward myself back and forth. “Come on, you pathetic losers.”
“Leah,” I heard Jack say in a warning tone.
I looked Number One up and down, and then turned my disgusted gaze to Mr. Bones. “Tell me, do either of you have an original thought in your head? Or does it all come from Gabriel.”
“Leah, stop.” Jack raised his voice. 
I didn’t look at him. 
“What’s it like to be mindless puppets to a guy who has no use for you except as trained monkeys?” I stepped forward, my face tilted upward, challenging them both, looking from one to the other. 
Number One glared down at me, fists balled. Mr. Bones wore a strange little grin. I wasn’t sure what his deal was. Clearly he’d taken the fun train out of town long ago. 
“Christ, Leah. Stop.” Jack’s voice carried a plea. 
“No,” I said. Being obedient wasn’t helping. Why should I stop? If I was going to get slapped around, I might as well really earn the beating. 
Then a thought occurred to me. The only way to end this was to end it. I wasn’t playing Gabriel’s game anymore. I turned from the monkeys and walked over to the monitor, feeling a smile lift the corners of my mouth as Gabriel looked down at me, doubt on his face. I jumped as high as I could, aiming for the monitor, and spat at Gabriel’s face. 
I heard the booming footsteps and laughed before I felt the knock to the back of my head. I saw stars bursting behind my eyes before I went down.
 
***
 
I awoke with my head pounding. My face was pressed against the cold floor. I lifted my head, wincing. A wave of nausea washed over me. A concussion. Lovely. Just in case I wasn’t having enough fun as it was. I looked up at the monitor. It was still on, but Gabriel wasn’t on it. Apparently he was busy with other fun and games at the moment. I turned toward the other monitor, the one Jack and Declan had been on. They were no longer in the bunker room. Both chairs were empty. Either they’d had escaped or they had been moved somewhere else.
I shoved thoughts of why they would’ve been moved from my head. Slowly pushing myself up, I scanned the room. Nobody was in there with me. Carefully I stood, gagging, and stopped for a moment, bent over, hands on my thighs. When the nausea subsided I moved slowly through the cabin until I was sure that there really was nobody in there with me. The cabin had one bedroom and a bathroom. That was it. I wasn’t about to get back down on the floor and look under the bed. But I was fairly certain I was alone.
So what? They’d locked me in the cabin until they decided to come back and finish me off? 
I moved to the door and turned the knob, pulling the door open. A cold blast hit me. Snow was coming down heavily now and the wind whipped it directly into my face. But the door wasn’t locked. I frowned. What the hell? Was I free to go?
Sure I was. Gabriel knew I wouldn’t last long out there. And if I stayed, his two lieutenants, two at the very least, would be back for some fun. 
Or maybe just Mr. Bones.
I’d take my chances outside in the elements.
I looked down at my socked feet. I hadn’t had shoes when we’d set out on this little adventure. They’d dragged me to the truck sans shoes. Perfect, I thought of the torn up feet of the women in the cult. 
I wrapped my arms around myself, and started outside. I stopped for a few seconds as the world turned grey before my eyes. I swooned. Took several long, deep breaths until my vision cleared and I felt better. 
If I ran down the road, they’d spot me eventually. I could run just inside the woods, paralleling the main road, and find my way back. Running would make me feel a little warmer, I hoped. I ran toward the woods, slowing every few feet as the world went fuzzy again.
Run a few feet, stop. Run a few feet, stop. 
I swayed. Fell to my knees.
Nausea overtook me and I threw up in the snow even though there hadn’t been much in my belly to expel. 
I took a few long breaths. Gathered some snow in my fingers and put it in my mouth, trying to get the taste out of my mouth.
A gunshot exploded. Whooping. Then another gunshot. 
They’d been hiding, waiting outside the whole time. It was a hunting game.
I pushed myself up and I ran. Twigs, rocks and the freezing ground ripping into the socks I wore. Socks, which were too big and sliding off my feet anyway. 
Barking. My heart froze. I turned to see an enormous mixed breed barreling across the road toward me. 
If that dog got to me, it would be the end of either him or me, because it wouldn’t stop until it was killed, or I was. 
I scanned the trees around me. There was one about twenty feet away with lower branches I could climb, if I could get to it in time.
Not turning around a second time, I ran toward the tree, hearing the dog’s breath come fast and ragged between barks. Somehow I made it to the tree and jumped at the branches, using my cut toes in the grooves of the bark to push myself up. The dog grabbed my ankle and bit down, razor sharp teeth tearing into me. Sharp, clear agony sang up my leg. I screamed and used the other foot to stomp down hard on its nose. It didn’t let go, but it loosened its grip on me long enough that I could tear my ankle out of its mouth. The pain felt raw and I thought I might throw up again, but I kept moving up into the tree. 
I didn’t think, I just moved. I’d puke on the go if I had to. I pulled and pushed until I was high enough up into the tree that the dog couldn’t reach me. I was lucky. The branches were strong and thick, and I’d come up on one which had limbs that forked out. I moved over to it and hung my torso over it, hanging on tightly. 
The dog was barking at the bottom of the tree, jumping at it in a frenzy. His bark was a high pitched whine. His bloodlust for me wouldn’t stop until he’d torn my throat out. His goal was clear. 
His ears were shorn back. A sign that he’d been used as a fighting dog. Killing was all he’d ever known, and I was certain that Gabriel hadn’t rescued him from that fate. He’d thrown him into it. My heart sank as I thought of the other dogs on the ranch. There could be big money made in dog fighting. Just like in baby selling. 
I gritted my teeth and looked down at the two main lieutenants catching up to the dog. They were laughing.
I couldn’t wait to get my hands on them. I’d tear their throat out just as the dog jumping at the tree I was in would tear out mine, if it got to me.
I heard an engine in the distance and hope glimmered in my chest. But then, the car could mean more members, in which case I was royally fucked. 
As the beam of the headlights grew larger, my heart leapt. A cop car. What were the odds?
I screamed bloody murder, my voice high and hysterical, rising over the tree tops and filling the wintery night air. I screamed like a crazy woman. I didn’t know if the cop would hear me, but I was sure as hell going to try. 
 
***
 
The beam of the headlights shone over us, lighting us clearly. I hadn’t gotten far into the woods. I hadn’t had time. So if the cop was paying attention, he’d see the little situation occurring off the side of the road. I hoped he hadn’t been playing with his radio at the time the beam of the headlights shone over us.
The cruiser pulled off to the side of the road and stopped. I almost cried. He left his headlights on and the cop car running. I prayed that he was calling for back-up. 
“Aw shit,” Number One said. “This isn’t good.”
“Yeah, this isn’t exactly a boys will be boys situation here is it, fellas,” I shouted down at them. What were they going to do now, shoot up at me with a cop approaching? I felt like laughing out loud, but I didn’t want to push my luck.
I saw his figure emerge from the car. “You two, come over here.”
Mr. Bones had the dog by the collar, but the dog was lunging into the air, straining against the collar to get to the cop.
Neither lieutenant moved. 
Okay, this was bad.
“Over here! Both of you! Now!” The cop shouted. 
“How about you walk your ass over here?” Number One said, and though I couldn’t see his face in the dark, I could hear the smirk in his tone.
Oh, shit.
“Get in your car and call for back-up!” I screamed. 
The cop began a slow walk over to us. 
“Get back in your car!” I screamed at him again. “They will kill you!”
His eyes flicked to me, but he must’ve thought he could handle it, because he wasn’t making a move to get back to his car. 
He had his gun drawn, arms straight forward. “I’m not fooling around with you two.”
I could see that he was a young man. Probably hadn’t been on the force for long. He was cocky, and wanted to prove a point. 
“They will kill you,” I called down to him. I wanted to plead with him to call for back-up, but by then I knew that it was too late. He was too close, and if he turned his back now they would shoot him through it. 
The cop saw the look in the dog’s eye, and must’ve seen the same look in the eyes of Gabriel’s lieutenants, because he stopped a few feet away from them, assessing the situation. There was a long moment of silence, and uncertainty moved across the young cop’s face. At that moment it was clear on his face that he realized that he was in over his head. But there was nothing he could do now except move forward and hope for the best. Showing weakness would be bad for him. He opened his mouth to speak just as Mr. Bones let his dog go. The dog let out a hungry snarl as he lunged at the cop. The cop pointed the gun at the dog and shot him. 
This gave both lieutenants enough time to spray the young cop with bullets while he was distracted with the dog. 
They laughed as the cop’s body jerked around as he fell to the snow. 
I squeezed my eyes shut, moaning deep in my throat. 
If I gave up now, I was done. They would climb up and pull me down, and Christ knew what they’d do to me if they got me. I had a feeling I’d be wishing they’d have killed me first. 
I looked down at them. I had one chance. They were both facing the dying cop. Not me.
I moved and aimed myself as well as I could and dropped down.
I landed on top of Number One and took him down. He fell, a startled shout escaping his lips. His gun fell from his hand and I scrambled off him and grabbed it. He came at me and I shot him in the face. He fell backward, making a shush sound as his body fell in the snow.
I pointed the gun at Mr. Bones. He looked down at Number One, then me, and smiled widely. 
He pursed his lips, his eyes going dead, and made a long, wet sucking sound. 
Wild fear skittered over me as I stood, frozen, unable to move. I’d never seen anything so utterly creepy. 
I watched his face as a he came back to himself and a murderous light filled his eyes. He wouldn’t kill me right away. He’d disable me and then hurt me badly, for a long, long time before finally killing me.
He raised his gun, aiming for my leg, and I shot him in the chest, then in the throat. 
I didn’t wait to see him fall. I ran on torn feet toward the cop car, which was still running, headlights on. 
When I got to the car, I sat in it, pressed the door lock button and grabbed the radio. I called for the help that should’ve been here for the young cop that was now lying dead in the cold, snow falling all around him.


 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
It didn’t take long for the police to get there. I don’t think I waited longer than ten minutes, but it felt like a lifetime. I sat in that car with the doors locked, jumpy as hell and looking all around me, trying to look everywhere at once. There were a lot of disciples in Gabriel’s ‘family’, and if any one of them had shown up and wanted to get me out of that cop car, they could’ve. And truth be told, I didn’t have much fight left in me. I was sure my feet were torn to the point of serious scarring, and most likely frost bitten as well. I was in no shape to dance that particular dance any more this night.
I told them the truth. They got me an ambulance, but I wanted to make sure that Jack and Declan were okay before I went anywhere. They sent several cars to the compound. When Jack finally got on the police radio to let me know they were fine, I finally agreed to let them take me to the hospital. 
“I’ll meet you there, Kicks, as soon as we’re done talking to the police. I promise.” Jack always kept his promises.
“Okay.” My voice sounded like that of a little girl. Suddenly I just wanted to cry. I wanted to hide my face in Callahan’s neck and just sob. 
“There’s somebody else here, too, who wants to see you in the worst way.” 
“Who?” I was so not in the mood for visiting. 
“Hey baby,” Callahan said over the radio. “I’ll be there too, just as soon as we’re done.”
“Cal? What are you doing there?” I was alarmed, but so happy to hear his voice. 
“Lucas told me where you were. He was getting worried. He’s here too.”
“Wow. Everyone showed up, should’ve baked a cake.” I was feeling, understandably, a little punchy. 
“Yeah, Callahan kind of busted up the party. You would’ve sworn he was Dirty Harry, guns blazing and all. We’ll tell you all about it at the hospital, Kicks,” Jack said. “Go get looked at.”
“Okay.” I couldn’t hide the relief in my voice. I didn’t want to. Then I remembered Pango. “Jack?”
“Yeah?”
“There’s a dog there, big rottie girl. Her name’s Pango. I want her. She’s in a structure not far from the compound, off the trail. There’s a big, fenced in area. Call her name, she’ll come. Would you bring her to my house, please? Or have Callahan do it?” 
There was a long pause. “A female Rottweiler?” 
“Her name is Pango. Don’t leave there without her, okay? Please?”
“Okay, Kicks. We’ll find her and bring her home.”
I passed out in the ambulance. Woke up briefly in the hospital but kept drifting in and out again. They said I was in shock and suffered from exhaustion. Yeah; being drugged, beat up, and then chased up a tree by a vicious dog and two cult members would do that to you.
I went between feeling numb and swallowing back tears, and I wondered if part of it was having been drugged. I didn’t know what they gave me, but whatever it was, it did a job on me. I’d have the hospital do blood tests to determine what the drugs were, but I was pretty sure it was some kind of date rape drug.
I fell asleep again while they were cleaning and wrapping my feet. Somebody said I was lucky. There was no frost bite. But the cuts were bad enough that I got a tetanus shot, and they put me in bed. 
The next time I awoke, I knew it was the middle of the night. Callahan slept in one chair, Jack slept in the other. Looking at them both, my heart swelled, and a lump rose in my throat. I didn’t know how I’d gotten to be so lucky. 
I lay awake for at least five minutes this time before I was out again.
Somebody was grabbing my arm. I sat up swinging, gritting my teeth. 
“Leah! Leah!” 
I opened my eyes. Jack and Callahan both stood over my left side. A nurse was to my right, blood pressure cuff in one hand, the other hand covering her cheek. 
“Oh, no.” My mouth was sandpaper dry. “Did I hit you? I’m so sorry.”
She nodded her head. “It’s okay. Not the first time. Is it safe to put this on your arm now?” She lifted the cuff.
“Sure.” I lifted my arm to her.
Within moments she was gone.
“Are you going to be awake for more than five minutes this time? Or are you going out on us again?” Jack grinned. 
“I can’t help it. It’s the company I keep.” I smiled crookedly. It took effort, everything took effort.
Callahan looked at Jack, mock shock on his face. “Is she calling us boring?”
Jack nodded. “I do believe she is.”
“Yeah. I haven’t had enough excitement. Bring it on. I’m raring to go.”
“Uh uh.” Callahan leaned down and kissed my forehead. “You scared me, baby.”
“I know. I keep doing that.” I sighed. “Sorry.”
“I know.” Callahan grinned. “But you’re done scaring me for a little while at least, right?”
“At least a few hours. Yes.” 
“Well,” he said. “Thank God for small favors.” 
It was comedy hour. Everyone was so damned happy to be alive. “So what happened?”
“Lucas told me where you were,” Callahan said. “He said that things weren’t looking good. He thought Jack could use a hand.”
“Agh,” Jack waved a hand. “I had it completely under control.”
“Yeah. Completely,” I said. “I saw that.”
The humor helped us diffuse a little of the horror we were feeling in the aftermath of the terror we’d experienced. We did the same thing every time. 
“Where is Declan?” I said, noticing that he was missing from the room. 
“Still with the cops,” Jack said. “Answering questions.” He leaned back in the chair, stretching his long legs before him, one ankle crossed over the other. “You know, Cal really did come in guns blazing. Just shot his way through the door.”
Callahan smiled. “It was kind of fun, really.”
“Beats watching game shows, doesn’t it?” Jack said.
I frowned. “Wait. Gabriel didn’t say anything? Didn’t have his minions shoot you on the spot?”
Jack and Callahan looked at each other, then at the floor.
“Guys. What?” Shit. I knew it wasn’t good.
“Gabriel wasn’t there, Leah.” Jack said.
“What?” Cold fingers clutched at my heart. 
Callahan shook his head. “He was nowhere to be found. There were cult members there, but they just stepped aside. The two that were beating up on Jack and Declan backed off after I shot one of them in the leg.”
“Cal wasn’t playing,” Jack said, laughing.
Cal gave a lopsided grin. He looked back at me, his face once again serious. “But Gabriel wasn’t there.”
That wasn’t good. “Well, fuck. Where the hell is he?”
“Leah,” Jack said. I hated that tone. It meant that something else was coming that I wasn’t going to like one bit.
“Just tell me.” I let out a long breath. 
Jack looked at the ceiling, then square at me. 
“Jack, what?” I was feeling more alarmed by the second.
He finally spoke. “The pregnant women are gone. Gabriel took them.”
 
***
 
That news was a little worse than I thought it would be. Gabriel was gone. The pregnant women were gone, including Noel’s sister, Julia. It looked like Gabriel didn’t want to give up his cash cattle. I’m sure he’d made it seem like an honorable thing, taking them away from the compound. His flock would certainly see it that way. So would the pregnant women. But we knew better. The bastard didn’t have an altruistic bone in his sociopathic body. Those women were expendable to him, everyone was. He wanted their babies. They would net him a pretty penny.
I felt sick. Not just because of the fact that we didn’t know where these women were to rescue them, but from the date rape drug Gabriel had given me. And it had been a date rape drug, just like I’d thought; Flunitrazepam. This particular drug does a variety of things to the victim which benefits the rapist’s goal. It’s a muscle relaxant, it’s a hypnotic drug, and it puts the victim out for at least six hours. Side effects include confusion, nausea and headache. All of which I’d been suffering. Mostly the nausea and headache, though. Guess I’d been lucky. 
But the fact that he used the drug on me begged the question: what did he do to me while I was sleeping?
I had to submit to a rape kit. The fun just never ended. 
They tested me for sexual diseases. The worst part of it was that if he had raped me, I didn’t want to know. I really did not want to know. If I found out that he had raped me, I’d feel contaminated for life. It would be a violation so deep and so terrible that I was certain that I’d never get over it. And I’d commit another murder, this one for fun. But I wouldn’t know for at least a week, maybe two. 
The doctor told me there was no bruising or tearing. But then, I’d been unconscious. There wouldn’t be any.
So as if that wasn’t enough fun, the police came to see me. I’d been asleep when they’d visited me the night before.
I explained what had happened. Yes, I’d shot those two men after they’d shot the young police officer. I was not going to be apologetic about it. I added, glassy eyed, that one of them had also shot his own dog, after letting him loose on the cop. 
They told me not to worry. 
I didn’t think I’d heard them right. 
It could’ve been anyone who shot those cult members. Anyone at all, they explained. They weren’t exactly welcomed with open arms in the area. There were lots of people who knew what Gabriel was about. They knew that he ran a cult-like community within his compound. He had made many enemies. In fact, a fellow officer had lost a younger sister to Gabriel’s cult a few years ago. She’d vanished, was still missing.
Both officers spoke, one after the other, taking turns. Everything blurred into the same warped image. I was tired. They said not to worry. 
I’d done the world a favor and those cult members had deserved what they’d gotten. This last part I wasn’t sure if one of the cops said on their way out, or if it came from my own mind. It didn’t much matter. 
 
***
 
Callahan took me home. When he opened the door I saw a large, dark, muscular figure standing at the top of the stairs and my heart leapt. I felt a smile spread across my face and I laughed out loud.
She knew me, and her tail started wagging. She returned my smile with a wide one of her own. 
Man, there is nothing in this world like a rottie smile. Not one single thing.
“Pango!” I brushed past Callahan and began to rush up the stairs to meet her, but was reminded of the wounds on my feet pretty quickly. I moved slowly then, reaching my hands out to her, moving them over her soft, smooth fur as I sat next to her on the stairs. 
“Oh, I see how I rate,” Callahan said, grinning. 
“Don’t you be jealous, this is a girl and her dog moment.” I cupped her blocky face in my hands. “Isn’t it, girl?”
She licked my face and I wrapped my arms around her, hiding my face in her large neck and laughed into her fur. 
At that moment, life was good. 
 
***
 
I sent Callahan out for the basics; a bag of dog food and dog dishes. He hated to leave me alone, but I insisted. I set Pango up in the living room with a thick, folded blanket for her to sleep on until I could get her a giant dog bed. I took her out in the large back yard to let her get familiar with the place. Buddy used to do his business in the wooded area surrounding my house. I took Pango there and she did her thing. So far she was easy. In my experience, Rottweiler’s are. They are scary smart, sensitive, and they’ll give their lives to protect you. I love dogs, but I have a soft spot for rotties. 
We walked, well, I kind of limped along on my crutches, slowly around the property as Pango familiarized herself, sniffing and peeing here and there. She didn’t stray far from me, never more than a few feet. When Callahan’s car came up the drive-way, she stood still, ears perked, watching the car. When he emerged her tail wagged and she broke into an easy trot to meet him. She was part of the family already.
My brother Jesse would love her. He’d moved to New York City the year before with a girl he’d fallen in love with. He worked as a network administrator- slash-computer expert at a large company in Manhattan. He was doing well. I wouldn’t mention my latest escapades to him. I knew him, and he’d drop everything to come and watch over me. I didn’t want him to worry or to put his life on hold for me. It was pointless. Besides that, I’d put Jesse’s life in danger a couple of summers ago because of the job, and I was determined that would never happen again. 
“Hey girl.” Callahan stroked Pango’s head before reaching in for the bags. There were several.
“Did you buy up the entire store?” 
“Pretty much,” He smiled. “I want her to be comfortable.”
He’d even gotten her a giant dog bed. 
“You deserve a treat.” I kissed him and gave him a devilish smile. 
“Yeah,” he agreed. “I do.” 
I searched the bags for bowls. “Cal, did you forget bowls for her?”
He stopped taking items from bags and turned to me. “You still have Buddy’s dog dishes. I thought you wouldn’t mind if Pango used those. Is that okay?”
I’d forgotten about Buddy’s dishes. I had other things she could use, too. Leashes and some dog toys that I hadn’t had a chance to open for him before he’d gotten sick. I’d always had plenty of spares since he’d torn through them pretty quickly. 
“Absolutely. I’m sure Buddy wouldn’t mind.” I went into the back bathroom and got Buddy’s giant aluminum food dish and water set up. The water dish was a plastic bowl with a gallon water jug attached. I felt a lump rise in my throat holding them again. 
“I miss you, Baby,” I whispered. 
Callahan poured Pango a generous bowl of food while I got her water ready. We got her fed and set up, and then I showed her where her bed was. She did a slow circle on the bed, and then lay down. She was tired, but wouldn’t close her eyes until we’d settled down ourselves. 
I took Callahan by the hand and led him, slowly and favoring my feet, upstairs to the bedroom. “I’ve missed you.” 
“I’ve missed you, Leah, so much.” He pulled me into a tight hug.
I closed my eyes and pressed my face against his neck, breathing in his scent. Callahan always smelled woodsy and spicy at the same time. He smelled delicious. 
I pulled away and we undressed, leaving our clothes on the floor. I climbed in between the sheets, luxuriating in the feeling of the warm, soft flannel against my skin. I’d taken sleeping in a soft, warm bed for granted. It was amazing how much you could miss simple things. 
He kissed me like he hadn’t seen me in months. I kissed him like I’d been afraid I would never see him again, moving my hands over his back, feeling the muscles under his skin. I breathed him in deeply, unable to feel close enough to him.
We made love slowly, not breaking the kiss, our tongues twirling over each other. I brought my hands up and cupped his face, looking into his eyes. I wanted him to feel how much I loved him, to see it there in my gaze. I’d never given that to him before. It was as if I hadn’t had it to give, and suddenly here it was. I felt every movement as if it were new, yet Callahan and I knew each other so well it was like breathing for us. We knew every inch of one another, and we were always in perfect sync. It was a language we spoke without saying a word, and he felt so good that I never wanted the moment to end. I didn’t want to think about anything t except him and how perfect life was right then. 
At that moment, I didn’t want for a single thing. Everything was as it should be. 
But it didn’t last.
 
***
 
Morning came mercilessly quickly, and once again, I felt cold. The air was chilled, the temperature outside having dropped to the low teens the night before. They had been calling for it, but I hadn’t wanted to think about it. I’d felt so cold when I was at the compound, cold enough for a lifetime.
But here I was, pulling myself out of bed in the murky light of early morning, reaching for the phone to silence the loud trilling that had sliced through the slumbering silence. I didn’t want to leave Callahan’s warmth. I’d been curled up to his naked back, and I felt his absence profoundly as I pulled away from him and the frigid air found me. 
“Yes.” My voice was still thick with sleep. 
“Leah.” It was Jack. There it was again, the tight edge to his voice that I’d grown to know over the years as the harbinger of terrible news.
I closed my eyes and hung my head. I didn’t have the energy for it, whatever it was. “Jack. Please.”
“I’m sorry.” 
His heavy sigh went through me. It was bad. I stared at the gloom through the window. “Tell me.”
“They found one of the women. Lucas just called me.” His voice was low and held a note of defeat.
“No.” I moved a hand over my eyes and squeezed them shut. I felt Callahan move behind me, and a hand caressed my arm, the warmth of his skin unable to reach me now.
Jack’s voice came over the line. “Look, I’ll go this alone if you’re really not up to it. Seriously, Kicks. Just say the word.” 
I said nothing for a long moment, considered it. “No. I’m coming. Where are you?”
“Raven’s Hill.”
“Okay. Give me ten minutes.”
“Leah, it’s really icy. Do you want me to come and get you?”
“No, I’ll be okay. I’ll drive slowly.” My eyes were still closed, as if by keeping them closed I could pretend that this was all part of a terrible dream. 
“I’m coming with you,” Callahan said, moving away from me and climbing out of bed. 
I felt a strange combination of relief and trepidation fall over me. I wanted Callahan near me, but I didn’t want him to see what we were about to see. I didn’t want those images to be burned in his memory for life, because of me. Just one more bad memory attached to us. “Callahan’s coming. We’ll be there in a few minutes. Sit tight.”
“Good,” Jack said. “Okay.” 
“Okay,” I said.
“Leah?”
“Yeah.” 
“This is bad.” He was silent for a beat. “This is really bad.” 
 
***
 
It was five-fifty-seven. I pulled on some jeans and a warm fleecy top, and ran a brush through my tangled hair. I looked like hell and that wasn’t about to change anytime soon. My feet were still sore from my ordeal in the frosty woods with two of Gabriel’s finest, but they felt considerably better. I’m a quick healer, and I kept my feet gauzed so that I wouldn’t feel much pain. The hospital had given me some wonderful painkillers, too. And that made life just a little bit better. 
Pango lay in the hallway outside our bedroom. She had guarded the door. I doubted she’d do anything differently from here on out. She’d sleep on the dog bed during the day, but she’d guard the bedroom door at night. There was no point in arguing with her. It was just the way things were going to be from here on out.
I poured some food into her bowl and patted her head before we left. I could hear the freezing rain battering the windows and I shivered. Callahan had used my remote car starter to blast heat in the car and melt the ice on the windows. That had been ten minutes earlier. We still had to scrape the hell out of the windows to get them clear enough to be able to see through. 
There was a layer of ice over everything. Trees were coated, their branches hanging low, being pulled down by the weight of the ice. Power lines were covered in ice, and I knew that it would be a miracle if we didn’t lose power. The last time we’d had an ice storm like this it had shut down everything, leaving thousands without power in the Northeast. 
We drove at a snail’s pace, which was fine with me, since I wasn’t in a rush to see what horror was awaiting me. Lucas had police connections, and since we were working the case of one of the missing women, there was a good chance that what was awaiting me was the body of Alexia Clemmons. 
The freezing rain let up, turning into a steady pattering of pure, wet rain in the warming air. I hoped to hell it didn’t freeze again. The roads were like a skating rink, with vehicles off the side of the road every hundred or so feet, it seemed. 
When we finally got to Raven’s Hill, there were several cop cars and rescue vehicles lining the road on both sides. The road was blocked, but Lucas had called us, so we were allowed to drive through. 
The sky was lightening from charcoal to a slate grey as the sky wept. 
 
***
 
We didn’t go right up to the crime scene, but we could see her clearly from where we stood. Several crime scene experts moved around her, not quite sure what to do with her. She was frozen, encased in ice. She lay with her arms at her sides, and even with the ice glistening from her we could see the large gash in her stomach. Her face was turned up toward the sky, mouth and eyes open, frozen in silent horror. 
We wouldn’t know for certain right away but I knew this wasn’t Alexia. This was the red haired woman, Colleen Ashburn. She’d gone missing two months ago, when she was seven months pregnant. Time of death would take a while to discover. They would have to thaw her out before they could gather any evidence from her. It was almost certain that the rain had washed most, if not all of the evidence, off of her. 
I moved a hand over my own abdomen, unable to fathom the barbarity of what was done to her. Her death had been brutal. Somebody had taken her baby from her. Hadn’t cared that she was a human being, only that she was an incubator for an infant they’d wanted. I couldn’t believe my eyes. As I looked at her, a gnawing pain began eating a hole in my chest.
“Jack.” I could hear the moan in my voice, and my throat tightened over it. 
“I know,” he said. 
Callahan turned away, doing a slow circle on the road, his head tilted up to the sky. This was why he didn’t want me involved in the work that I do. This was exactly the reason why. I’d become tainted with it. Every time I was involved in a horrible case, I took part of it away with me forever. Wore it over me like a dark cloak. He already had so many dark memories attached to me from the last couple of years, and he would never be able to look at me without seeing this woman from here on out. This woman was one more memory for us to share. I wondered just how much more of this he could take.
How much more could I take? 
But I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t give it up. As abhorrent as this crime was, I couldn’t turn away from Colleen. She had nobody at this moment except those of us who were surrounding her. She’d died; terrified for herself and her baby, and nobody had been there to help her then. 
By Christ, I was going to do my best to help her now.


 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Callahan left me. 
I didn’t blame him. He didn’t wait for me to come back from the slowly thawing field before he got into my car and drove off. He didn’t call me. He didn’t need to. What could he possibly say? It had all been said before, and this time was worse, just so fucking much worse. The absolute worst any of us had ever seen.
I wondered if he’d have his bags packed when I got home.
“Who would do this?” I was speaking to nobody in particular. 
“One sick son-of-a-bitch,” Jack said beside me. He placed a hand on my back. His touch always steadied me. We’d been there for each other since we were teens. He was the one person I could trust would never abandon me, while I pushed every single person I ever loved away, Jack was always there. 
Lucas came walking over, long, grey coat billowing around his legs. He shook his head, eyebrows pinched together. His mouth was turned down as he spoke. “It’s horrendous.” 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, it’s fucking horrific.”
“Can we get out of here, please?” I couldn’t stay there another second. There was nothing we could do for her there, and I could feel the weight of her death all around me in that frozen field. 
We headed to our office, stopping at the drive-thru to get coffee on the way. I ordered a large, black. Something with bite that I could wrap my hands around, keep close to me. Lucas followed close behind us.
The office was warm. We had the heat on a timer, and six a.m. had come and gone, giving the furnace plenty of time to reach seventy degrees. I like seventy-two. Jack likes sixty-eight. We compromise and I wear a fleece I keep there. I threw it on now and curled into my favorite chair.
Jack stood in front of the white board, looking at his jotted notes. “Does this seem like Gabriel to you?” 
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
He turned to look at me. “You spent some time with him, Kicks. What does your gut tell you?”
I felt sick deep in my soul, and just wanted to crawl into a ball and cry, but it wasn’t my style. I looked at Lucas, who was leaning against Jack’s desk, watching me. Those grey eyes waiting for an answer. “My gut tells me that this isn’t his style.”
“Okay,” Lucas said. “Why not?”
“Too messy for him, he’s cruel but not vicious in that way. Not like this.” I thought of Gabriel, his face more pretty than handsome. “He’s more into deception and manipulation, he’d wait until she’d given birth and then steal the baby in the night, telling the mother that the baby had died. If he wanted somebody dead, he’d just have them shot.”
“I think you’re right,” Lucas said. “This is the work of somebody who is desperate for a baby, willing to do anything to obtain one. The mother is just a method of getting a newborn. And the psychiatric literature suggests that the taking of the baby from the womb is fulfilling the perpetrator’s fantasy of giving birth herself.”
“So it’s a woman,” Jack said.
“In all of the cases of murder by c-section, women are the perpetrators of the crime, yes.” Lucas slowly turned his large paper coffee cup in his hands. “That doesn’t mean that a man isn’t involved. But usually in this kind of crime, the perpetrator is a woman acting alone.”
“Desperate measures,” I said. “She might’ve tried to take a baby before, right? What would she have done before to get her hands on an infant?”
“She likely would’ve tried abducting an infant. I’ll look into local infant abductions over the last few years.” Lucas leaned forward, slowly pushed himself from the desk. “But this could be our woman advertising to sell baby clothes.”
My cell phone rang. I looked at the number. It was Garrett Clemmons. 
“Mr. Clemmons,” I said. 
“Ms. Ryan.” His voice sounded tight and edgy. “Was that my wife out in that field this morning?” His tone went up on the last few words, panic barely contained.
I frowned. His fear was real. He really didn’t know if it was his wife that had been found dead. “We don’t know for sure. The police contacted you? Is that how you knew about the woman in the field?” I couldn’t say ‘dead body.’ I just couldn’t do it. It seemed to take away from Colleen as a person. She had been a person, a happy person, preparing to have a baby.
“Yes. They said they would call me if they needed me to identify the remains.” There was a quiver to his voice that went right through me.
As much of a dick this guy was, I couldn’t prolong his torture. “Dr. Clemmons, I don’t think it was Alexia.”
“You don’t.” There was a note of urgency in his tone now and a little hope. 
“No, I don’t. I’m fairly certain that she didn’t have dark hair.” 
“Okay,” he said, “Okay.”
“Sit tight, okay? Wait for the police to contact you again.” 
“Thank you.” He disconnected. 
I sighed. “Well, there goes one suspect in the disappearance of Alexia Clemmons.” 
Jack raised his eyebrows. 
I lifted a hand and dropped it back into my lap. “I don’t think the Dr. did it.”
“So you mean he really does think she was having an affair? He wasn’t making that shit up just to bash her?” Jack said. 
“Maybe. He might’ve been making it up to justify his affairs. I don’t know. But he just sounded pretty upset that that woman out there in the field could be his wife.” 
“Well, somebody made her disappear,” Jack said.
“Yes, and she hasn’t been found yet.” Lucas looked at the whiteboard, his eyes squinting. 
Jack stood. “I have to go talk to Noel. Give her the news that her sister has been taken somewhere by Gabriel and we have no idea where they are. Jesus. Maybe she has an idea where he’d take them.”
“I’ll stay,” I said. 
Lucas glanced at me. “I’ll stay with you.”
It’s what I was both afraid of and hoping he’d say.
Jack glanced at me, then at Lucas. Finally he dipped his head, grabbed up his brown leather jacket, and headed for the door, waving a hand behind him as he went. “I’ll see you in a bit.”
“Okay.” Lucas and I said it at the same time. 
If I’d had trouble concentrating a few minutes ago, I really had become stupid by now. I could smell the musky scent of his aftershave from where I sat in my chair. I watched his toned back, his long legs, and his ass as he looked the white board over. 
You could cut the sexual tension between us with a knife. I got up from my chair and walked over to the white board, standing beside him. Both of us looked at the board, and I was sure neither of us was really seeing what was on it. 
This thing between us, this thick, sexual desire, was like a freight train. What happened next was inevitable.
I didn’t want to move away from him, but I knew that if I didn’t, we’d end up kissing. If I stood there one second longer, long enough for him to look at me, then we’d each acknowledge how much we wanted the other. In just that look, a half second before we moved together, closing the space and meeting each other’s lips.
I waited that second.
It took about thirty seconds before our clothes started falling. Another fifteen before we were on the floor. I felt the roughness of the carpet against the bare skin of my back and my ass. I spread my legs before he was even quite in between them, wrapping them around his. My hips moved against him, and our kisses were urgent and hungry, almost panicked. Neither of us said a single word, but when he slid into me I cried out and lifted my hips to meet him. 
I held him close to me, wanting him crushing against my breasts. I needed the sensation, all of it, the smell, touch, the sound of his ragged breathing in my ear as he moved inside of me. I moved my hands over him and pulled him deeper into me. The sound of my moaning was far away, like it was coming from somebody else. This was my drink. My drug. My escape. Sex with Lucas was a numbing agent. For me, better than anything else for making me feel good and to forget, if only for a moment. 
When he collapsed beside me, we both lay staring at the ceiling, taking in deep, breaths. 
“Wow. Didn’t really see that coming,” Lucas said. “Not that I’m complaining.”
“Oh, come on. You didn’t see that coming? I saw it coming from a mile away.” I was still catching my breath. 
“Well, maybe a little bit.” He grinned. “I’d hoped. I hadn’t expected it.”
I rolled onto my belly and rested my chin on my arm, watching him. He was handsome. He had a noble nose and thoughtful eyes. But handsome alone isn’t usually what gets my motor running. I wondered what exactly it was about him that made me want him so much. It was chemical, but it was also in the way he spoke, the way he moved. He was graceful in his movements without being feminine. He had gentle hands, with jogger’s legs, with long fingers. He was tall and lean, without being skinny. He was in amazing shape.
“You’re very nice to look at, you know that?” I felt the lopsided smile on my mouth. 
He gave me a lazy smile of his own, his face flushing. “Thank you. I think you know that you’re more than nice to look at.”
“Why thank you, kind Sir.” I looked up at the white board, unable to help myself. I went quiet, my gaze moving over Jack’s scrawled handwriting.
“What is it, Leah? What do you see?” He closed his eyes, listening for my response.
“I don’t know. These women have to have been connected in some way other than just being pregnant. If the abductor is the same person, he or she had to have met them somewhere. Where?” I looked back at Lucas, marveling at how beautiful he looked right then, with his eyes closed. 
He was silent for a moment, a little line forming between his brows. “I’ve been thinking about that. Alexia was meeting her mother at the mall. Colleen worked down the road from the mall at a travel agency, and Daria is an attorney. The court house is within a mile of the mall. I’m willing to bet that he or she saw them at the mall.”
“Just happened upon them? Let’s say it’s a ‘she’ for the sake of argument. Was she waiting, hanging out in the food court or something, for a pregnant woman to happen by?”
“Maybe, serial killers troll for their victims of choice at places they know their victim type frequents.”
“Pregnant women frequent the baby sections of stores; clothes, diapers, infant paraphernalia. It wouldn’t be hard to find pregnant women at those places. There is a store that specifically sells baby clothes and items in the mall. Oh, Baby. There are also two department stores in that mall that sell baby items.”
“Right,” Lucas said, opening his eyes. “I’m sure she’s cruising places like that.”
“Maternity shops.” I sat up. “There is one maternity shop in that mall. I bet she’s hanging out at the maternity shop a lot. There’s even a bench in front of the store for tired pregnant women to sit and rest.”
“She could be disguised as a pregnant woman. Usually this type of killer is. They fake a pregnancy, tell everyone they know that they’re pregnant, and then abduct a pregnant woman who is close to term.”
“Christ. That is so creepy. Like a spider waiting for a fly.”
“Yes. She weaves an intricate web of deception. Almost certainly to save a failing relationship with a man, she thinks a baby will keep him with her.”
I made a face. I couldn’t relate to it. “It’s frightening to think of somebody being that needy. That would the worst kind of person to have a child.”
“Right. Her entire identity is wrapped up in her relationship. She’ll do anything to keep it. So she could be sitting on that bench waiting for a pregnant woman that strikes her fancy to come along, and then follow her into the parking lot. The police checked the video tapes from the days the women disappeared, but the tapes have been getting recorded over every twenty-four hours. They haven’t been changing them and saving them. Pretty archaic system, actually.”
“It’s kind of an old mall. They haven’t exactly done much in the way of renovations in recent years.” I sat up, suddenly feeling shy. I reached for my clothes and gingerly pulled them on. 
Lucas did the same, which was a shame. I really loved looking at him without them. 
“Lucas.” His name tasted delicious on my tongue. I stood watching him for a moment. My heart beat faster. An idea was forming in my mind. 
“Yes?” he pulled up the zipper on his jeans and stood in front of me. 
It was hard to think clearly with him standing there, still smelling hot and sweaty, and so close to me. “I have an idea.”
“I don’t doubt it.” He grinned. “Hit me with it. I’ve liked your ideas so far.”
 
***
 
“Are you sure about this?” Jack asked me.
It was a lucky thing that Lucas and I were dressed. He’d shown up about a minute after we’d pulled our clothes back on. 
Lucas and I avoided looking at each other, being as casual as we could. It must’ve been like holding up a neon sign to Jack, because I could tell by the way his eyes flicked from Lucas to me that he knew exactly what had transpired between us. 
“Very,” I said. “I’m going to make coffee. Be back in a minute.”
“I’ll help you,” Jack said.
Aw shit. I was in trouble. 
He followed me into the kitchen. When we were safely out of earshot he scolded me. “Jesus, Kicks. I can’t leave you alone for five minutes.”
“What?” I asked, my eyes wide and innocent, or so I thought.
“Oh, stow it. You know what.” He placed his hands on his hips as he leaned slightly forward, staring at me. He was clearly not amused.
“Jack, lighten up. Some people have a few cocktails to relax. Others spark up a big fatty. I…find a friend.”
“You have a friend. Or have you forgotten that?” 
I leaned against the counter. “Jack, please don’t go there. Don’t lecture me.”
He let out a long breath, walking toward the kitchen window and back again. “Fine. Just please don’t let it get in the way of the work. Okay? Can you manage to keep your brain out of your panties?”
“It’s a thong, but I’ll sure give it a whirl, Jack.”
“Good.” He turned and went back into the living room. 
I sighed and looked at the coffee pot, wondering what in hell I thought I was doing. Jack was right. I just couldn’t seem to help myself. I had a weakness. I liked certain men. A lot. I try to be faithful. I really do. But when things go badly in a relationship my eyes wander, and sometimes it isn’t long before the rest of me does the same. I’m not proud of this trait. But for the moment, it was getting me through a really shitty time.
I poured mugs of steaming coffee and handed one to Jack, then Lucas, then went back and got my own. “If you guys want cream or sugar, it’s in the kitchen.”
“This is good. Thanks,” Lucas said, glancing at me and then back at the cup.
“He knows, Luke. Don’t bother trying to hide it.”
Lucas looked at Jack. “Okay.”
“But if it’s all the same to you guys, I’d really like to move on. Okay?” I was feeling tired and mean. Jack had been a serious buzz kill. He was harshing my gig. 
“Fine,” Jack crossed his arms over his barrel of a chest. “Look, Leah. I don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to disguise yourself as a pregnant woman and hang out at the mall. It might be a waste of time.”
“It might be, Jack,” Lucas said. “But the police use decoys all the time. It does work.”
“What if I just hang around for a little while?” I asked. “Ask some questions. Maybe somebody will remember something.” 
“You can do that in your regular street clothes without the disguise,” Jack said. 
“Yes, but this way I’d be killing two birds with one stone.” I winced. I really hate that expression, but I couldn’t think of another that fit. “Jack, are you worried about me?”
He hesitated. “Kicks, this is just really bad. What if it goes wrong and the killer actually does grab you? Or what if they follow you home?”
“Then I’ll kick their psycho ass,” I said, but there wasn’t much kick in the way I said it. Had I lost my kick? If I had, it really could be dangerous for me to disguise myself as a pregnant woman to bait and lure a killer to me in the hopes of catching her.
“We’ll be right there with her.” Lucas said. 
Although I applauded his persistence, I was a little put off that he wasn’t more worried about my wellbeing, considering the rather close moments we’d shared in the very recent past. So recent I could still smell him on me. Like the dewy remnants of a fresh, light rain on a sizzling day.
Jack was quiet for a beat. “You’re going to do what you’re going to do.”
Didn’t I always?
He looked down at the carpet, his hands laced together over his knees, then back up at me. “It just makes me nervous. I don’t like it.”
Jack wasn’t one to ever back down, and he usually didn’t worry about me this much. Maybe he sensed that I was lacking some of my former feistiness, and it concerned him. But given the right situation, I was certain that I’d get it back in a hurry. 
Lucas and I watched him and waited. Like Jack said, I was going to do what I was going to do, but I wanted Jack’s blessing and his help, should I need it. And the way things had been going up until then, chances were, I may need it.
Jack lifted his hands in surrender. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
 
***
 
We got a fake pregnancy belly at a local costume shop. I tried it on under my clothes and looked in the mirror. It looked like the real deal. 
“Wow. That’s how you’d look if you got knocked up, Kicks. Groovy,” Jack laughed.
“Sexy, huh?” I said, turning this way and that. I thought I made a very nice looking pregnant lady, actually. 
It was a strange thing, though. I couldn’t remember ever really considering what I’d look like pregnant. I’ve spent so much energy trying to push away commitment that it really hadn’t even occurred to me.
I was ready. I was chomping at the bit to get to that maternity store. I didn’t know what it was, but something was telling me that there was something there that would lead me to an answer. In this business, hunches are not to be ignored or taken lightly. You learn to trust your instincts. 
The mall was hopping. Jack and Lucas stayed far behind me, just keeping me within sight, and I took my pregnant belly and adopted my best tired, pregnant lady walk. I wasn’t exactly waddling, but I had to make it look believable. 
I went into the maternity shop, both hands resting on the top of my belly lightly. The girl at the desk smiled at me. She was young, maybe early twenties, and she was pleasantly rounded with rosy apple cheeks. Her strawberry blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail. 
“Can I help you find something special?” She asked me.
“I’m just browsing right now. My friend told me about this store. Actually, you must’ve seen her.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh?”
I continued. “I’m really worried about her. She’s gone missing. Have you seen her on the news? Alexia Clemmons?” I walked over to the counter.
Her eyes veiled over for a moment, completely unreadable. Then they became round with excitement. “Oh, yeah. I have seen her on the news. It’s so horrible. She just vanished like that. You know, I don’t remember having ever seen her in the store. But maybe one of the other girls has.”
“Do you think so? I’m so worried about her. Could you tell me when the other girls work? I’d really like to talk to them. See if they’ve seen her in the store.”
She nodded her head, watching my face. She wasn’t supposed to give out that kind of information, I was certain.
“I don’t want to get you into any trouble. But they may have seen her the day she disappeared. Maybe somebody was with her. You never know.”
“Let me check the schedule.” She reached under the counter and pulled out a clip board with schedule that appeared to have four other names on it for that night. She ran her finger down the page. “All the girls are on tonight.” She smiled. “With Christmas coming, it’s been crazy. So if you want to come back, they’ll be here then.”
“I will. Thanks so much.” I was going to go barreling out of the store, but then remembered that I was pregnant and should really at least look at the maternity clothes. I browsed the racks slowly, lifting hangers and holding items up to myself. 
I found a sparkly red blouse half price, perfect for the Christmas holiday or New Years Eve. A wave of sadness washed over me. Colleen would never share Christmas with her baby. Alexia and Tara may not either. But there was a chance. If I was able to help bring one of them home, I’d give that blouse to them to celebrate. 
I brought the blouse to the counter and paid for it, my gaze moving over the counter area. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but sometimes that’s when you spot something. 
“Oh, this will look gorgeous on you with your dark hair and eyes. Good choice.” She smiled and folded the blouse, wrapping it in red tissue paper before placing it in a red and green striped bag. 
“Thank you. I hope so.” 
I left the store with my holiday blouse and went out into the mall to find out where Jack and Lucas were lurking. 
 
***
 
Lucas needed to get back to his office and his work. Jack and I went our separate ways. We’d meet back up later. I needed to deal with something I didn’t want to deal with, but that I could no longer avoid. 
Callahan was packed when I got home. He was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for me, his bags at the front door. Pango lay at his feet, her face sad.
I stood looking at him, my eyes welling up. I didn’t want him to go, but we both knew it was for the best. We’d been down this road before. 
And I’d betrayed him with Lucas. I could never take that back. I deserved his abandonment.
He kept his eyes on the floor. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry.”
“I know.” My voice cracked. 
I couldn’t change, and neither could he. We had both tried, but it just wouldn’t work. I wished I didn’t love him. I wished that he didn’t love me. This wouldn’t be so hard. It wouldn’t tear the heart out of us both, like it was doing now.
He got up, walked toward me and wrapped his arms around me, something I both did and didn’t want him to do. Callahan was my security my feeling of home and comfort. When he walked out the door, that feeling would be gone with him. 
“I love you,” he said into my hair.
“I love you, too.” My voice was a whisper. I couldn’t talk without crying. I swallowed down my grief and bit my bottom lip, feeling my chin tremble. 
He kissed me on the forehead and slowly pulled away, then walked to the door, grabbing up his bags. Pango had followed him to the door, and he stopped to stroke her head and face. He whispered something to her.
Then he was gone. 
 
***
 
A knock on the door startled me awake. I’d been lying down on the couch for a couple of minutes and had apparently fallen asleep. 
Pango gave a friendly bark, standing in the kitchen and smiling at Jack. He smiled back at her and waved through the window in the kitchen door. But when he looked back at me, his face was serious.
“What’s up?” I stood aside to let him in. 
“Noel called me on my cell. She said that Julia found a phone and called her. She’s scared and wants to come home but she’s afraid of what will happen to her if she tries to leave.”
“Does Noel know where they are?” My heart was jumping. 
“She said there’s another compound in Wentworth.”
“Two hours from here.” I grabbed my coat and pulled on my boots.
“Kicks.”
I looked up. “Yeah?”
“She said Julia thinks he’ll do something to the women. He’s rushed for time. Acting unstable. Noel thinks he wants the babies before anyone finds out where they are.” He looked away, his gaze narrowing in thought.
“And?” There was something more he wasn’t telling me.
“If he thinks he’s close to getting caught, then I don’t think it’s the babies he’s thinking about. I’m worried there will be another Jim Jones situation.”
“Oh, Jesus Jack.”
“If he convinces those women that the world is a horrible place without him…”
“That their babies are better off in another world.” Oh God. 
“They just may drink the cool-aid.”


 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Declan followed us to the location of the other compound. We had no concrete evidence that Gabriel would try to persuade the pregnant women, or any of his other followers, to kill themselves. But he did feel the walls closing in. I’d stupidly told him what my theory was on what happened to the “dying” babies. It wasn’t the wisest decision. Now he might be going completely crackers and see no way out. He may be thinking he had nothing to lose. That’s when a person is most dangerous.
The compound was a large cabin on an island surrounded by Black Water Lake. The only way to get to it is by boat, or by swimming. None of us felt much like swimming. 
There was a boat house up a little ways from where we parked, almost directly across from the island on the shore side that we were standing on. There were five speed boats tied to a dock. The boats had to belong to the compound. Aside from the boat house, which looked like it had seen better days, there weren’t any other structures around.
Dusk was gathering darkness fast. We needed to make a move. Declan went into the boat house and found several paddles and two large flash lights.
“Let’s not use the flashlights if we can help it. We don’t want to alert them that we’re coming.” I shuddered, thinking of what creepy crawlies may be in the boats that I wouldn’t be able to see. I hate creepy crawlies. 
We climbed into one boat and started paddling. Turning the motor on wouldn’t be wise. My guess was that Gabriel wasn’t up for entertaining us. We paddled slowly, trying to be as silent as we could. I shivered, the wind was picking up, and the air was bitter coming off the water. 
I’d have preferred to be just about anywhere else. I thought of Lucas’s warm skin and felt myself flush. There was an enormous sadness in the pit of my stomach left by Callahan’s leaving. So Lucas was my happy place right then. I would hold on to that sensory image tightly until we and the women were out of there and safe.
We had made it almost to the shore when a gunshot rang through the air and Declan flew back, almost falling into the water.
“Get down! Get down!” Jack screamed. He ducked low and reached for his gun, aiming it at the compound.
I stretched my arm out toward Jack. “Wait. We don’t know if it’s Gabriel shooting or if it’s one of the women.” 
He lowered his gun. “Fuck!”
“Hey motherfucker! Having fun?” I shouted.
“More than you can possibly imagine,” was the amused reply, carrying eerily over the water. “But I wouldn’t shoot back if I were you. I’m not the only one standing out here.”
He was despicable, using pregnant women as a shield, and that was exactly what he was doing.
“You are disgusting. You’re nothing but a fucking coward. You’d put those pregnant women in danger to save your own ass,” Jack shouted. 
“They are happy to do it,” Gabriel’s voice floated down to us. 
We couldn’t see him. Too many shadows. Darkness was draping itself over us. There was no light.
“You will get yours, Gabriel. Believe that.” My teeth were gritted, more from anger than cold, but still I shivered. My teeth began to chatter.
“I’m taking a swim. Keep him busy.” Jack took off his leather jacket and prepared to drop into the water.
“No,” I whispered. “You’ll freeze. That water is way too cold now, Jack.”
“I can do it. The shore is not that far away. We’re almost there.”
“You may get there, but your limbs will be too numb to do anything to stop him,” Declan said.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jack said. “Just keep him busy.”
I’d seen Jack bear temperature extremes that would make most of us faint with no problem at all. Sometimes I wondered if he weren’t superhuman. 
Declan and I moved to the opposite side of the boat to keep it from tipping as Jack waited. When we were ready, as silently as he could, he dropped into the water. 
For as big a boy Jack is, he didn’t make as loud a splash as I’d thought he would, and I wondered if Gabriel had heard him at all. He wouldn’t have seen him. Darkness had covered everything now. The wind had picked up and I could barely see the water. Only a crescent moon shone in the sky, not lending us any real light.
“You come up on this island, you’re not leaving.” Gabriel’s voice was carried by raw, icy wind.
“No, you’ve got that wrong, Gabriel,” I shouted back. “We come up on that island, and those women aren’t all happy and fine, you aren’t leaving.”
His laughter rang and bounced around on the rocks. “You’re one ballsy woman; I’ll give you that, Leah. But these women don’t want a thing to do with you. You’re a Judas. You can’t be trusted. You’ve revealed yourself to be a serpent.”
“Blah, blah, blah. Don’t you ever get bored of hearing yourself talk? ”Cuz I gotta tell you, Gabe, your spiel is way past old.” I scanned the water for Jack, but didn’t see him. He really was stealthy and silent when he wanted to be. I just hoped that’s what he was being, and not sinking to the bottom of the lake. He wouldn’t have much time before his limbs grew numb and stopped working. I kept talking. “I mean, seriously. Go look at yourself in the mirror and see if you can keep a straight face saying that shit.”
“You’ve got about five seconds before I start shooting blindly at the water. You and your friends would be wise to turn around and leave us alone,” Gabriel said.
“Nah. I like this boat. How much did this boat set you back, Gabe? Oh wait; it must be just one more thing one of your adoring, brainwashed disciples laid at your feet. What’s that like, anyway? Having people just give you things because you blow so much smoke up their asses? Have you ever, in all your lazy-ass days, considered actually working for a living? Or is that concept completely beyond you.” I was running out of insults. Jack had better hurry the hell up. “Actually, Cult Leader is a pretty lucrative gig, isn’t it, much less work than picking pockets or snatching old ladies purses and running away?” Hurry up, Jack.
I heard a grunt, and a gun went off. A woman screamed. 
And then there was nothing.
 
***
 
We paddled the remaining few feet to the shore, jumping into the knee deep, chilled water, and scrambled up the stairs to the chaotic sounds up ahead. 
“Jack!” I screamed. “Jack!”
“A little help,” he shouted, his voice strained. 
I ran toward his voice, seeing vague, muted shapes finally come into view. I heard Declan right behind me. 
Jack was struggling with one of the pregnant women, she was trying to get his gun from him. She was scratching and biting, and now screaming like a banshee.
“Jesus Christ,” Jack grunted. “Calm down, lady.” 
I heard groaning from the ground as I ran past somebody lying there. A hand clamped over my ankle and I went down hard. I kicked with my other leg and connected with something that made a cracking sound.
“You broke my nose, you bitch.” Gabriel said, his voice sounding liquid and nasal.
I grinned, not being able to actually see the blood clearly but imagining it just fine. “Good.” I scrambled closer and booted him in the jaw. “How do you like me now, Gabe?”
I pushed myself up, bracing myself to boot him again if he tried anything else. I risked a peek over my shoulder to see Declan helping Jack with the woman, trying to pull her off.
“You’re going to hurt your baby if you keep this shit up,” Jack said at her. “What’s the matter with you?”
“We would both give our lives for Gabriel,” she said, her voice reverent. 
“Yeah, he’d give your lives for him, too,” Declan said. 
“It is God’s will,” she cried. 
“Jesus,” Jack muttered. 
I heard rustling on the ground. I looked down to see Gabriel trying to pull himself up. I took one step toward him, hearing the water squish in my leather boots, and booted him in the chest. 
He flew backward, grunting.
“That’s for making me ruin my leather boots, you fuck.” 
I loved those boots, and the delusional bastard wasn’t even worth the cost of replacing them. 
But the unborn babies being treated like commodities were worth everything. And I wasn’t leaving that island without those women.
 
***
 
Jack and Declan got the woman into the cabin and locked her in a room until she calmed down. I babysat Gabriel, who wasn’t half as mouthy with me as he had been. It might have something to do with his swollen and torn mouth. He’d called me a very nasty name, and I’d kicked him in the face.
I sighed. “Gabe, why don’t you just shut the hell up? I’m getting tired of kicking your worthless ass.”
“One of my teeth is loose,” he said, moving his tongue over said tooth.
“Well, I’m sure you have at least one dentist in your flock,” I said, wiggling my toes in my wet boots. They were feeling numb. My poor feet were taking a hell of a beating because of this prick, and the weather was far too cold for these shenanigans. “Too bad you have all your followers stuck away in a compound.”
He smirked through his bubbled lips, the effect more than creepy. “I have more followers than you can imagine. Many of them live off site.”
“That’s heart-warming, Gabe. Really.” But a chill ran down my spine, because I believed him. 
He tipped his head back a little to look at me. “You really don’t know what you’re dealing with, Leah. I think you’ve bitten off more than you can chew.”
“That’s sweet coming from a guy who won’t be chewing anything hard for a while.” I stepped toward him and he cringed back. “And if you don’t shut the fuck up, I’ll fix it so you won’t be chewing anything at all. You’ll be sipping your meals through those funny, twisty straws for a long, long time.”
Jack and Declan came back down. None of us trusted Gabriel to walk up to the cabin without pulling something on me. He was much easier to deal with on the ground. His gun was gone. Jack had knocked it out of his hand, and then pistol whipped him across the head. As long as Gabriel didn’t have a gun, we were doing okay. 
Jack glared down at Gabriel. Declan’s face was grim as he looked at me. 
“Christ. What?” I asked. 
“Julia gave birth earlier today.” Jack didn’t take his eyes off Gabriel. “Her baby is gone.”
I looked down at Gabriel, feeling my blood boil. I hauled my foot back and booted him in the jaw again.
 
***
 
We brought him into a tool shed not far from the main cabin. Declan stayed with the women. Two were pregnant. He would try to talk to them, using his deprogramming skills as best he could. But it would take days. Hours would do nothing to change their minds. 
Gabriel sat in on the floor while Jack and I stood over him. 
“Where is Julia’s baby, Gabe?” I asked.
He grinned up at me, blood staining his teeth. He no longer looked like an angel. He looked like a demon straight from hell. I wondered if maybe he was. How did some people get to be so evil? But right then, it didn’t much matter.
“Gone.” He smirked now, really enjoying this.
“Gone where?” I squatted down, looking him in the face. 
“Somewhere you’ll never find him.”
“Same place Noel and Lydia’s babies went?” Jack asked. 
Gabriel’s eyes flicked up to Jack. “Same place they were headed. Noel’s and Lydia’s babies never made it there.”
Something in my chest folded in on itself. “And where was that?” I stood over him, tapping one foot as a reminder of what my boots could do. 
A shot rang out. Jack and I looked at each other. 
Gabriel tilted his head back and laughed. “I bet your friend has his hands full, if he’s still kicking, that is.”
“Go.” I tilted my head toward the cabin. “I’ll keep our friend company.”
Jack gave Gabriel a withering look before running out the door. 
Gabriel smiled widely at me. “You really don’t have a clue, do you?”
“No, but I have a couple of really hard boots that are ruined anyway, so I don’t mind getting more flesh and blood splattered all over them.”
“I know about Noel sending you. Julia told me,” His grin faded. “After I caught her on the phone, I had to correct her for that.” His eyes sparkled for a moment. “She said you’d be coming.”
“And?” I tried to appear bored.
He laughed again, really getting a charge off the power he had over me. Off the fact that he had information I was almost desperate for.
“I want a deal.” His smirk was back, and it was dirty. 
I wanted to walk through a car wash, but it would never make me feel clean enough. “I don’t make deals with murdering baby sellers.”
“I didn’t murder the babies.” His eyes gleamed at me. “But I know who did.”
“You had somebody murder them. That makes you a murderer.” My stomach roiled. 
“I didn’t have anyone murder them.” His voice was quiet and even.
I stared at him, trying to read if he was lying to me or not. He seemed like he was telling the truth, but cult leaders are practiced liars, as a rule.
He watched me through crazed eyes. He was on the ground, physically broken, and he still held all the power. “Let me walk out of here, and I’ll tell you who did kill them.”
“How about you tell me who killed them, and where the other babies are, and I don’t kill your ass right here?”
His smirk grew wider. “You and I both know you won’t do that. You kill me, and you’ll never know.”
Fucking hell. 
“You want me to let you walk out of here, without your entourage, and you’ll what? Give up cult leading and take up basket weaving?”
“It doesn’t matter what I do. I have information and you need it. I’m not going to prison, Leah. I’ll do anything to avoid it, including walking away from everything I’ve built and starting over from scratch. But I won’t go to prison.”
I watched his face. He had me and he knew it. “Tell me something to show me you’re not full of shit.”
“Okay,” he said, grinning. “Noel murdered her own baby.”
I rocked back on my heels a little, staring at him. “Bullshit.”
He shook his head slowly, his manic eyes never leaving mine. “No. I’m telling you the truth. She murdered her own baby. After that, she stole Lydia’s baby and murdered her, too.”
“Why would she do that?” 
“Why does any unbalanced person do anything?” His smile fell away. “Look Leah, I know I’m not all that I say I am…”
“Say it isn’t so.”
“I’ve got a talent, a certain charisma, which lends itself to manipulating people for my own means. But I’m not insane.”
“Well, I beg to differ, Gabe. Because I think you’re bat-shit crazy.”
“That could be debated, if we had more time. We don’t. But I can tell you that Noel is a baby killer.”
I watched him, feeling my eyes narrow and gritting my teeth, saying nothing. I wanted him to continue.
“I wasn’t sure that it was her at first. But then Lydia’s baby died.” Something like sadness flickered across his face. “I did some background research on her. She was once a medical assistant on the maternity floor of St. Mary’s. A couple of apparently perfectly healthy babies died during her shifts. Somebody must’ve suspected her but didn’t have proof, because she was let go rather abruptly. That’s when I found her.”
“You didn’t know any of this before you recruited her?”
“I swear that I didn’t. Be that as it may, it wouldn’t have mattered. I don’t judge people who enter into my family. It’s a fresh start. Whatever they did before has no meaning on their lives with us.” He paused. “Unless they harm somebody in the family.”
“I’d say what she did to those babies falls under the ‘harm’ category. Maybe you should rethink your recruitment policy regarding the previous lives of potential members. If you’re telling me the truth, that is.” But it didn’t sound like deception, this time.
“Check for yourself. A private investigator could easily unearth that information.”
“Where are the other babies, Gabriel?”
“Do we have a deal?” He asked me, pushing himself up. He was looking rough. His was mouth split and his jaw swollen and bruised. Blood stained his chin. 
Time stood still as we watched each other. This would be a deal with the devil. But I needed to find out where those babies were. 
“Yes,” I said. 
He must’ve seen the lie in my eyes, because his own eyes became shuttered as he stood up. 
“Get back down on the floor, Gabriel.”
He turned around and walked to a cabinet on the far end of the shed, opened the door and grabbed a hammer.
“Get down.” I cocked my gun and aimed at his head.
“I’m not going to prison, Leah. I told you that. So it’s either you or me, and you’ll never know where those babies are.”
“I thought we were making a deal here,” I tried, panic raising my tone, but it was useless.
He came at me, hammer raised. He took a running jump and launched himself at me. I had no time to aim for a leg or arm. I just pulled the trigger. He went down, blood gushing from his throat. 
He smiled at me, gurgling, blood leaking from the wound in his neck and staining the wooden floor. 
I leaned over him. “You’re going to hell. I hope you burn.” 
I spat at him as he lay dying.
He laughed, only choking sounds coming from him now, because he was right. 
Now I may never know where those babies were. 


 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
The woman Jack and Declan locked in a room had found a rifle in the closet. She blew the hell out of the lock and would’ve blown a hole through Declan, if Jack hadn’t gotten there in time. He hated doing it, but he’d had to shoot her in the arm to get her to drop the gun.
She called herself Number twenty-four. Declan was going to try to deprogram her. There was no need to lock her in a room in some secluded area. Gabriel was dead. There was no longer any danger that she’d return to him. The other family members would have to pick up the pieces of their lives without him. Declan would offer exit counseling to any family member who wanted it. I didn’t think he’d have many takers. But you never knew.
We’d try to arrange for the women to be on suicide watch when they got to the hospital. They needed to be checked out, because we had little faith in any doctor who was part of a cult. The medical care they’d gotten up until now was highly suspect. We’d have to get names from the women. It would be a trick getting them to give those names up.
It all just seemed too enormous. Gabriel’s tentacles seemed to spread endlessly, like those of some ancient unnamed evil.
It was dark and I was cold. My feet were frozen. They’d taken quite the beating over the last week. I needed to get somewhere warm and get off them. 
The police questioned all of us for hours. Different city. Different cops. They weren’t quite as understanding as the ones we dealt with after our recent escapades with Gabriel and his goons. Still, they did realize this was a cult leader we’d been dealing with. They weren’t about to shed any tears.
I was beyond cranky when they finally let us go. All I wanted to do was get into a hot shower, into my warmest fleece pajamas, and cuddle with my dog. 
And that’s what I did. 
Jack called me when I got home, offering to come over. I told him that I just wanted to sleep. He knew Callahan was gone and offered to stay on my couch, as he’d done many times before. I thanked him but declined.
Lucas called. He was harder to turn down, but I really had nothing to offer except for my foul manner. 
“It’s been a hell of a day, Lucas. I just want to cuddle in and sleep.” I lay on my bed, stroking Pango’s fur as she lay next to me with her chin on my leg. I closed my eyes, listening for his voice. I could barely keep them open.
“I just wanted to let you know that I’m here, if you need me, if you just want somebody there with you.” His voice was smooth as old scotch. 
God. I wanted him, badly. But my feet were stinging and although I technically wouldn’t really need to put any pressure on them if Lucas did come over to comfort me. I squeezed my eyes shut and turned him down, though part of me wanted to weep. “Thanks. But I just want to be alone.” 
“Okay. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
I nodded, not realizing that I hadn’t said ‘goodnight’ until after I’d disconnected. I let my body sink into my blankets and curled up with my arm around Pango. 
Together we slept until the morning light squeezed though the slats in my blinds, a narrow band of it hitting me square in the eyes. 
That quiet moment was not meant to last. But I did enjoy my breakfast. 
Jack had come over early, used his spare key, and whipped up a cheddar cheese, mushroom and sausage omelet and coffee so good it made me want to cry. At that moment I felt so much love for Jack that if I weren’t so messed up, I’d get down on my knees and beg him to marry me. 
When my belly was full, I wrapped my hands around the coffee mug and looked at him. “Thank you for allowing me to enjoy that freaking’ spectacular breakfast, but I know you’re dying to tell me something. So spit it out.” 
He’d been quiet during breakfast, waiting patiently for me to finish. Jack was the epitome of slow and steady, though he could be lightning fast when the time called for it. He was patient and calm, like a Rottweiler. Maybe that’s why we got along so well. 
“We’ve been looking at Gabriel’s cell phone records and his bank accounts, at least the American ones. I know he has to have some elsewhere. He was into all kinds of shady shit, but black market baby selling seemed to be his forte.”
“Big surprise there.” I hated talking about this just after my lovely breakfast, but it couldn’t be put off. I wanted to get this one solved. 
“We need to visit a little known adoption agency named Friends of the Family Adoptions. They are located in Philadelphia, but I understand they are doing so well, they are planning on branching out.” 
“How nice for them, I just love to see a small company prosper and grow, don’t you?” 
“Indeed. It does my heart good.”
“Today,” I asked him, but it was a silly question. It had to be today. Babies needed to be found, and we didn’t have any more moments to waste. 
He nodded once. “Today. You up for it,” Jack would go without me if I wasn’t up to it. But he knew me far too well. I wasn’t one to sit around ruminating or licking my wounds, at least not for long. I was going with him. 
“I’m up for it. Got my, what, fifth wind?” 
He tilted his head back and laughed. “You’re a tough chick, Kicks. You know that?”
“I do. Let’s go kick some baby thieving ass.”
 
***
 
It was early, still morning. Grey clouds hung low in the sky, and it looked like snow again. Despite a residual tiredness, I felt pretty good. I felt alive. Escaping certain death always had that effect on me. I definitely had a very overworked, frustrated and pissed off angel looking out for me. That angel must’ve been a bad-ass in life to end up with the likes of me. I wondered who I’d be in charge of watching over if I weren’t booted down in the other direction, when I finally use up the last of my lives. I didn’t know what number I was on, but I had to be getting close to running out.
When we got to Philly I stretched, looking around at people walking the streets, going about their daily lives like they’d never had a gun pointed at their heads. Like they’d never wondered if the moment they were in right then was their last moment. I wondered what it was like not to be so close to mortality on a regular basis. 
Susie had gone missing when I was seven years old. I knew then that life could be taken away in a matter of a second. I knew, in my heart and in my bones, that she was dead. That night, as I lay in bed, I was painfully aware that I no longer felt her in the world, the same way you feel when somebody you love isn’t in the same house with you anymore. Her energy had winked out. 
Susie was never found. Neither was her abductor. But I had hope that someday I’d find him and I’d look into the same eyes that Susie had last looked into, and let him know that my eyes were the last he’d ever see, just before I put a bullet in his head. That hope, that dream, made me feel warm and fuzzy.
The Friends of the Family Adoption Agency was run out of a large old Victorian house in an older neighborhood of town. Many of the houses had been made into business space. It was all the rage these days to make an office feel homey. Make people feel comfortable. I guessed that making people feel comfortable was key when trying to sell them a stolen baby for several thousand dollars. 
“Are you ready, sweet cakes?” I asked Jack.
“As I’ll ever be, honey pie.”
We walked through the front doors into a large room where a large woman sat at a large desk. She looked up at us, smiling brightly. Her hairstyle was something out of the eighties, and I wanted to slap her hair stylist. Big, layered hair with tons of spray was way out, and an assault to the eye. It just wasn’t right. 
“Can I help you?” She asked us. 
“We’d like to talk to the head of the agency please,” Jack said, smiling back at her. 
“Oh, I’m afraid they aren’t available.” Her eyes flicked to an office to the left, which might have been a parlor at one point. “Can I help you with something?”
“We’d like to talk to somebody about adopting,” I said. 
Her smile was warm and patient. “There’s a process you need to go through. The first step is to fill out an application. You need to make an appointment and one of our adoption counselors will get back to you as soon as they can.”
“We’re aware of the process,” Jack said. He hung his head. “Look, we’ve tried everywhere. We don’t want to go through the long waiting period. We want a baby as soon as possible.”
The receptionist watched him, silent. 
Jack leaned in, voice low and conspiratorial, “Is there any way, any way at all that we can, you know, get around the red tape? We are open to any and all possibilities. Sometimes people have to get a little creative, you know?”
The receptionist paused. She seemed to consider something. “One moment, please.” She stood up from her desk and went into the office, closing the door behind her. 
I wondered if she was getting a cut of the profits. Probably not, though. I didn’t think greedy, morally bankrupt assholes were overly generous to their employees.
“You’re good,” I said to Jack. “Very well done.”
“Thank you, honey.” 
“I’ll take you along if I ever do really want to buy a baby from a shady adoption agency,” I said to him.
“Aaaw. You say the sweetest things. Stop, you’re making me blush.”
The door opened and the receptionist came back to her desk. “Mrs. Mandell will see you now.”
“Thank you,” Jack and I said at the same time.
We went to Mrs. Mandell’s office. She stood up, an attractive brunette with gold, oval glasses perched atop the bridge of her nose. “I’m Adrian Mandell, nice to meet you.” She offered her hand to me first, then to Jack. The scent of lavender wafted around her. 
“Jack and Leah Morrison,” Jack said. I wasn’t sure where he got the name Morrison, except that we’d been listening to Jim Morrison for a while in the truck, to escape the incessant onslaught of cheery Christmas music on the radio.
She gestured to the love seat against the wall, next to the door. “Please, sit. Would you like some coffee?”
“No, thank you. We’re fine,” I said. Boy, mention avoiding red tape and get the star treatment around here.
She nodded once and sat down, crossing her legs and folding her hands, one over the other. “How can we help you?” 
Jack leaned forward, arms on his thighs, hands palms out. “For reasons I’d rather not go into, I’m not able to…”
“He’s shooting blanks,” I piped in, keeping my face serious. 
Jack looked at me, a faint grin on his face. “Thank you, honey.”
I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “And thank God, because in the music business, they kind of frown on us gaining weight. I have to try to keep my figure. You understand.”
“I do,” Adrian said, her gaze moving from me to Jack quickly. She folded her hands in front of her on her desk, trying to be patient. Clearly, she didn’t give a rat’s ass about the whys of it. She was sniffing out the cash that she was already counting in her head. 
“We’d like to adopt a baby, but we really don’t want to go through the red tape. Is there any way at all to…a short cut?”
“We’d be willing to compensate you for any trouble,” I told her. “Jack is a successful music producer in Switzerland. “As I’ve mentioned, I’m a musical artist. With the moving around and living in two countries, it’s making it very difficult for us to be able to adopt.”
Her eyes lit up for just a moment before the mask of concern slid back into place. She nodded slowly. “I can see how that would pose obstacles for you. I understand your frustration.”
“Can you help us? We can pay you. Money isn’t an issue. We just really want a baby,” Jack said. “A child would complete us.” He looked at me with puppy love in his eyes, his huge hand patting my knee. “We love each other, but we long for a child. We want to start a family.”
I looked at her, my eyes as sad and hopeful as I could manage. “Please. We could provide a wonderful life for a child, and he or she would never want for a single thing. We promise.”
“I can certainly see what I can do. We do make allowances for a very choice few. We may be able to speed up the process considerably for you, if you are, in fact, willing to pay for the extra work involved.”
“Oh, absolutely. Not a problem at all,” Jack said. 
She leaned forward on her desk. “This is a very sticky situation, as I’m sure you can appreciate. The people involved like to keep a low profile. In these kinds of situations, we work outside the lines. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“Yes,” I said, quickly. “Perfectly. We won’t ask any questions.”
“Are you sure? Because you can never, ask questions. Not just now, but never. And your baby can never know anything about this. He or she can never know anything about the agency. He or she can never go looking for their natural parents. Parents in this situation often explain to the child that their natural parents were…killed.”
Jack and I both nodded. 
“Can you do that?”
“Yes,” Jack said, his voice urgent. “Yes.”
“Yes,” I said. “Anything.”
Adrian Mandell smiled.
 
***
 
She was going to get back to us. I wanted to jump out of my skin. She said to go home, but keep our cell phones handy. She needed to reach out to her other resources. 
“Jesus. It’s too easy. All you need is money,” Jack said. He turned to me, face incredulous. “Can you believe this world?”
“I can't believe you’re asking me that. We’ve both seen people do some really fucking horrible things, Jack.”
“But this…buying babies. That people would be that…dishonest and selfish. They lie to their child for the child’s entire life.” He shook his head, staring at the road ahead of him. “It’s just mind boggling to me. How can a parent do that to their kid?”
I shook my head. “They are desperate, and their desire to have a baby overrides their sense of judgment. I think some of these adoptive parents who buy babies do it out of selfishness, yes. But they rationalize their actions by saying they can provide a better life than the birth parents can, or they will love the child more than the birth parents can.” I let out a breath. “And that may all be true. In fact, in some cases, it is very true. And that is how they live with what they’ve done. They don’t think about the consequences, and they figure they’ll cross that bridge when and if they ever come to it. It’s a short-sightedness born of complete desperation.”
“Whatever. It’s not right. It’s a horrible thing to do to a child. Not to mention, it’s friggin’ illegal.” Jack was pissed. He was getting all kinds of whipped up.
“I agree with you, Jack. I’m just saying, sometimes people want something so badly they figure the ends justifies the means. They whitewash their actions. We see it all the time in this business.” My stomach growled. “Can we get some food? I’m about ready to chew my arm off here.”
Jack grinned. “We’re in Philly. How about a Philly Cheese Steak?”
“Oh yeah.” My mouth watered. “That will do nicely.”
We found a corner pub and were led to a booth at the back of the place. It was fine with me. I felt like keeping a low profile. “So what’s Adrian’s story, anyway? 
“She’s a social worker. She worked with unwed pregnant mothers.” Jack slowly turned his beer glass on the table.
“What a sweetheart. Let me guess, she works in the group homes for unwed mothers as well, to help them make an informed decision about whether or not they should keep their babies or adopt them out.”
“You got it. Of course, you know what she tells them. They and their babies would have a better chance at life if they gave their babies up, which may or may not be true, depending on the situation. Obviously these young girls don’t realize that her intentions are not altruistic in the least. She doesn’t give a damn about the life of the girl or of the baby.”
“Right. She’s the worst kind of con, you know that? She preys on the hopes, fears and vulnerability of these girls. I bet she guilts them into giving the babies up, too.”
“Whatever works. And that’s not all. She has ads in all the local papers. ‘Are you pregnant, scared and alone? Call this number. We can help. All calls completely confidential.”
“Of course they are. Just the way she wants them.” 
“With the number of unplanned pregnancies skyrocketing in this country, you can just imagine how much money this woman makes. When we’re done here we’ll take a drive by her house. You’ll be amazed what a lucrative business baby brokering is.”
“You know, I really don’t feel like waiting however long it takes for Adrian Mandell to get back to us. This is a giant sized pain in the ass.” I sat back on the bench seat, slid down and looked out the window at the snow falling. It seemed that it had been snowing forever. “Is this stuff ever going to stop?”
“What do you suggest we do? Storm the agency? Dig up addresses and phone numbers of all the people who have adopted babies through the agency in the last ten years while holding all of the employees hostage at gunpoint?”
“It’s not a bad idea. You know me, Jack. I’m not a sit around and wait kind of girl.”
He leaned forward, looking at my face. “Sometimes you need to wait. It’s the name of the game.”
“Not the name of my game. Look, I want to know where all those babies have gone.” I looked him hard in the eyes. “I want to know now.”
“So do I. But if we jump the gun, she’s going to take off. You know it as well as I do.”
I pushed out a long breath. I was getting jittery. My nerves jangled under my skin. Maybe I was afraid that if I didn’t keep going that I’d run out of steam. I’d lose momentum. “So what? We stay in Philly until she calls us?”
“I really don’t think it’ll be very long. We’re talking about money here. She’s going to jump on this. We do this right, we find out where the newest batch of babies are. Babies we have no idea about yet. This is big, Leah, bigger than we know. I can feel it in my bones.”
I looked back out the window. “There must be a very special kind of hell for people like Adrian.”
“Oh, there is,” Jack said, his smile wide. “Us.”
 
***
 
By the time we left the pub, the snow was coming down hard and fast. I still wore my leather riding boots, and I was having a hard time not slipping and falling on my butt. Jack slipped his hand under my arm to steady me. That’s who he is. My rock and my anchor. I couldn’t imagine my life without Jack in it. 
He drove slowly. The windshield wipers worked double time trying to keep up with the snow. I was shivering in my short, zip up leather jacket, but trying not to show it. Jack glanced at me sideways, and then blasted the heat. He’s rarely cold, so it was strictly for me.
Christmas lights were out in the city. We drove up the main strip, which was decorated with lighted candy canes, wreaths, Santas and snowmen. Brilliant Christmas trees lined both sides of the streets, each one placed several feet from the next. It was beautiful. 
I felt the empty hole in me widen for a moment, thinking about my parents who both became non-existent after Susie’s disappearance. How I lost everyone but Jesse when I lost her. I wondered if I’d ever feel whole. If the seemingly, yawning gap inside me would ever mend itself. What I needed to do so that I didn’t feel so empty over the holidays anymore. 
A Christmas song came on the radio and Jack punched radio buttons until he found a station that wasn’t playing holiday tunes. 
“Thanks,” I said to him.
“You’re welcome,” he said simply. 
“What a life, huh Jack?” 
“Yeah.”
We drove in silence until we reached Adrian’s street. The homes became larger and more regal looking the further into the area we got. 
“Wow,” I said. 
“No shit.”
I marveled at the homes, at the winking Christmas lights and decorations. Some of the homes were decorated to the nines. All sparkling and gorgeous. We stopped in front of an enormous brick house that was built to look like a castle, turrets and all. 
“Good Christ,” I murmured. “You’re kidding me. She lives here?”
“She does,” Jack said. “Nice, cozy pad, huh?”
“Is she married? Or does she at least have a partner who helps her pay for this place?”
“She has an ex-husband. Divorced five years. He’s an attorney, and still helps her with her business. Most of the adoption paperwork, legal and less than legal, is done through him. So he’s getting a sweet cut too.”
I shook my head, unbelieving. “This is the definition of parasitism, Jack.”
“Yes. It is. Fucking despicable, isn’t it?”
“At least,” I said. “Well, we’re going to put a screeching halt to her nice, thieving little life. I can’t wait to see her face when her world comes crashing down around her.” 
“Me neither, Kicks. Me neither.”
We both watched the house, disgusted and pissed off. We were all for people being able to afford houses like that, if they earned or inherited or otherwise came by the cash by legitimate means. But when somebody profited from the suffering of others, it became completely not cool with us. 
“So are you going to call him?” Jack asked me.
“Who?” I hoped he wasn’t talking about Callahan. I really couldn’t handle a Callahan talk right now. It would just remind me of what a workaholic fuck-up I really was.
“Lucas.” He gave me a side long look.
I sighed. “Eventually. I’m sure I’ll want to pick his brain. You will too.”
“That’s not what I meant.” 
“I know.”
“You don’t want to talk about your thing with Lucas?”
I prickled. I really wasn't in the mood. “Why do you want to know so badly?”
“I’m bored, Kicks. I have no love life. Or lust life. Come on, humor me. Are you going to continue with this thing between you two, or was it just a one-time deal?”
“Honestly? I don’t know. We’ll see what happens. I’m just a tad bit emotionally screwed up right now, Jack. You know?”
“I know. I was just asking. I’m not judging you.”
“Didn’t sound that way the other day.”
He gave a little shrug. “Worried about the work, that’s all. I don’t mean to keep you from your happiness. Kill your bliss. Harsh your gig. Or otherwise cramp your style. You understand.”
“You’re just talking to hear yourself right now, aren’t you?”
“Yeah,” He grinned.
“So who else is involved in this baby brokering scheme? How big is it?” I asked him, changing the subject.
He let out a deep breath. “It’s big. Anyone she could pay off to help her means. At least one priest that I know of, a few doctors, her ex-husband the attorney and at least one judge that I know of, but probably more.”
“Holy hell.”
He nodded, looking at the house. “Hard to know who to trust anymore, huh?”
I snorted. “Anymore? It always was.”
As we pulled away from the house, I watched as a car came from the opposite direction, pulling into Adrian’s drive way. “Find a spot further down the road and hold up, Jack.”
He saw me looking in the side mirror and glanced in the rear view. “I wonder who that is.”
He drove down the road until we reached a house that had several huge pine trees in their front yard, all decked out with lights. We pulled out in front of the house, hidden by the trees. 
We watched as a plump woman climbed out of the car. It was difficult to tell from this far away, but she looked to be in her fifties. She made her way to the back of the S.U.V, opened the door, smiling. She was talking as she fiddled with something in the back seat. Within moments she was pulling an infant seat from the back of the car. Carefully, she made her way to the front door in the snow.
“Well, what do we have here?” Jack asked. 
“Looks like a nanny with an infant. Adrian’s infant.”
“Without a man, she doesn’t have all the ingredients to have a baby on her own,” Jack said. “Maybe she doesn’t want to have a baby herself.”
“Why do that and get fat? Ruin that sleek figure of hers. Go through all that pain. Why not just rip a baby off from some poor chump who’s already done that for you.”
“She has the connections,” Jack said. “What do you wanna bet?”
“What do you want to bet that this infant is one of the missing ones from the cult?” I said. “But then, she’s got a pretty big network. Could be anyone’s baby.”
“Let’s go ask some questions,” Jack said, pulling away from the tree lit yard and heading back to Adrian’s house.
“Yes, let’s just,” I said. 
We caught the woman as she was putting her key in the door lock. The infant was at her feet, little mitted hands moving and waving in the air. I got out of the truck, smiling. 
She turned, looking alarmed, glanced down at the baby, the back at me, then at the truck.
“Excuse me,” I said. “Is this the Whittaker home?”
“No,” she said, cautious. “I sorry. You have the wrong house.” He accent was thick and Hispanic.
“Oh, I’m sorry.” I laughed a little. “We have no sense of direction at all.” 
She gave a wary little smile, nodding. 
I looked down at the baby, tilting my head. “Oh, how sweet. Darling little thing. Girl or boy?”
“Girl.”
“What is her name?” 
She paused, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation. “Nina.”
“I have a daughter a little older than Nina. She’s with her grandma right now. I hate being away from her. Are you the proud grandma?”
“No.” She smiled. “I nanny.” 
“Ah. Well, you’d better get Nina inside and out of the weather. Sorry to have bothered you.”
“S’okay.” She bent to pick up the car seat.
“Can I help you with that?” I asked her. She seemed to be struggling. 
“No, s’okay. Thank you.” There was no way she was letting anyone else handle the baby. Probably a good policy. 
“Okay, good night, then.” I said.
“Good night. Merry Christmas.”
“To you, too.” I felt a little badly for her. She’d have to find another home. Another baby to care for, and it was clear that she loved Nina. 
I turned and went back to the truck. 
“That baby girl was almost definitely stolen from somebody. That’s Adrian’s nanny.” 
“Wonderful,” he said, his jaw set.
“Jack. I really don’t want to wait for Adrian’s call. I’ve got a really bad feeling. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s an urgent vibe. We can’t wait any longer. We have to shut her the fuck down now.”
His brows furrowed as he backed out of Adrian’s drive way. 
For a moment I had the feeling that we’d been watched. Found out. I’d been found out so many times in the last couple of years that it was almost an expectation now. I carried my .45 in holster strapped to my leg. Nicely hidden by my boots. I wasn’t removing it unless I was going to shoot someone or take a shower. It was amazing what you can do with a gun strapped to your leg. But it wasn’t going far from me. I was keeping it close. 
Jack’s cell rang as we pulled away from the house. He flipped if open. “We may not have to wait. It’s Adrian.”
“Good,” I said. I looked back and Adrian’s house, at the windows. I didn’t see anyone looking out. The white curtains weren’t slightly open, dropping suddenly. There was no reason to feel that Adrian knew something. Yet I still felt that we’d be busted. I couldn’t shake it.
“This is Jack,” he said. Listening. 
I watched his face. His eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry to hear that. So there’s no way?”
I dropped my head back on the head rest. She had found out about us. She was ditching us.
“Okay, then. Guess we’re back at square one,” he said, sounding disappointed. “I’m sorry too.”
When he flipped closed, he swore. 
“She’s found us out,” I said.
“Either that or she just as a hinky feeling about us. She’s running scared. She’s terribly sorry, but after looking into all of her resources she’s hit a brick wall. She hopes that we will find a baby soon and apologizes for not being able to help us.”
“She didn’t even offer to put us on a waiting list?”
“Nope. She wants us gone.”
“Well, now.” I grinned. “Lots of people feel that way about us, don’t they?”
“They sure do. But do we listen?”
“Hell, no.”
He gave me that wide, mischievous Jackson smile. “Let’s go.”


 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
The Friends of the Family Adoption Agency was closed for business for the day. It was seven-thirty in the evening, and they closed at five pm. We drove around to the back of the house, parking in a laneway a little ways from it. There had to be a window we could get into. Or we’d pick a lock. Either way, we’d just have to hope for the best that there wasn’t an alarm system in the place. 
“I’m surprised she doesn’t have bars on the windows,” Jack said. 
“And ruin the look of the house? Pish, Posh.” We stood in the back yard, looking out at the monstrosity. “I wonder if the same cleaning staff that cleans her house cleans this place too.”
“Probably. I’m sure it’s more Hispanic women who are being paid peanuts. And I’m certain she doesn’t provide a health care plan for them.”
I pointed to an upper window that didn’t have a storm window on it. “She missed that one.”
“Well, somebody missed it. I’m sure it’ll be fixed when she notices. Climb on up.”
I stepped on his hand and he pushed me up onto the first level roof. I scurried up the snowy shingles. “Yup. Love this job. Love, love, love it.”
“Stop whining. You’ll slip and fall,” Jack said.
“Shut up.” I made my way to the window and began trying to shove it upwards. It took a while, but it gave a few inches. I took a deep breath and shoved for all I was worth. The curtains billowed out at me. They were a lovely shade of peach, and I wanted to strangle Adrian with them for making me climb through a window on a frigid, snowy night. 
I peered into the room. There was a desk in front of the window. The room was dark, but it looked to be an office. I climbed onto the desk, which was level with the window, then turned and staged whispered down to Jack. “I’m in.”
He stood down below the roof I’d just been on; strands of his red hair had been pulled from his ponytail by the wind. “Cool. Hurry up.” He looked around him. 
I slid off the desk, cringing at a pile of paper that fell from it, scattering around the room. I dug into my pocket for the mini flashlight I carried around with me on my key chain. I flicked it on and moved the beam of light around the room. There were filing cabinets along one side of the wall. When I tried the top drawer, it was locked. It was the same with the other drawers. 
I looked at the desk and tried the drawers. Locked. Of course. 
I didn’t have my lock picking tools with me, and I didn’t feel like wasting time looking for a key. So I took my gun out and aimed at the lock of one of the desk drawers, and pulled the trigger. The gun going off sounded like a bomb in the silence. But I wasn’t screwing around. I wanted information now, because I knew that I’d probably never get anywhere near this agency again. 
“Jesus Christ, Kicks. Why don’t you just call the cops and give them our location while you’re at it?” 
“Shut up,” I said. “I’m getting results.”
“Yeah. You’re getting results all right. They’re probably on their way.”
“Hey, I don’t see you climbing through windows.” 
Jack is enormous. Watching him attempt to climb through this window would be a hoot. 
“You’re taking too long, Leah.”
“Yeah, yeah.” I sighed, getting back to work. 
As luck would have it, there were several keys in the top drawer. I found a little ring with a few tiny keys on it, keys just big enough to fit in the locks of a filing cabinet. 
I went over to the filing cabinet. Tried a key. Bingo. Thank you God, for small favors, because now I didn’t have much time at all, I was certain.
Jack was probably having a heart attack down on the ground out there. 
I opened up a top drawer and started looking. I hoped Jack was watching the front of the house, because it wasn’t likely that anyone would approach from the back. I went back to tell him that, but when I looked outside, he was no longer there.
I looked through the files. There were several, all in alphabetical order, listing names of birth mothers. These files had legal documentation, as well as hospital files. They were dated five years ago, and appeared to be legitimate. But then, all the adoptions would appear that way. Adrian’s ex was an attorney, and like Jack said, Adrian had a few judges in her pocket. It was a scary world.
I heard something rap against the window, then again. Shit. Jack was throwing stones. If I didn’t peek out at him now he would likely end up breaking the window, using larger and larger rocks. I went to the window, stuck my head out.
“Hide,” he said. “Now.”
Shit. I looked around. Hide where? I stood still and listened. Somebody opened the front door downstairs. Maybe they didn’t know I was in there. Maybe they just came back to work or to get something. 
I heard a woman giggle, then a man’s voice, low and hushed. 
Great. Somebody had come to the office after hours to get it on. 
I sat on the edge of the desk and crossed my arms. How long could it take?
I wondered who it was. The receptionist? Adrian wouldn’t bring a lover back to this office. She had a big house to go to. Unless she was slumming it, but then she could always go to a hotel. I looked at my watch and sighed. 
Thinking I should tell Jack, I leaned out the window and staged whispered again. I probably might as well have been hollering. “Somebody’s getting jiggy with it. It shouldn’t take long.”
“You hope,” he said. “Unless he’s like me. Then it could take hours. Days, even.” Even from this distance, in the half light from the moon and stars, and the snow all around him, I could see his grin.
I rolled my eyes, and backed out of the window. 
The guy didn’t waste any time. I could hear her loud moaning from upstairs where I was. I placed a hand over my forehead. Christ. This was almost worse than all the shit I’d already endured during the week. 
And worse yet, I had to pee. Badly. 
There had to be a bathroom up there. It’s not like they’d notice. I just wouldn’t flush. 
I had to be out of my mind. But if I didn’t pee right now I’d end up wetting my pants, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to take a chance at being caught with a dark pee stain on my jeans. Hell, no. I’d rather be shot.
I crept to the doorway and peered out into the hallway. I crept out and used my mini penlight. There was a bathroom, last door on the opposite side. I quietly went in, keeping the light off. 
Pulled down my pants and placed my gun on the sink, emptied my bladder. It took forever, and I tried not to let it all go too fast, but it sounded like a waterfall to my ears.
I finished. When I’d pulled my jeans back up and tucked my gun into the back of my waistband, I almost forgot and flushed. 
I looked at the sink. Should I risk washing my hands?
She moaned and groaned downstairs. Screw it, they wouldn’t hear me. I turned the tap and almost screamed. The pipes groaned more loudly than she had. I turned the tap off and swore. 
She’d stopped groaning. Panicked whispers. 
Not good.
Then I heard loud footfalls running up the stairs. I ran to the office and grabbed up several files that I'd left on top of the filing cabinet, threw myself across the desk, reaching the window and tumbling out of it. I slid partially down the roof, files gripped tightly in one hand. 
Jack caught me when I let myself drop.
I looked up at his grinning face for a moment before slapping him lightly on the cheek. His smile grew wide and he leaned in fast and planted a quick little kiss on my lips. 
I blinked.
“Got ya.”
I smiled, despite myself. “Put me down, Jack.”
He dropped me and I fell on my ass. “Asshole.”
Footsteps on the roof. 
Jack lifted me to my feet. “Enough screwing around, Kicks.”
“Right. I’m the one screwing around.” My lips tingled where he’d kissed me. It was a strange sensation and my heart thumped. I wasn’t sure if I completely disliked what I was feeling. 
But I had no time to philosophize about it.
As we ran, I glanced back at the roof. There was a figure standing on it, but I couldn’t make out who it was. Only that it was a man. 
We got to the truck, my heart hammering. 
“Holy hell,” I said between ragged breaths. “I’m going to die of a friggin’ heart attack at this rate.” 
Jack chuckled. “That would be disappointing, wouldn’t it, after all the shit we’ve been through.”
“Who was that?”
“Uh, I do believe that was Adrian’s ex.” He started the truck and sped down the road. 
“You’re kidding. He has a key and he takes women to the office?”
“I guess the women are married. I know he’s engaged to be remarried.”
“Really. Why bother?” I said. “I wonder if Adrian knows.”
“Well, he’s helping her with the fraudulent documentation for the phony adoptions. She probably lets him do whatever the hell he wants.”
“Why wouldn’t the cheap bastard get a hotel?” I wondered. 
“More exciting? Maybe he’s known all over the city. Who knows?” 
It was beyond strange that he’d use Adrian’s adoption office. 
“Who was the woman?”
“I don’t know, but she didn’t look all that, um, shall we say, classy.”
“He’s slumming it. That might be why he takes them there. He doesn’t want to get caught in his car and he doesn’t want to take them to a no-tell when all he wants is a quickie. What a gem.”
Jack shrugged. “I’m just glad we got you the hell out of there.”
“Why hasn’t he called the cops? Why didn’t he follow us?”
“Because he probably shouldn’t be there himself, remember?” Jack said. 
“I’m getting a headache.” A steady pounding had started behind my eyes. I’d been getting wicked headaches over the past year or so. Sometimes they lasted for days.
“Let’s get a hotel room. We’ll go visit Ms. Mandell in the morning,” Jack said. He was taking care of me again, and I didn’t mind it.
 
***
 
When we got to the hotel, Jack used a phony name and paid cash. He always did, not wanting any of the crazies who were onto us track us down. We always got a room with two beds. Jack and I have known each other forever, and we cherished our friendship. We had something far more special than either of us had ever had in any romantic relationship, and neither of us wanted to mess with it, because we both knew that neither of us would ever find it again with anyone else. And if we ever did take it there, it would be the beginning of the end for us. 
Sexual relationships end. We’d never be the same. Neither of us was willing to risk it. 
That didn’t mean that I didn’t find Jackson Quick sexually attractive. I just never allowed myself to entertain sexual thoughts about him. He was sexy as hell. I was hard pressed to think of a woman who wasn’t gay, who didn’t at least look him up and down. He was big and built like a rock, with everything in all the right places, and he had a boyish, mischievous grin that had gotten him into more beds than I’d care to even attempt to guess at.
Our relationships never worked out. But we’re loyal as hell to each other. There is no bullshit between us. Why couldn’t we achieve that with anyone else? It was strange. 
I fell into a fitful sleep, too tired to sleep all that well. Jack was having the same problem. I heard him tossing and turning in the other bed. 
After a while I got up and sat on the window sill, looking out at the city below us. It was beautiful. So many lights. I wondered if I’d ever be able to settle down and be the person that Callahan had wanted me to be. I’d tried. It just wasn’t in me. Not then. Maybe not ever. 
“Can’t sleep, Kicks?” Jack’s whiskey voice was low, like a lover’s. 
I looked back at him. He was leaning on one arm, watching me. “No. Too jacked up. No pun intended.”
He chuckled. 
I smiled. “Too frazzled.” 
“Come on over here,” he said, moving back on the bed, making room for me.
I went over and climbed into his bed, and he covered me up. I lay on my side and moved back, allowing him to place an arm under my neck and one across my waist. He’d wrapped himself around me, and I didn’t feel smothered. 
“It’s all going to be okay, Kicks.” His whisper was close to my ear. I felt my hair move just the slightest bit. “It will. It always is.”
I inhaled and let out a long breath. “Do you really think so? Even this time?”
“When has it not been? It hasn’t always ended up like we hope it will, but we always end up okay in the end.”
“Yeah, but it takes something from us each time, Jack. Doesn’t it?”
“This is a dirty business, Kicks. But we learn from each time, and we get better, so that when we live to fight another day, we really kick ass. Nobody can do it like us, Kicks. And that’s why we keep doing the jobs that nobody else will do. We’re made for it. What else would we do? Huh?”
I smiled in the dark. He was right, of course. “Yeah. I know. I guess we’re stuck with each other.”
“Guess so.”
“Promise?” I asked him, my voice sounding further away in my own ears.
“Promise.”
And I believed him. 
We lay silently spooning, and sometime not too long from then, we both finally fell asleep.


 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
We got up early the next morning, and I spread the files out on the bed. There were four of them. We read through them, Jack taking two and me taking two. The files were from eleven years ago. The chances of these women being at the same address and having the same last names and phone numbers were slim, but we gave it a try anyway. We started calling.
Of the four women, only one still lived at the same place and still had the same last name. She was Taryn Murphy. Twenty-nine years old. 
I dialed her number. When she answered I briefly explained to her who we were and that we needed to ask her a few questions about her experience with the Friends of the Family adoption agency. 
There was a long pause on the phone.
I waited a beat, then continued. “Taryn, I know this can’t be easy for you, and that the last thing you want to do is dredge up a painful past, but we really need to speak with you. The lives of babies are at stake.”
I could hear her breathing, but she said nothing. “Please,” I said.
“Okay.” Her tone sounded defeated. Flat.
We arranged to come by her house in an hour. The excitement of finding a woman who had been involved with Adrian’s shady agency made my nerves crackle. She just might be the key to bringing Adrian down. She may remember the names of other young women who had had the misfortune of coming into contact with Adrian. 
“You know, I can’t believe that Adrian didn’t have those files destroyed,” Jack said, climbing into the truck. “That’s really stupid.”
“Maybe she has to keep files for a long time in case anyone comes snooping. Snooping by legitimate means, that is.” I sat back, leaning my head against the head rest and yawned.
“You mean, not like you, climbing through a window and shooting the lock off a desk drawer?” Jack grinned at the road ahead of us.
“Right.” 
“Guess she didn’t count on anyone like us coming around.” He turned the heat up in the truck. 
“They never do, Jack.” I slid down a little in the seat, basking in the warmth from the hot air blowing toward me. “They never do.”
 
***
 
Taryn lived in a nice neighborhood. Nice, tree lined street. Houses decked out in Christmas lights. She lived in a Greek revival, looked to be built in about the eighteen-sixties. Red bows adorned the windows, and red and white twinkling Christmas lights were wound around the columns. 
She opened the door in a red turtleneck and jeans. Her dark hair fell past her shoulders, bangs cut neatly just above her eyebrows. She looked like she belonged in an ivory soap commercial. Pretty girl next door. 
Her smile was cautious as she invited us in. 
“Thanks for seeing us on such short notice,” I said. “I’m sure there are many things you’d prefer to be doing than meeting with us.”
The house smelled like nutmeg and cinnamon. Either she had fragrant holiday candles burning or she’d been baking. My stomach growled. 
“Just baking for the kids,” she said. “I teach fourth grade. I bake for them every year.” She showed us to her living room. “Please, sit down.”
Jack and I sat on the couch. Cream colored and plush. I wanted to curl up on it and take a nap. I was so tired. A plate of cookies lay on the coffee table in front of us. 
She saw me eyeing the plate and smiled. “Help yourself, please.”
She didn’t have to ask us twice. Jack and I both took a cookie. 
I nibbled on the cookie, then closed my eyes. “Wow. These are heavenly.”
“Thanks. It’s my own recipe, honed over many years of baking as a single woman.”
A black cat slinked into the room and snaked around Jack’s legs. Jack isn’t a huge fan of cats. He will put up with them, but he doesn’t really like them. 
“Portia. Behave.” 
The cat moved away from Jack and toward Taryn. 
“Well behaved cat,” Jack said.
Taryn stroked the cat’s silky fur. “She’s a good girl.”
Jack and I both smiled and waited a beat. It wasn’t going to be easy for Taryn to go back eleven years to when she gave up her baby. 
She looked up at us, and sat back, her hands laced together on her lap. “You mentioned the Friends of the Family.”
I leaned forward. “Yes. Please understand, Taryn. Our intention here is not to dig up the past or open up old wounds. But these are really bad people. And they need to be stopped.”
She nodded once. “Yes, they are.”
Jack said, “We’d appreciate anything you could tell us. Anything you could share about your experiences with Adrian Mandell.”
Taryn’s face seemed to harden at the very mention of the name. “She’s a horrible person.”
“We’ve figure out that much. And nobody’s put a stop to her so far.” I kept my voice soft and even. “Tell us what happened to you, Taryn. What happened to your baby?”
She looked down at her jeans and smoothed a small crease. “I was eighteen years old. Pregnant. Scared and pretty much banished from my family until I agreed to give the baby up.” She looked up at us, her large eyes watering. “I come from a good family. They were all about appearances. I’d embarrassed them beyond words. Somebody mentioned Adrian Mandell to my father. We met with her, and the same day I was driven out of state, all the way to Phoenix, Arizona.” She paused, remembering. Her eyes looked far away. 
“That’s pretty harsh,” Jack said. 
“I’d done the unforgivable. I’d humiliated my family. Sending me away was in large part a punishment as well as hiding me until I’d given birth.” Her fingers moved nervously over each other in her lap. “I had no access to a telephone and I wasn’t permitted to write to anyone. I was kept on the grounds of that house. 
“When I began having doubts, considering keeping my baby, they told me that if I did that I’d be reneging on a contract my parents had with Adrian. They said that they would be sued for breach of contract and also responsible for the cost of housing, feeding, clothing me, as well as all my medical bills, which they were so kindly taking care of.”
“They took care of all your medical bills?” Jack asked.
“Yes. They took care of everything. As long as I promised to hand over my baby after he was born.” She brushed a tear away and sighed. Even after all these years, the wound was raw and barely closed. “They lied to me. They said it would be an open adoption. That the adoptive parents would send me pictures of him and that we’d meet a few times a year so that I could see how he was doing.” She gave a humorless little laugh. “That never happened.”
“Taryn, do you remember the names of any of the other girls who were staying in that house with you?” Jack asked her.
Taryn nodded her head. “I remember the names of all of them.” 
 
***
 
It was like winning the jackpot. She told us the names of six other girls who were pregnant and waiting to give birth in that house. The girls were treated as incubators, there only until the babies were born. Talking privately was discouraged, but there were times when the girls found themselves with another one or two of the others and shared information about themselves to gain some kind of intimacy. The isolation ate away at them. 
Luckily, Taryn had privately exchanged names and phone number with three of the other girls. 
None of the girls had contacted her after they left the house, and she hadn’t attempted to contact any of them. 
“For me, the pain was too great.” She took a shaky breath to compose herself. “I just wanted to move on and put it behind me. I’m sure it was the same for them.” 
“Of course,” I said. Looking at Taryn’s face, it didn’t seem that the pain had lessened any for her over the past eleven years. How could it? 
Taryn was silent for a moment, her brows furrowing a little. She reached over to a small, pink address book which sat on the side table next to her. “I’m sorry, but I still struggle with this. I don’t have it in me to contact these women. I need to leave that to you.” She handed me the address book.
“You kept this all these years.” I opened the little book and slowly rifled through the pages, marveling at how neat her teenage handwriting was. Mine had always been a chicken scrawl.
“Yes. On the bottom of a memory trunk my father had made for my sixteenth birthday. I haven’t opened it since I placed it in there. I don’t think I even looked at those phone numbers. They were the first and last entries I made in that address book.”
Jack nodded silently. He reached for another cookie. He was all but fidgeting, not knowing what to say.
I stood up and offered her my hand. “Taryn, thank you. We have their maiden names here. Even if they’ve married or changed their names for some reason, we have something to go on.”
She stood, offered her hand to me and then to Jack. “Thank you.” But I didn’t think she meant it. 
She wasn’t happy that we’d dug up these old bones, and was treating our meddling as something she was resigned to. Something she’d always known would come to haunt her. But there was a little relief in her eyes as well. We’d finally showed up on her doorstep, and it wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be.
Perhaps she was expecting the boy she’d given up instead of us. How would she explain things to him?
“Would you like us to let you know what we find out?” Jack asked her as we stood in the open doorway, the winter chill cooling the warm room.
She gave a little shake of her head. Then she crossed her arms over her chest. “No.”
 
***
 
We decided to go back home until we had more on Adrian. We were both tired, and not much into talking. Jack found a classic rock station which came in clearly, and I leaned back in the seat and let my mind drift as I watched the indigo landscape. The snow had tapered off to a light dusting, but still shimmered in the glow of the headlights. 
After a long while Jack’s husky voice broke the silence. “You okay, Kicks?”
I didn’t answer for a minute. There was no rush for one. Silence was always easy with us. “I will be. Just a bit shaky.”
“Because of the case? Or because Callahan left you?”
I stiffened. Looked at him. His words felt like a slap. “What the fuck, Jack?”
“Leah, you never talk about what’s eating you. This shit’s going to come back and bite you on the ass. Talk to me.”
“Talking doesn’t make the situation any better.”
“What will? Distracting yourself with Lucas?” He glanced at me, his eyes serious. 
“Maybe.” I lifted my chin. 
“Really. And how long does that balm last? About as long as it takes for the afterglow to wear off, right?”
I glared at him. “What the hell do you know about it?”
He chuckled. “I know more than you think. Been down that road myself, more than a time or two.”
“No you haven’t. You’ve always been pretty together. You always have control.”
“I didn’t always, Kicks. I used to hit the bottle pretty heavily as a kid. You know that.”
“How is that the same?”
“You don’t think it’s the same?” He shook his head slowly. “You’re in more trouble than I thought.” 
I fumed beside him, because I knew he was right. But I wasn’t willing to accept that. Because if I did, that would mean I’d have to accept that I had a tad bit of a problem, and that would be the first step in trying to fix that problem. And I really didn’t want to fix it. It was the only way I knew how to calm the chaos in my brain. 
I needed that problem. I needed it so badly that my hands were shaking at my sides, and I balled my fists in my gloves to try to stop the trembling. 
Jack looked at me. Reached over and placed one huge hand on top of my gloved fist. 
“I love you, Leah. You know? You’re the only family I’ve got.”
I bit my bottom lip and swallowed back the lump that was rising in my throat. My eyes misted and I looked back at him and tried to keep my voice even. I almost succeeded. “Right back at you, my friend.”
His hand squeezed mine. “Don’t slip too far into that abyss, Leah. Okay? Call up to me. I’ll throw you a line.”
I nodded.
“Promise?”
“I promise.” 
He patted my hand and turned up the radio, and we both sang along to CCR’s Bad Moon Rising, and I thanked whoever was responsible for sending me Jack all those years ago, when I’d been sinking so low that I hadn’t even cared to get back up again.
 
***
 
Shoot somebody or have sex. I was lying in my bathtub full of bubbles, one arm thrown over my eyes as I slowly breathed in the steam. Since I didn’t have anyone to shoot at the moment, the alternative was sex. 
But this was the abyss that Jack had been talking about. I craved the sweet, merciful oblivion that only sexual euphoria could sweep me into. 
So what? 
So it was a problem. 
Again, so what?
I sighed and moved my arm so that it sank into the hot water. I sank a little lower into the bubbles and stared at the tile wall ahead of me. I heard the clicking of Pango’s toenails on the hardwood floor outside of the bathroom and smiled at her as she pushed the door open and walked through. “Hey, pretty girl.”
I pushed the faucet with my big toe and let hot water dribble into the tub. Now that the door was open, I’d lose the warmth in the bathroom quick, and the water would cool off. 
What I needed was to settle in with my dog, cuddle up on the couch with some popcorn, and watch TV. 
But I was pissed off at everything. The people who treated pregnant women as incubators and infants as commodities, and pissed at Callahan for leaving, even though he’d stayed longer than he should have with the likes of me. Someone, who had never deserved him. He deserved better.
He’d loved me, but I never knew why, and I was suspicious of that love because I had never felt worthy of it. 
A hole was opening up in my chest. It was barely closed most days. But tonight it was yawning open again and the gaping emptiness I felt made me sit up and lean over, one hand over my chest.
“Christ,” I breathed. I couldn’t take it. Not one more moment of it.
And at that very moment the heavens took mercy on me and my cell phone sang Fuel’s Shimmer from the floor beside the tub.
I wiped my hands on a corner of my towel and snatched up the phone.
I grinned. A rush of excitement moved over me.
And as I murmured his name into the cell, “Lucas”, the gap in my chest winked shut.


 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
“I need to see you,” was what he’d said. What I responded to were the “need” and the “you”. So what I heard was, “I need you.” He needed me, which my wounded self-understood as, “I’m worthy, lovable, interesting and exciting.”
So I invited him to come over. 
I pulled on a pair of black Levis which hugged my curves and a snug long sleeved t-shirt. I let my black hair down and shook it, running a brush through the wavy tangles, then started down the stairs, aware of the spring in my step, with Pango behind me. She knew something was up, I could tell by the quizzical look on her face. I patted her head, threw a couple of dog biscuits into the air just to watch her leap up and catch them, her mouth snapping shut each time. 
I set about pacing in the kitchen while peeking out the window every few seconds. Hugging my forearms, I moved my hands up and down over them. I wasn’t cold, exactly, but I wasn’t comfortable in my own skin. It was a strange feeling of wanting to leap out of it. Of wanting to get out of myself, escape for a while.
When the headlights of Lucas’s Mercedes SUV swung across my snow laden lawn, I felt a momentary revulsion with myself. He was foreign to me. The brand spankity new, GLK 350 in pearl white, was completely at odds with who I was. The class rage I’d been nurturing since I was a child reared up and I felt like I was betraying myself. It was a ridiculous thought, considering that I’d betrayed the one person in my life who actually loved me for who I was.
I watched Lucas’s silhouette emerge from the SUV, the designer coat covering the tailored clothes, making him the most ill-fitted lover for me. But I still wanted him. Some part of me needed him, despite who he was and what he represented to me, and I couldn’t figure out why. 
Some part of me sensed, in the stiffness of his shoulders, in the slightly defensive way he carried himself that he didn’t come from what he presented to the world. That somewhere inside him, fairly close to the surface, was a person who had known what struggling was about. What going without was about. That it wasn’t foreign to him and perhaps never really all that far away from him in his mind.
As he made his way to the front door, I hesitated for a moment before opening it, aware that in the action of opening the door to Lucas, I was in fact closing another door inside myself. 
But the space in my chest was mostly closed for the moment, and feeling his touch, his kiss, kept it tightly closed, if only for a little while. 
I opened the door just as he got to it and stepped aside, letting him in. 
He kept his face tilted downward as he looked up at me, an unsure little smile on his face. The frigid cold clung to him as he walked in. “It’s downright balmy out there.”
I offered a small grin. His attempt as being light was falling flat. We both knew what he was here for, and it wasn’t pleasant chit-chat about the weather. 
I didn’t bother offering him something to drink, but set about helping him with his coat, which I dropped onto the kitchen table. 
“It’s warm in here,” I said, and went for his mouth. He kissed me back, releasing a sigh. As soon as his lips touched mine, my mind went foggy, and I was instantly dizzy with the wanting of him. Natural feel-good chemicals flooded my brain and made me feel drunk, and I reveled in the feeling. Everything felt good, from head to toe. I’d forgotten about the bad things in the world. About cults and baby thieves, and missing pregnant women and lovers who left you because your job had tainted you forever, and you still couldn’t stop doing it. 
His hands found my waist, and then moved over my ass as I fumbled with the buttons on his shirt. A shirt I had no business touching. Yet I couldn’t seem to help myself. I pushed it off his shoulders and caught it in my hand before it dropped to the floor, where his shoes had left melted snow puddles. I placed the shirt carefully over a chair without breaking the kiss. He kicked off his shoes and his hands moved over my back, making me shiver.
Rather than letting the bottoms of his pants get wet, I took his hand and led him to the staircase leading to my bedroom. I turned as we got to the stairs and found his mouth again, taking his bottom lip gently between my teeth then moving my tongue over his. I was moving up the stairs backwards, one at a time, but the heat between my legs and the rush moving over my body wouldn’t wait. 
I stopped, fumbled with the button and fly of his pants. He smiled against my mouth as he pushed them down and stepped out of them. A soft chuckle escaped his lips as he kicked them off.
“They’ll get wrinkled. I hope you don’t have anywhere you need to be,” I whispered.
“Actually, I do. But screw it.”
I turned around, going on my knees on the stairs, leaning on my elbows on a step in front of me. “Please.” I was breathless, and felt my entire body flushing.
“As you wish,” he said. 
I cringed inwardly. His reserved, polite way of speaking contrasted with what we were about to do, and highlighted how fucked up I really was at that moment. But he was behind me now, sliding into me, and it didn’t matter.
He grabbed my hips and started slowly, painfully slowly, and I pushed myself back, trying to feel him more deeply in me. He pulled me back, burying himself in me, and the pleasure was almost excruciating as it moved through me. I tilted my head back and felt one hand leave my hip as he gathered a handful and pulled my head back. He began a slow, steady thrust, pounding into me. 
I forgot everything. All that existed was all consuming pleasure. Of being filled by him. 
I felt him grow larger inside of me, close to orgasm, and he dropped my hair and grabbed hold of my hips again, quickening his pace. Small ripples moved through me, and I felt myself closing rhythmically around him, until my own luscious orgasm crashed over me. I closed my eyes, leaned my forehead against my arms, and cried out, letting benevolent rapture cradle me and rush me away.
 
***
 
Most people feel the afterglow as a relaxing, sedating, wonderful thing. I feel it as coming down from a high. Without the euphoria numbing me, the empty feeling, the feeling of loss, seeps back in. I feel hung over. When I was with Callahan that feeling faded for a while to an occasional, barely noticeable dull ache, which most times wasn’t even there. I felt safe with Cal. Emotionally safe, because I knew he’d never hurt me. But he was gone now, and that empty feeling was back, full force.
The beginnings of a splitting headache started taking hold, but I tried to stave it off with conversation. “So tell me, are you from around here. I really don’t know much about you, Luke.”
He blinked, clearly not used to being called “Luke.” “Not far from here. Harland, actually.”
I felt my brows lift. He didn’t look up at me, and his body seemed to stiffen.
Harland isn’t known for having a lot of money, though there were some gorgeous old houses in the area surrounding the town park. The kids from my area used to call it Park Avenue. “Which part? The Park Avenue?” I smiled.
He was silent for a moment. “No. Riverfront.”
It was my turn to blink. Riverfront was the working class area. If you continued down that road to just before it turned off onto Blackwater, you would be in the poor area. 
My surprise must’ve shown on my face, because he glanced down again, leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “I come from the worst part, Leah.”
“Hey, it’s okay. I don’t come from much either, Lucas.”
I detected shame in his downcast eyes. He’d made a mint with his firm, and with the books and television appearances he’d made. Still, he would never shake where he’d come from. 
I wear where I come from like a badge of honor. Something I survived and am damned proud of. Apparently this wasn’t true for him. 
I could only imagine what his current house looked like. But then I didn’t want to know. If it looked anything like what I thought it might, it would do a dandy job of separating me from him in every way. Shiny things are lovely, and Lucas had earned them, every single one of them. But they were alien to me. It would remind me of how far apart we really were. Worlds apart. I couldn’t relate to it. He’d pretty much instantly become alien to me. And although that might be for the best, it wasn’t what I wanted. It would be a shame.
“I just don’t have a lot of fond memories of that time.” He looked down at the stairs.
“I hear you. But then, it’s made you who you are.” 
He nodded, gave me a small smile. “That it has.”
“You save lives, Lucas. You do a lot of people a world of good, you know that.” 
“I do. And I’m so grateful and honored to be able to do that. I just don’t like visiting memory lane.” 
“Okay. Got it.” No discussing his childhood with him or where he’s from. Christ. The guy would be next to impossible to get to really know.
Perhaps that was the point. 
Hello unavailable, noncommittal male. 
I’d met my match. 


 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Jack had dug up two of the women from Taryn’s address book. One of the women had agreed to come to our office. Hailey Jacobs. She had a new life now, and didn’t want her past to come bleeding into it. I was certain that it had already bled into it, and had left crimson stains all over her new life. You can’t just shove pain away and expect it not to come back and bite you on the ass. It came back in all kinds of insidious ways. I was living proof of that. 
She stood in our office now, brushing a blonde lock of hair behind her ear. She was a gorgeous woman. Leggy and regal, with perfect posture as she regarded Jack and I with a look that suggested that we were more than pains in her well-shaped ass. This woman put time in at the gym. 
“Thank you for coming, Mrs. Jacobs,” Jack said to her, by way of trying to break the ice. 
She shifted her weight to one leg, making her hip strain against her fitted grey skirt. “What do you want, exactly?” She wasn’t screwing around. She wanted us out of her sight and out of her life as soon as possible.
“We don’t want to intrude on your life, Hailey. We just need some information about Adrian Mandell. You were in that home for pregnant girls eleven years ago. Can you tell us what you experienced there?”
She pinned me with an icy glare. “What do you think I experienced there?”
“I’m sure it wasn’t a laugh riot,” I said. “Taryn says it was a nightmare.”
She watched me for a moment, her gaze warming slightly. “How is Taryn?”
“She’s doing fine,” I said. “She’s a school teacher. She has a new life, just like you do.”
“Have a seat,” Jack said, gesturing to a chair beside his desk.
She looked at the chair, hesitated, then the fight seemed to seep out of her and she sat. “Taryn made my stay there bearable. She was a really nice girl.”
“She’s a very nice woman,” I said. “How did she make it more bearable?”
Hailey fiddled with a fingernail. “She was warm. She reached out to me. Most of the girls there were too frightened. Commiseration wasn’t exactly encouraged.”
“That’s what Taryn said,” Jack said.
“Look,” Hailey said. “I was seventeen years old. Pregnant by a boy who said he loved me, but didn’t. Like her, my family was mortified. We were in the same boat. Adrian came along and promised to make it all better.”
“Did she?” I asked her.
“For herself. Yes,” she said.
“Taryn said that she changed her mind about keeping her baby. Did that happen to you?” Jack asked her.
Hailey shook her head. “No, I hadn’t changed my mind. But I had a bad feeling and I wanted to get out of there.”
“What happened, Hailey?” I asked her.
She took a deep breath, her eyes becoming distant as she replayed the memory. “I overheard Adrian talking on the phone. I don’t know who she was talking too, but she was throwing around dollar amounts. She was talking about me and the baby I was carrying. I was blonde with blue eyes, and so was the father. She had asked me about his hair and eye color when she was taking down my information before I entered the house. I didn’t know what that had to do with anything when she was asking me, but it hit me then, listening to her on the phone. Apparently fair haired babies with blue eyes, especially boys, net a lot more money in the black market than babies with darker coloring.” She shook her head. “So do redheads, incidentally.”
Jack and I looked at each other. She’d actually said it. Black market.
She nodded at us. “Yeah. My baby would bring in more than the other girls’ babies. So they had to make sure I didn’t go anywhere.”
“Jesus,” Jack said.
“I felt like I had to get out of there. I wasn’t keeping my baby but I didn’t want him to be sold to somebody. He wasn’t a puppy for Christ’s sake.”
“Did you try to leave?” I asked her.
“Yes. I did.” She took a deep breath. Her eyes grew wet. 
I leaned forward. “Hailey. I know this is really hard. But we need to know. We are looking to put Adrian Mandell out of business permanently, and have her answer for what’s she done, what she’s been doing, for all these years. Your story could help us do that.”
She looked at her hands in her lap. “I tried to leave. I was really close to giving birth. I waited until two a.m. The doors were locked from the inside. A fact I hadn’t realized until then. There were bars on the ground floor windows. To protect us, they said. I panicked and climbed out a second story window. Somehow I made my way down to the ground without breaking anything or hurting myself too badly. I just kind of twisted my ankle a little. I don’t even remember how I got down.” She stopped, for a moment then took a shaky breath. “I made it as far as the road, planning on flagging down a car. A couple whizzed past me, not even slowing down. I was so scared.” She shook her head, her voice cracking. 
Jack and I nodded, listening. 
“I made it maybe a mile down the road before one of Adrian’s men caught up with me. He stopped the car in the middle of the road. My heart was beating so fast I thought it was going to give out. I heard it pounding in my ears, and for just a moment, I heard the baby’s tiny heartbeat, so much faster than mine. For just that instant, I heard it.” Her voice grew thick with tears. “He had no one to rely on, no one to look out for him. Only me.” She wiped her tears away with the fingers from both hands and sighed heavily. “Adrian’s goon grabbed me and dragged me to the car, and pushed me in.”
I felt my blood boiling. Anger made me grit my teeth. I glanced at Jack. His set jaw told me that he was gritting his teeth too.
“They put me in a locked room. They drugged me. When I woke up, my baby was gone.”
Nobody spoke for a long moment. Finally, Jack said, “Jesus Christ.”
“My baby was gone,” she said again, her face stricken, as if it had happened mere moments ago. “That day, Adrian cheerfully packed me up and sent me back home. That’s the last time I saw her. I never heard about my son after that. I don’t think he was ever told who I was or how to contact me if he wanted to. He probably doesn’t even know he was adopted.” 
She was probably right. In the black market, if the children are ever told that they were adopted at all, most times they are told that their biological parents are dead. Just like Adrian had told us we’d have to do when she was horny for our money and had considered selling an infant to us.
“You never tried to contact Adrian?”
“No.” Her voice was flat.
“Did you ever tell anybody about being drugged? Or about money being exchanged for babies?”
“No, I didn’t.” She looked at Jack, then me. “Who would’ve believed me?”
She made a good point. She was a pregnant teenager who had given her baby up. Who would’ve believed her?
And more to the point, who would’ve wanted to know?
 
***
 
Elena Katlan, another woman whose name had appeared in Taryn’s address book, had not changed her name. Her phone number was not the same, but we did a search of her name on the internet and there she was on Facebook© under her maiden name. She also had a blog which she used to allow women who had similar experiences with giving up their babies could tell their stories. Her blog allowed mothers and the children they had given up to find one another. 
She had an area on the site which allowed people to share their information, the circumstances under which they’d given up their babies. Also any links, such as their websites, blog sites and email they wanted to share so that their long lost loved ones would be able to find them. This was all assuming, of course, that the children they’d given up were even aware that they had a mother somewhere other than the one they had known as their mother all their lives. 
Elena did not list a phone number on her blog, but she did list an email. Jack dashed one off to her, asking her to share her story about being at Adrian’s home for unwed mothers back then. He explained that we had our sights on shutting Adrian and her cohorts completely down. He gave her both our cell numbers.
We had a response from her within a half hour. She called his cell phone. 
“Where are you located?” Jack asked her, after listening to her for a time. He winked at me, and slowly nodded his response to her, as if she could see him nodding. “Okay. Sounds good, Elena. Thanks for calling us.” He ended the call and held his cell in his hand tightly, shaking it back and forth a little with a grin.
“Well don’t keep me in suspense,” I said, excitement blooming in my chest. “What did she say?”
“She said she’d been waiting for somebody to contact her with a plan like ours. Her efforts to expose Adrian have gone on deaf ears apparently. Adrian’s a well-known and respected member of her community. So they say.”
“Why, with so many women who have similar stories to share, wouldn’t anyone listen?” I asked him. 
“Because, Adrians husband has a lot of clout. He is the D.A in Philly, and the word is that he has political aspirations. He comes from a very powerful, prominent family in Philadelphia.”
“So?”
“Leah, you know the drill by now. He’s got the law and the media in his pocket.” 
“Well, he’s never dealt with the likes of us before, has he?” 
A slow smile spread across his face. “I think not. But he’s about to.”
 
***
 
Before we got to the truck, though, the office phone rang. Jack and I both eyed it, looking at each other, before he reached over and picked it up. We wanted to get out of there. Get to doing something. But at this stage in the game, that call could be from anyone. 
But it wasn’t just anyone. It was a woman named Jamie Holland. She’d been one of the young girls who had given her baby up to Adrian Mandell, once upon a time.
 
***
 
Jamie knew of Elena. In fact, she had been reading Elena’s blog for several months and was trying to get up the nerve to contact her, maybe ask her for help finding her son. Jamie was local, so Jack invited her along with us. She said she’d follow us in her car. 
We met her at a rest stop off I87. She was a small, dark haired woman with short cropped hair. She was standing against a silver Honda, arms crossed when we drove in. We parked in the spot beside her and climbed out of Jack’s truck. 
Her huge blue eyes regarded us with a mix of curiosity and caution. She was a pretty woman, but she wore trepidation around her like a cloak. Still, she stepped forward and offered her small hand to Jack first. “Jack and Leah.” She’d said it matter-of-factly. “I’m Jamie.” She offered her hand to me and gave me a tiny smile.
I looked down at her and smiled back. She couldn’t have stood more than five-one. “It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for coming with us.”
“Thanks for inviting me,” she said. 
We stood in awkward silence for a moment, not knowing what to say. The reasons for us coming together were not exactly cheerful ones. 
Finally Jack said, “Do you need anything at the rest stop while we’re here?”
She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m ready to go, if you two are.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to travel with us in our vehicle?” I asked her.
“I’m fine in my car. Thanks.”
Really, she didn’t know us at all, so it was a wise choice. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get hit the road.”
Elena was in Salem, NY. About an hour from Albany, Jack cranked the tunes while the sun beamed down all around us. We didn’t talk much, but both of us snuck peeks at the rearview and side mirrors. We didn’t know what to expect, but this woman left us feeling protective of her. I could sense it in him and I felt it in myself. Something about how she held herself so tightly, showing a brave face while peering between the bars of her defenses, made us want to protect her.
Jack was excellent with direction, me, not so much. He found Elena’s house easily a ranch house on a sprawling stretch of land. Horses hung out within a round, fenced in area, regarding us with steady dark eyes.
The cold air had turned frigid. The wind had picked up, turning a crisp winter day icy. The bright sun was deceiving as a bitter wind all but stole my breath away and left my skin feeling raw and stinging. 
A tall woman with shoulder length auburn hair came toward us, a smile on her face. 
“Elena?” I said, offering my hand. 
“Yes,” she said, choosing to hug me instead. It felt a little odd to me, but I let myself be gathered into her embrace for a few seconds. 
“Jack,” she said, turning her hug onto him. 
A car door slammed and I turned to see Jamie emerge from her Honda. She approached with her hands pushed deep down into the pockets of her black pea coat. The short locks of her hair were being tousled by the wind. She approached with her chin tucked slightly and her eyes moving between the ground and Elena. 
“And who might this be?” Elena said, smiling warmly, as if she were talking about a four year old.
“Elena, my name is Jamie Holland.” Her voice was muffled by the wind.
Elena nodded, her smile faltering just a little as she waited.
“Adrian Mandell stole my son from me eleven years ago.”
Elena reached for her, took Jamie’s stiff little body into her embrace. “Thanks for coming, Jamie. I’m glad you’re here.”
 
***
 
Elena led us to the house. A wrap-around porch spanned the entire front of the house and disappeared around the back. Inside, the intoxicating smells of home cooking made me feel dizzy with hunger. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and my stomach protested loudly. 
Elena grinned at me as she closed the door behind us. “Hungry?”
“You heard that, huh?” I said, moving a hand over my belly.
“I’ve got homemade minestrone soup in the kitchen and fresh baked bread cooling on the table.” She gestured us into a large, homey living room with huge, fluffy furniture. 
“Guess we came on the right day,” Jack said. 
“Make yourselves at home. I’ll set the table,” she said.
“I’ll help you,” Jamie said.
“Sure,” Elena said. “You two hang out here, if you like.”
“We can help too,” Jack said.
“Having too many cooks in the kitchen is never a good thing,” Elena said. “We’ll be fine.”
It was clear that Elena wanted to spend a few minutes with Jamie, alone. I was tired. I plopped down into a chair and watched as Jack roamed the living room, examining knick-knacks, photographs, and periodically looking out the window at the horses. 
I sighed. My eyes felt heavy. I could easily drop off to sleep listening to the normal, comforting sounds coming from the kitchen, and knowing that Jack was near me. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.
 
***
 
“Leah.”
In the space between waking and sleeping I felt my father’s hand gently shaking my arm. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”
But it was Jack’s face I saw smiling at me. He was crouched down, looking at me at eye level, his eyes searching mine. “You’re tired, my friend.”
“I know.” I felt disoriented, and it took me a moment to remember where I was. 
Jamie stepped in behind Jack, looking down at me. “You conked out.”
“Yeah,” was all I said. I pushed myself up. My eyes felt as though they had sand in them and I blinked several times to moisten them.
“Dinner’s ready,” Elena said from the dining room. “But I have three guest rooms. You’re all welcome to stay the night, if you like. You all seem pretty whipped.”
We headed into the dining room toward the large, square table. It was a beauty, with pine knots showing through the varnish. The soup looked delicious and smelled even better. “That’s a really kind offer, but Jack and I will be fine,” I said. Although I really did want to lie down. 
Elena shrugged. “Okay. But the offer will still stand if you change your mind.”
“Thanks,” I said. 
“All right. Find a seat and dig in.”
We didn’t talk about baby brokers or stolen babies. We kept the conversation light, and it was the most relaxing, enjoyable meal I’d had in a long time. We all were aware of the need to chill out for a little while, because the topic we were about to discuss would take the energy out of us, and we’d all be emotionally drained by the end of the night. 
Finally, once the table was cleared and the dishes placed in the dishwasher, we settled into the living room with mugs of rich, strong coffee. 
Elena excused herself and the sound of the door off the kitchen opened, followed by the quick clicking of canine toenails on her tiled floor as two large German Shepherds made their way across the kitchen and into the room. 
“Bonnie and Clyde,” Elena said by way of introduction. 
“Gorgeous dogs,” Jack said, running a large hand over Bonnie’s back. 
“Thank you. They’re my babies.” Elena sat on the couch and smiled, looking at the dogs with obvious pride. 
“Ooooh, aren’t you the handsome guy?” Jamie cooed at Clyde, and he rolled over on his back and offered her his belly. 
“Wow. I think he’s in love,” Elena said. 
Jamie looked up and the smile on her face was that of a little girl. She was lit up like a Christmas tree. I was betting that people didn’t see that smile all that often. That smile was reserved for creatures who would never judge, betray, or otherwise hurt her, which left most humans out. 
But the smile fell away when she remembered why we were all here. 
Her eyes dropped back to Clyde, and both her hands moved over him as he sat in front of her, guarding her. Even Bonnie moved up beside her and stretched out. It seemed that even dogs sensed her vulnerability. 
“I’ll start,” she said, not looking up at us.
“Okay,” Elena said. “Take your time. There’s no rush here.”
Jack and I both leaned forward, forearms resting on our legs. Jesus. Had we been friends for that long? We even moved the same way? 
“I was sixteen when I got pregnant. So was the boy. We were not prepared, of course, to be parents. I didn’t want to get an abortion. My mother died when I was only seven years old, and my father had no idea how to take care of a pregnant girl. He found Bright Futures in the yellow pages.” She paused, her eyes growing far away as she remembered. “The newspaper ad boasted a homey residence for unwed mothers who wanted to give their babies a bright future. All expenses paid. We didn’t have a lot of money, and it sounded like the answer we were looking for.”
Elena nodded, her eyes tender, like she’d heard this same story over and over. 
“A representative of Bright Futures was sent to come to the house to speak to us. She told us that the adoption laws in NY were such that my baby would not be adopted right away, but instead could spend an indefinite amount of time in foster care.”
Elena’s face grew hard and she glanced at the ceiling, then back at Jamie, still nodding. “Yes, that is the carrot they dangle in front of young, scared girls who want the best for their babies. They play on your fear that your baby will be stuck in a dirty house, filled with unloved children who are running wild in dirty diapers while the foster parents watch game shows all day and collect checks from the government for housing them.”
“Yes.” Jamie’s eyes were alight with anger. “Exactly.” 
Elena looked turned to me and Jack. “It’s a common tactic baby brokers use to get the mother out of state where she’ll have no friends or family around her. Also, often times the adoption agency is being investigated for shady practices in the particular state the girl is living in, and so they need to get her away and into a different state where they haven’t been caught on to yet.”
“Lovely,” I said. “These people have no conscience.” 
Elena shook her head. “No, Leah. They really don’t.”
“It gets better,” Jamie said. “By the time I was in my ninth month of pregnancy, I was in a panic. I felt like just an incubator to them. They were completely disinterested in me and only interested in the baby. There was no talk of what would happen to me after I gave birth. They tried to get me to sign a document, stating that my signature would ensure that the adoption would be open and that I’d get pictures and updates on my son, and that the adoptive family and I would meet twice a year and on holidays and on his birthday so that I could see him. But something about the way they were so adamant about me signing made me hesitate, and Adrian became really angry. She started yelling at me. So I wanted to leave. I said I’d changed my mind.”
I shook my head, imagining what it must’ve been like for a sixteen year old Jamie who was being coerced into signing a document that she really didn’t understand. I swallowed down anger.
“ Adrian slapped me across the face and called me a stupid little bitch. She said that my father would be responsible for all the room and board they’d provided for me, the clothes they’d bought me, the medical and legal expenses, and that she would sue him.”
“Holy shit,” Jack said, getting up and beginning a slow pace around the room. “She’s diabolical. Just diabolical.”
“These people are, Jack,” Elena said. “And Adrian is only one of them. You wouldn’t believe how many people there are like her out there, doing the same thing.”
“What happened then,” I asked Jamie. 
Her face had become hard as stone. “I told her I didn’t care.”
Jack and I looked at each other and laughed. She’d been a ballsy sixteen year old. 
“Oh, I bet that went over swimmingly,” I said.
She grinned a little. “I told her I was keeping my son and she could do whatever she wanted to my father and me. We’d be okay somehow. I didn’t really mean to keep him. I just didn’t want to give him up to her. I just knew something was very wrong about the whole situation. So I said she wasn’t getting my son.”
“Good girl,” Jack said.
But we already knew that it hadn’t turned out well for her. That’s why she was here. 
“Yeah. Well, she stared at me for a long time, her face white. She spoke to me in a very even, low whisper then.”
“What did she say?” I asked her, almost falling off the couch, because I leaned so far forward listening to her. 
“She said I could take the clothes I came in with, and I could leave right then. But I wouldn’t be given any cab fare or bus fare home. I’d have to find my own way, in the mid-January deep freeze. And that she doubted my father would be very happy with me leaving there when they were only trying to provide my baby with a better life, but if I wanted to disappoint him and make his life miserable and throw him into poverty I was welcome to do that.”
“Fucking unbelievable,” Jack said, he had stopped pacing and stood watching her, his face incredulous.
“I never signed the document. So they drugged me. One of the women who worked there had given me a bottle of water. I didn’t think about it then, but she made a show of opening it for me.”
“Of course,” I said. “So that you wouldn’t realize that it had already been opened when she’d placed the ground up pills in it.”
Jamie gave a slow nod. “Yeah. It was tasteless. Unless I was just so freaked out that I never noticed that it didn’t takes quite right. But by the time I’d gotten my things together, the things I’d brought there, I was swaying and staggering. The woman who gave me the water helped me to the bed and told me to lie down for a little while, just until I felt better. She said that I was just upset.”
When I awoke the next morning my baby was gone. They sent me to the bus station in a cab with a bus ticket home. Nobody said anything to me. Nobody wished me a nice life. They had me wait on the doorstep in the freezing cold, and when the cab came to pick me up, nobody even opened the door to wave goodbye.”
We were all silent, watching Jamie, unbelieving. Her story was unbelievable, but we all believed it. Human beings just didn’t treat people the way that Adrian treated the young, pregnant girls in her homes for unwed mothers. But Adrian clearly wasn’t human. She was some other species entirely. 
“And your son,” I asked her, though I already knew the answer.
She just shook her head, silent.
 
***
 
Jamie did decide to stay the night at Elena’s house. They had a connection, and I was happy to see Jamie with somebody who could support her after the emotional scab she’d just ripped from her heart. 
When we pulled up in front of the house Jack placed a hand on my arm. “You doing okay, Kicks?”
I nodded. “I’m fine. Just really, really tired.”
“Yeah. Me too. Take your time waking up in the morning, okay? We both need the extra sleep.”
“Right.” I climbed out of the truck. “I’ll call you in the morning.”
“Stay cool, Kicks.” He watched my face, looking for some indication that he should stay with me. 
I smiled at him and winked. “You know it, baby.” 
I closed the truck door and made my way to my own front door, excited about seeing Pango, but feeling the same old gap in the center of me open. I was in a dark mood, and the lump in my throat, threatening tears close behind it, was pissing me off. If I allowed the floodgates to open I was afraid they’d never close. I needed to keep a cap on those tears at all costs. 
Pango did a happy dance on the kitchen floor when she saw me through the window in the door. 
“Hey, baby girl.” I ran my hands over her head and back. “Don’t go far, okay?”
I let her out and she trotted toward the woods to do her business. I waited for her, not having the energy to keep her company. I gazed out into the darkness, then looked up at the black sky, at the stars winking down at me, and breathed in the chilled air. With a sinking feeling I realized that the sadness, the pit of darkness that yawned out of me now and then, was inevitable. Most times I can fight if off. Tonight it wasn’t working. 
I couldn’t take it. Not now. Because if I didn’t do something soon, within a short period of time it would feel too much like I was dying.
I dug my cell out of my jacket and turned it on. I’d had it off the entire day, not wanting the temptation. 
There was a single text message from Lucas.
My heart fluttered and I felt a grin come to my lips, and felt the first feather light stirrings that perhaps everything would be okay. 
And underneath that, the tiny voice whispering to me that this was barren terrain that I was about to visit again. That I’d crawl away from it when I discovered that the fresh, cool water I was seeing was only a mirage, and that my inevitable, unquenchable thirst would return. 
When I clicked on view and read the message, which said, I want to see you, that voice of reason vanished and I felt okay again, the pain fading. 
 
***
 
When I responded to his text, asking where he was, he’d replied, saying that he was at his office, that he’d be over in about an hour. He was just finishing up some odds and ends that needed to be done before tomorrow.
I couldn’t wait.
I drove to the firm, parking further back in the parking lot. There were only a few vehicles left. I sat, staring at the building for a minute. Imagining Lucas inside, in his office, head bent to some paperwork, glasses having slid slightly down his nose. 
Should I wait? Go back home? This was crazy. 
No. I needed him now. 
I got out of my Jeep and headed for the entrance of the building. A good looking man in a dark suit was coming through the doors. His dark hair was cut perfectly, and held in place with some men’s hair product. His cologne was too strong and he smiled at me as I breezed past him. I didn’t hesitate. 
My stride didn’t falter as I headed down the hall toward the security door. I needed to be let in. I put my finger on the button and buzzed Lucas’s phone. He would see me on the monitor beside his laptop. 
He did, and buzzed me in. 
I walked quickly to his office, my boots hitting the polished floor echoing loudly in the corridor. His door opened before I got to it. He stood looking at me, a slightly bewildered smile on his face. I stepped through the door and he closed it behind me. 
“I couldn’t wait,” I said, stepping into his arms and going for his lips with my own.
“I can see that,” he said, between kisses.
“I want you right now,” I breathed into his mouth, and unbuttoned his pants. 
“Leah, there’s a window in the door.”
“Everyone is gone, aren’t they?” 
“I’m not sure.”
“I don’t care,” I said, sliding his boxers down his legs. My mind clouded and heat pooled between my legs. I was suddenly aware of my nipples pressing against my bra. “I need you. Right now.”
I backed him to the love seat and pushed him down into it. He chuckled as I undid the button of my jeans, zipped them down, and shoved them down my legs, kicking them off as I climbed on top of him. I left my panties on.
“My my, aren’t we feeling frisky,” he said, grinning up at me, his head slightly tilted to the side.
“Yes,” I murmured, leaning in close as I moved against his shaft slowly, teasing myself. He was already hard as I moved against the length of him, the friction against the fabric of my panties making my clit swell. Sharp little twinges of pleasure singing through me. “We are.”
His eyes softened into the look I’d come to know as his bedroom eyes. Slightly misty and far away as they watched me. His hands moved over my hips and his breathing deepened, trying to maneuver me over him so that he could gain entry. 
I smiled down at him. “Uh uh. Not so fast, cowboy.”
“Mmm,” He looked up at me, his lips plumping slightly in arousal.
“I want to savor this.” I continued moving slowly, working myself into a frenzy.
“Christ, Leah.” His voice was throaty, sexy.
I felt tension ball in my abdomen, my thighs tightened, signaling that I was going to come any second. I felt the first contraction as I slid over him, and felt my walls squeezing him over and over as delicious sensations washed over me. 
His head dropped back against the couch and he moaned low in his throat. I leaned back, placing my hands on his knees and moved my hips back and forth, rising slightly with each move forward, as the orgasm faded. 
Lucas grabbed my hips and lifted me higher, thrusting deeper into me, making me cry out. Heat moved over my entire body and I felt myself flush, pleasure prickling deep inside of me. I moved forward, grasping his shoulders, fucking him hard until the next orgasm exploded inside of me, rocking me out of my senses, my eyes squeezing so tightly shut that everything was white behind them.
I heard Lucas cry out as his hands grasped my hips so hard it stung, his nails digging into my skin. He thrust deep into me and pulled me down tightly, taking quick, ragged breaths. 
I leaned forward as my orgasm ebbed. I wanted to grasp onto it, but it slipped away, the emptiness seeping in close behind it. 
“Jesus Christ,” he breathed against my neck.
“Well said,” I whispered, my forehead pressing against the fabric of the loveseat. 
This was the awkward part. Now what do we do? We weren’t exactly dating. He was married, had a wife to go home to. And I was just as emotionally unavailable as he was. My desire to push off him and snatch up my clothes probably mirrored what he was feeling. Because he wasn’t mine, and he never would be. I wanted to be close to him, to snuggle into him and feel safe and warm, but it wouldn’t be real. It would be a dream. Another mirage. 
I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of loving him, because I couldn’t afford it. And neither could he.
Knowing this was both comforting and isolating, and I remembered the tiny voice that had, once again, tried and failed to warn me. My drug of choice had left me longing. Something close to despair feathered fingers along my heart. I pictured a barren dessert, no rescue in sight. Like always, I’d have to wander the nothingness until I found my way back out.
“Thank you, Ms. Ryan,” Lucas said.
I moved back until I was looking at him. “You’re welcome. It was my pleasure.” And it had been, but my voice betrayed me, cracking slightly, hinting at the loneliness I was feeling.
He must’ve heard it because he took my face in his hands and moved toward me, kissing me on the nose. 
I offered a tiny smile. 
“I’ll see you soon,” he said, gently pushing me backward. 
“Right,” I said, as I climbed off him and started getting dressed. 
 
***
 
I drove home, picturing the session that Lucas and I had just had to stave off the emptiness I felt. I wanted the feel of his hands on me, the taste of his lips. I could smell his cologne, which lingered on me. I remembered the feel of him as he’d pulled me down on top of him, desperate to have me. The look in his eyes as he’d watched me and the sound of his moans and ragged breathing. 
And I felt aroused again, which was better than feeling empty, and I held on to that feeling all the way home.
I was tired enough to sleep. It turned out I was even more tired than I’d thought. I was exhausted. I climbed the stairs to my bedroom with Pango close behind me, stepped out of my jeans and fell onto my bed. I pulled the comforter over me so that I was lying on half of it and the other half covered me, and I tucked my face into it and let the abyss take me away. 


 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
“Kicks.”
I peeled my eyes open. Saw a blurry blob standing next to my bed. Closed them again. My head throbbed. “Oh. My. God.”
“Threw a few back last night, did we? You shouldn’t drink by yourself, Kicks.”
“I didn’t.” My voice felt like sandpaper vibrating along my vocal cords. 
“You’re kidding, right?”
“No.” I was getting pissed that he was making me talk. The sound of my own voice made my head hurt, and my stomach roil.
“Are you sick?” He carefully sat on the bed next to me, placing the back of his hand against my forehead, then my cheeks. “You’re warm. I think you’re sick.”
“I’ll be fine.” I sat up. Took a few deep, slow breaths and the world came into focus. Still, I just wanted to crawl under the covers and hide. “I just need. . .”
He watched me, assessing. “What?”
Pango’s head appeared on the bed. I saw movement. Her tail was wagging, slowly, unsure. 
I shook my head then regretted it. “Coffee. Please.”
“Okay. Get in the shower. I’ll make it.”
I nodded and regretted it again then closed my eyes against a ripple of pain. “Strong, Jack. Okay?”
“Is there any other way to make coffee?”
“Right.”
I felt his weight lift off the bed as he slowly climbed out of it. He headed toward the bathroom. 
Pango hesitated in the doorway, looking back at me. 
“It’s okay, pretty girl. Go with Jack.”
She turned and headed down the hall and down the staircase after Jack. 
I turned the shower on cool to wake myself up. Could I be getting sick? But I knew better. I’d felt like this before, and it had been getting worse, with every session I had with Lucas. It felt like a hangover. 
It was a hangover. 
He was my bottle. My drug. This was the aftermath. 
I stood under the cold spray for a few moments then adjusted the water to warm. I leaned my arms against the tile and lay my forehead on an arm, watching the water move between my feet. The feet that were finally starting to heal. 
“Christ,” I murmured. This shit had to stop. 
Why did I feel so bad after having sex with Lucas? Because he was bad for me? He was a person I shouldn’t have started having a sexual relationship with for too many reasons. He was also someone who tweaked all my abandonment issues. He was unavailable. 
Just like me. 
And he was my escape. It had turned into an addiction. 
But I wasn’t quite ready to stop just yet. The thought of stopping sent fear and panic shivering through me. 
Maybe I could just slow down. 
Yeah. Right. 
I finished my shower and dressed in a comfortable, soft pair of jeans and a turtleneck, and went downstairs to join Jack. The coffee smelled incredible. 
“Feeling better?” 
I filled a mug he had already placed next to the coffee pot for me. 
“A little. Thanks.” I headed for the living room and my overstuffed sofa, curling up on one end with my mug resting on the arm.
My cell sang out Marvin Gaye’s Sexual Healing. I glanced at it, snuck a guilty dog glance at Jack. 
“Lucas.” It was a statement. Not a question.
“Uh huh.”
“Nice.” 
“You have no idea,” I said. “Hey,” I said into the phone. 
“They’ve found another one, Leah.”
I closed my eyes. Squeezed them tightly. “No.”
“I’m sorry.”
I looked at Jack and he read my mind. 
“Oh, Christ. Not another one.”
“Where is she?” I asked Lucas. 
“She was under the ice. Snowmobilers found her. Hudson River.”
I swallowed down tears as I listened to his directions. I knew where she was.
“They are processing the scene now,” he said. His voice sounded tired. Resigned. 
For a long moment I said nothing. 
“Leah?”
“Yeah.” The energy had seeped out of me. I stared at the floor.
“Are you okay? You don’t need to go there.”
“Yes,” I said. “I do.”
I had to go there. I had to see what the monster had done to this woman. The horror, the tragedy. The very reason I kept doing this fucking job, was for people like this woman. I wasn’t going to protect myself from it now. 
I ended the call. Looked up at Jack. 
He stood slowly. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Want to? No. Need to? Yes.”
“All right. Let’s go.” 
 
***
 
She lay on top of the ice when we got there. I could see her dough white skin shimmering under gloom darkened sky, casting her with a slightly blue hue. Police, medical examiner and crime scene investigators worked morosely around her, trying to do whatever they could for her now that she was gone. 
Lucas came toward us, palms held outwards. “They won’t let you in this time.”
I stopped, looked up at him. The expression on his face made my heart sink further into my chest. “Why not?” 
“They don’t want any interference, any chance of evidence being disturbed.”
I shook my head a little. “It’s okay. I don’t really need to see her.”
“No,” he said, one hand on my arm. “You don’t.”
“Do they know who it is?” I asked him. But I already knew the answer to that question. It was in his eyes. 
“They do. Leah…”
“Goddamn,” I whispered. My chin trembled. I turned, hunching my shoulders and squeezing my eyes shut. “Goddamn.”
He didn’t have to say it. The woman they had pulled out of the icy water was Alexia Clemmons. 
I dropped to my knees in the snow, a guttural sound escaping my lips, and I covered my face and cried.
 
***
 
“I’ll take you home,” Jack said, leading me to the truck. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not going home.”
Jack stared at me. He didn’t know what I needed. For once in our friendship, he was truly at a loss. 
I ran both hands through my hair, scratching my scalp. I needed sensation. I knew what I needed. “Would you go talk to Dr. Clemmons? See if there’s any chance he did this? I can’t look at him right now, Jack. Not if he’s guilty, and not if he isn’t. I just can’t do it.”
“Yeah. Absolutely.” But he didn’t move. “What are you going to do?”
“I want to be somewhere else right now. Anywhere else. But not home.” I knew I wasn’t making much sense but I really didn’t much care.
Lucas placed an arm around me. “I’ll take her.”
Jack’s eyes turned steely as he all but glared at Lucas. “Okay.” He paused, looking at me. “I’ll see you later. Let you know what I find out.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Jack. I’ll be okay. I just need to catch my breath.”
But he had already turned and was heading back to his truck.
 
***
 
“Where do you want to go?” Lucas asked me.
Anywhere I can have you inside of me. But I was going to try to hold off. I was having a serious problem, my faith in basic human goodness was completely shaken. 
“To a church.”
He paused. “Okay. Which one?”
“I don’t care. I’m not exactly a patron of any of them. They would all gladly toss me out if they knew me. So any church will do, really.”
Lucas led me to his Mercedes and opened the door for me. It was a beautiful car. Leather seats. Impeccably clean. Sitting in it I had the sense that I was somehow dirtying it. That I’d leave marks, or smudges, or somehow stain it.
I saw Lucas glance at me from the corner of my eye as I watched the road ahead of us, and realized that I was sitting slightly forward in the seat. Trying not to touch too much of it. With a concerted effort, I allowed myself to sit back against the seat. They were heated, which was nice, and I let myself find comfort in the warmth coming from them. 
“Are you okay?” He asked me. Stealing glances at me.
“I’ll be fine,” I murmured. 
The deaths of Alexia and her unborn baby hung heavy all around me. I wouldn’t be able to shake them easily or anytime soon, and I didn’t really want to. Somehow, it seemed right that I was this shaken. This sorrowful over their deaths. I used to think that keeping an emotional distance from the horrible things that happened to the victims was the way to go. But I’ve learned that it isn’t so. If you don’t feel it, all of it, the crushing weight of the tragedy, then maybe you don’t have the empathy and fire to really do the job right. 
It’s my theory. And Jack tends to agree with me. 
Lucas pulled up to a gorgeous old church, built in Gothic style, grey brick. I didn’t make a move to get out of the truck, but sat watching the church, silent. 
“Do you want to go in?”
“Want to? No. Should I? Depends on your perspective.” I was babbling. “Yeah.” I unbuckled my seat belt and opened the door, feeling a cold blast winter hitting me in the face. It felt good. 
There were no sessions going on, and the parking lot was empty except for one car. 
The church was silent and warm. I made my way with Lucas behind me to the first bench on my left, sliding in. Lucas hesitated for a moment, not knowing if I wanted him there or not. 
“You don’t have to stay,” I told him.
“I don’t mind, if you don’t mind me being here.”
“It’s okay.” I leaned forward, clasping my hands on the bench in front of me. “I don’t really know how to do this,” I said.
“I don’t think anyone will be offended,” Lucas said, sliding in beside me. 
But I hadn’t been talking to Lucas. I’d been talking to God. By way explanation, my apology, maybe, for not listening to his voice all these years. 
I closed my eyes and leaned my forehead on my hands. I’ve been pretty angry with you for taking Susie from me. For my family blowing apart. Mostly I blamed myself, and still do, for her abduction. I wondered all these years if it was punishment for something I did or didn’t do. 
I took a deep breath. Let it out. This wasn’t easy for me. Look. If you’re really there, I need something to keep me going. I need something to bring back some kind of faith in humanity. A belief that I used to have in basic human goodness. Otherwise, I don’t know if I can keep doing this. And maybe that’s what you’re actually trying to tell me. That I shouldn’t be doing it. Is that it? I know that I’m not supposed to question you. But if you know me at all, that doesn’t really work for me. I question everything. It’s how you made me. So…why? Why do you let these things happen? Why do you let innocent people suffer? Be murdered in such atrocious ways? Why do you do that? Children? Babies? Are you kidding me? Why? I looked up at Jesus hanging on the cross. He wasn’t answering. 
I closed my eyes again. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I feel like I’m lost and I don’t know how to find my way back to…to me. I don’t know if you’re really there, listening to me. But if you are, I need something. Okay? Please? Just give me something. A small thing. Something to keep me going.
I waited a moment, to see if God would send me a sign.
He didn’t. 
 
***
 
I wanted to just ride around for a while. We headed up to Lake George. It was quiet. No tourists. We found a bridge overlooking the ice and parked. Neither of us said anything for a while. Lucas sat with me, just letting me be quiet. 
“I’ll be all right, you know,” I said to him, not taking my eyes off the frozen lake. 
“I know you will.”
But I needed something. I needed to feel something other than this grief for Alexia and her baby, and the rage for what had happened to her. 
I got out of the car and walked over to the concrete barrier of the bridge. Chilled air blew into my face, making my eyes water. I lifted my face to the wind and breathed it in. My lungs hurt, the air was too cold. Too raw. But anything felt better than what I was feeling inside. 
An image of the day I met Jack flashed into my mind. My father hadn’t come to see me in Juvie on visitor’s day. I’d hoped he’d bring my brother, but he hadn’t come at all. My eyes had been closed and I was pressing a cigarette to the skin on my inner arm, palm faced toward me. 
Don’t do that. 
I’d opened my eyes to see what looked like an angel standing in front of me, red hair ablaze with a bright sun shining behind him, his face in shadow. 
It had been Jack. 
That had been so many years ago. He’d rescued me then. Taught me how to fight. Made me strong. 
But something had snapped in me. Broken. I was broken. And I needed something to dull the pain. I didn’t smoke anymore.
I turned and reached up, pulling Lucas’s face toward me. I found his mouth and moved my tongue over his. The warmth of his kiss sent a quiver through me, and I trembled against him. I pressed my body against his. He grew hard against me, and I moaned against his mouth. Heat pooled between my legs and I moved against him. He did a slow grind, pushing against me, sending a thrill of pleasure through me. 
“I need you,” I breathed against his lips.
He moved his mouth over my jaw, kissing me slowly along my jaw line and over my neck. My legs felt weak.
“Your place?”
“No. Now. Here.”
I fumbled with the button and zipper of his pants, creating enough space to slip my hand into his boxers and enclose my fingers around him. I moved my hand slowly up and down the length of him, and he leaned against me, pushing me against the concrete barrier of the bridge. 
“There’s nobody around,” I whispered.
His fingers moved up under my hip length leather jacket and found the button and zipper of my jeans. I helped him, and then pushed my jeans and panties down, stepping out of one leg, the jeans piled around the other. My knee high riding boots were all that covered my otherwise bare legs. 
I turned, leaning over the barrier and watching as new snow floated down on the ice of the river. The wind had picked up, so I felt rather than heard Lucas pushing his pants and boxers down just enough to gain entry into me. 
Closing my eyes, I waited for him to make me feel better. To chase everything else away. He pressed against me. I was already wet, and he glided in easily. I took a sharp breath in. Ecstasy moved over me, filling me, and I closed my eyes. 
His hands gripped my hips and I moved back against him. He moved slowly at first, and my urgency became almost unbearable. 
“Lucas, make me forget,” I said, my mind fuzzy with desire. 
He drove into me harder and I cried out into the wind, feeling like I had no pain at all. Feeling healed. 
When his pumping became faster and I felt him harden further inside of me, I felt my own orgasm beginning, and I screamed out over the river, tears moving over my cheeks, as intensity and fever skipped over me and made me forget everything. 
I didn’t hear the police cruiser come up behind us. 
 
***
 
A car door slammed. 
“Damn.” Lucas withdrew from me and I heard the sound of his zipper. 
I yanked up my panties and jeans, but was still in the processes of buttoning and zipping them up when I turned and saw the police uniform and the cruiser behind the approaching cop.
My mouth went dry. This wasn’t good. Not even a little bit. 
He was in his early forties I’d say, looking pissed off and disgusted. “Are you really having sex right out in the open, on a road that cars carrying kids drive over all the time?” 
I hadn’t thought of that. The possibility that kids could have seen us in the act. 
Nice.
Lucas and I both were silent. 
“What the hell is wrong with you two?”
“Where would I even start?” I muttered. 
“What?” He stepped around Lucas to get a better look at me. “Wait a minute. Are you Leah Ryan?”
Oh, perfect. I sighed. “Yes. I am.”
“I’ve seen you at the station. Are you coming from the crime scene on the river?” His face grew grim.
“Yes. We were just there. My partner and I were hired by Alexia’s mother to find her.” I paused. A lump rose in my throat. My eyes welled up. “I guess we found her today.” 
The officer said nothing as he stared at me, reading me. “Ms. Ryan, we all lose it a little bit now and then, but you’re really skating on thin ice here. You get me?”
“Yes, officer. I do.” I looked down at the dirty snow on the ground. I felt the heat of shame color my face, even in the frozen air. 
“Go on. Go do what you have to do for Alexia. But this is the only free pass you’re getting from me for shit like this. You read me?”
“I do,” I said. “Thank you, officer.”
His gaze flickered back to Lucas and he shook his head, turning back to his cruiser.
The snow was coming down hard now and the wind moved it all around, picking it up off the ground and swirling it around us. 
We walked back to Lucas’s car in silence. 
 
***
 
Lucas dropped me off at my house. 
“Are you okay?” He asked me.
“I’m fine. Just tired.”
“Okay. I’ll talk to you later. We need to discuss the other missing pregnant women. They’re still out there, Leah.”
I watched him for a moment. He was all business. Like we hadn’t just almost been put in the back of a police car and hauled off to the cop shop. 
At that moment I was experiencing one hell of a moment of clarity. 
What was I doing? 
“Right.” I opened the car door and stepped out of the car. I turned back to him before closing the door. “Drive safe.”
“I will. Take care, Leah.”
“You too.”
My body ached. I needed a nap, badly. I let Pango out and stood outside with her, watching her jump up and snap at the snowflakes, then roll around on her back like a puppy, making dog snow angels. 
We chased each other around the yard for a long time. Then we went back into the house and I fed her before I fell onto my couch.
I was vaguely aware of Pango as she settled on the thick carpet beside me before the world dropped away and I fell into a dead sleep.


 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
I couldn’t do it anymore. Too risky. He was too dangerous. Not physically, but emotionally. The intensity of our pairing was stripping me. I had no self-control when I got near him. My sense of judgment went completely south. I was engaging in risky acts which would get me arrested if I didn’t stop. 
The thing about my…thing, for lack of a better word, with Lucas, was that it felt so addictive. When we were together, for the brief time we’d meet, it was intense and euphoric. It was like a drug. And I rode that high for days, going back to the act that took me away, gave me that rush, over and over again. 
But then we’d be formal and cut each other off in an attempt to thwart any chance of real intimacy. It was what I wanted. Yet, the yawning, gaping hole would open up in the center of me when he cut me off, when he became formal again. All about the job. And I’d fall into a depression so black and helpless that I felt like I couldn’t breathe. 
Then he’d come around again, and I’d feel so grateful. Worthy of his attention. Powerful that he wanted me. I’d have a handle on him. And he’s kiss me and I’d start flying again and ride that rush, and be completely and utterly swept away. And it would start all over again. The rollercoaster ride. 
I’d always had what I needed from Callahan. But I’d been too damaged and fearful to accept his love. I was unworthy and undeserving of it. So I shoved him away and he’d finally left me for good. I knew it in my bones. He wasn’t ever coming back to me, and it was a loss I felt now, so profoundly, that I didn’t know if I’d ever get over it. 
I stood outside his closed office door. He was on the phone, saw me through the window, and waved me in. 
He was having a conversation with somebody about giving a lecture while looking over his calendar. 
I busied myself with looking out the window. The snow wasn’t falling, and the sun was moving away, casting long shadows on the snow that had already fallen. Lucas had a view of decorated pine and spruce trees on the north side of the building, which overlooked a large, park-like area that stretched into a wooded section. The wooded area didn’t go very far before a new cluster of large, overpriced, pretty houses with postage stamp lawns resided. Twinkling, multi-colored lights winked up at me as I tried not to hear his conversation.
“Sorry about that,” he said, remaining seated at his desk.
I turned and looked at him. He was leaning forward on his desk, his fingers laced. He didn’t hold my gaze, but became fidgety and began shuffling through papers.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
“Oh, I’m already disturbed,” he said, trying to lighten the moment with humor. 
“I wanted to touch base with you.” 
He nodded, kept his eyes on the papers. “Okay.”
“Lucas,” I said, taking a couple of steps toward the desk.
Something in my tone made him look at me. 
I waited for him to tell me something. Anything. I didn’t know where to go from here. 
“How are you doing, Leah? With the case? Are you okay?” His face was turned downward as he gave furtive glances up at me. 
I said nothing for a long moment. This whole thing felt too strange. Too…lonely. Finally I spoke. “Not as focused on the case as I should be.”
He nodded slowly. “I know what you mean.” A small grin lifted a corner of his mouth. He was a handsome man. Damn him. 
“I’m going to try and get my focus back, Lucas. I need to…to get back to the case. Entirely back to it. No more…escaping.”
He didn’t look at me. “Probably a good idea,” there was no hint in his voice that he wanted me to change my mind. He could take me or leave me. I really didn’t matter. What I did for him was nice, but not really all that important. It never would be. 
“Right. Well, I’ll talk to you soon, then, Lucas. Let us know when you know more, and we’ll do the same.”
He finally lifted his face and met my eyes. “Sounds good. Thank you, Leah.”
I turned and walked out of his office, nothing more than just another client. 
Which was as it should be. 
Then why did it suddenly feel like I was dying?
 
***
 
I walked away from Lucas’s office, his formality slicing me raw, and made my way to the women’s bathroom, the hallway tilting slightly, the world looking like a fun house, warped and unreal, and frightening. 
My trembling hand found the knob and I turned it roughly, pushing against the door, almost falling through it. I found a wall and leaned against it, my arms resting against the cool tile, my forehead against my arm.I took great gasps of air, trying to find my breath, and wept silently against my arm. I closed my eyes against the hot tears. 
And I knew rationally that this mini-breakdown, this heavy grief I felt, really had little to do with Lucas and everything to do with my father. He had stopped seeing me after the abduction of my little sister. She had disappeared, and I vanished before my father. I had effectively ceased to exist in his world, other than to be somebody who could take care of my little brother after my mother left us. 
I felt an unquestioning certainty that the abrupt loss of his love so many years ago was why I was unable to bear the gnawing, ragged, unmerciful pain that I felt in the center of me. Which right then, was triggered by Lucas’s sudden, cold indifference.
Water seeks its own level. I’ve heard that expression before and I now knew truly what it meant. I didn’t know Lucas all that well. For all of our sexual passion, we didn’t really know each other. But I sensed the same loneliness in him that I felt myself, an absence of something significant and crucial.
The sex was the drug. The numbing agent we turned to when we needed to ease the pain for a while, when it became agony. But the aftermath felt so much worse for me. For him, I didn’t know. He seemed to be doing just fine, which made me feel even worse still. 
I vowed that it was the last time. I wouldn’t ride that rollercoaster again. It was too draining, too soul sucking and too dispiriting. It made me feel a whole fuck of a lot worse than I had before we used each other in a feverish tangle of sweaty need. I’d find a way to dull the cravings when they called. I’d turn away when he looked me in the eye the way he did. When he leaned in close and I could smell his cologne, bringing me back to how it smelled on me during sex. How it lingered on my skin as I drove home, sustaining the euphoria for me.
Alone in that bathroom I realized that I needed to tell somebody. I needed to trust somebody and reach out to them, because if I didn’t, I was going to die. Bit by bit, this addiction would kill me. 
I took a deep, ragged breath and straightened up, and thought of the only person in the world I trusted with my life.
Jack.
 
***
 
“I’m in the abyss, Jack. I don’t know how to get out.” My voice sounded weak, too high to my own ears. The helplessness and desperation I heard from myself made me cringe. I clutched my cell to my ear as I sat in my car, shivering. Tiny beads of sweat popped up around my hairline and I felt the center of my back grow damp. 
Withdrawal. 
“I’ll pull you out, Kicks. Where are you?” Jack asked me. 
I looked around. I didn’t even remember driving there. I didn’t recognize where I was. “Jesus. I don’t know. ”
“Are there any signs? Landmarks?”
I gazed around me. I was sitting in front of a huge office building, covered in mirrored windows. I didn’t recognize the place. “I’m in a parking lot in front of a building. Hang on. Let me drive around a little bit. I’ll find a sign.” 
I backed out and drove around the building. Turns out I had been in the back parking lot Of an office building. A huge, dark sign read Warner’s Place. There were buildings all up and down the street. 
“I’ve never been here before, Jack. Warner’s Place? Do you know it?”
There was a long pause. “Yeah. I know it. I’ll be there in a few. Sit tight, Leah.”
I sat tight. Looking around me. Something about the place seemed vaguely familiar. Like I’d been here before, it felt like déjà vu. Why did it seem so familiar to me? 
My stomach cramped a little and I leaned over, gagging. Jesus Christ. Why didn’t I just shoot heroine? 
I rested my forehead on the wheel, closed my eyes and waited for the cramping to subside. My breaths were coming short and ragged, and I heard myself moaning as if from far away. 
I heard a car door slam and looked up. Jack walked toward me, his strides long and purposeful. His brow furrowed with concern for me.
I fumbled with the door handle but my sweat slicked fingers slipped. 
He opened my door and placed his hands under my arms, helping me out of the truck. 
“Come on, Leah. I’ll drive you home.” 
“But my truck. . .”
“We’ll come and get it tomorrow. It’ll be fine.”
“What if it gets towed?”
“Then we’ll go pick it up wherever we need to pick it up from. Why? You think Callahan’s going to tow your truck away?” He was trying for a joke. It wasn’t working.
“Right. He wouldn’t do that. It would mean he’d have to look at me.”
“You think that would be so bad?”
I felt my throat close up and I had trouble getting the words out. “I don’t think he ever wants to look at me again, Jack.”
“Stop, Leah. He loves you.”
“He left me.”
“He left you because he loves you.”
It was too much to think about right now. I felt tears sliding over my cheeks and I didn’t care. 
Jack helped me into his truck. Buckled me in and gently wiped my tears from my cheeks. He leaned in, a mere few inches from my face, and looked into my eyes. “Leah, it’s going to be fine. You’re going to be okay. I promise.”
I felt the hole in the center of me, yawning open a little further, and I was crying freely now. Little hitches skipping through each breath I took. 
He reached out and cupped my face in both hands. “I’m here and I’m not leaving you. Okay?”
I nodded, unable to talk.
Reluctantly he closed my door and I was only vaguely aware of him climbing into the driver’s side. 
I looked around at the office buildings. Cold. Industrial. “Where are we?”
He paused, looking at me for a long moment. He didn’t want to tell me. That was clear.
“What?” I asked him. “Tell me.”
“This is your old street, Leah. That building is where the park used to be. The park you and your sister and Jesse used to play.”
I turned back and looked at the building, shock rippling through me. There used to be a park behind my house. 
That meant that the parking lot I had been sitting in, the back parking lot of that building, was where my house used to be. 
The house I lived in when Susie was taken from us.
 
***
 
Jack got me home and into my house. He opened the door for Pango, who didn’t want to go out and leave me but natured called. So she did her business quickly and trotted back in to sit by the couch and lick my hand as I lay curled up, quivering. 
“I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Jack,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “I’m falling apart. I’m losing it. I’m no good at this job anymore.” I swallowed, let out a shaky breath. “I’m no good.”
Jack covered me with a quilt that had been draped over the back of the couch. He crouched down next to me. Pango moved a little further away to make room for Jack, but didn’t go further away than my knees. She rested her head against my legs.
“Stop that shit, Leah. You are good. You’re the best. And you’re a good person. You’re feeling weak right now because you have some unfinished shit to face from your past.” He leaned in close. Took one of my hands in his and kissed the top of it. “It’s just unfinished business, sweetheart. We all have shit from our past we have to face, and you’ve been carrying a heavy load, Leah. It’s amazing you haven’t cracked until now.”
“I’m no good, Jack. Caroline died because I wasn’t at my best. I wasn’t aware enough. She lay bleeding to death in a room right next to mine as I lay sleeping. I shouldn’t have been sleeping, Jack. I should’ve been awake, watching.”
“Now you listen to me.” He pinned me with his green gaze. “You were exhausted. You hadn’t slept in days. Your body shut down. You hear me? It would’ve happened to anyone. That was not your fault.”
“I should’ve stayed in her room with her.”
“But you didn’t. She wanted her privacy and you gave it to her, Leah.” He shook his head slowly. “You might have died too, that night.”
“Maybe I—_”
“Stop it.” His voice was deadly quiet. “Don’t you ever fucking think that, ever. You hear me? You’re not fucking leaving me. You’re all I’ve got in this shitty goddamned world, Leah. Don’t you ever fucking think of leaving it and abandoning me. You got that?” His eyes grew wet.
I stared at him. 
“You got that?” He said again, his words cracking a little.
I nodded.
“Say it.” 
“I got that.”
“You promise?”
I hesitated, taken aback by the ferocity of his emotion. “I promise. I won’t leave you.”
“Okay, then.”
I dropped my gaze. Ran my fingers through my hair and scratched my scalp. The skin on my scalp felt as if it were crawling with tiny bugs. 
“God. This is so awful.”
“What do you need?” He moved his huge hands over my arms, rubbing them.
“I need to feel something other than what I’m feeling. I need some other kind of sensory stimulation.”
Our eyes met and for a brief moment I knew that we were thinking the same thing. But if we made love, although I knew it would be phenomenal, it would be the end of our relationship as we knew it. Our friendship, which was the only good and pure thing I’d ever really known, would change, and I’d risk losing him. A part of me would close off to him and I didn’t want that to ever happen.
“We can’t,” I whispered. 
“I know,” he said. 
“I want to.” I took in a ragged breath. “Really, really badly. You don’t know how badly.” I let out a crazy little laugh. 
“Oh, I do. Because I feel the same way.” A sexy, lopsided grin lit his face.
“But we can’t because…it would change us, Jack. And…I love you.”
He looked down, face flushed. “I know, Leah. I love you, too.”
“And I don’t want to be addicted to you and have to recover from you. And have to stay away from you. You know?”
“Yeah. That would suck.”
“You can’t be my new supply.”
He nodded once. “Right. So what do you need? Besides sex? How can I make it better?”
I thought for a moment. I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“A hot shower?”
I gave a weak laugh. “I’ll try it.” 
“Okay. Come on.”
“Jack.”
“Yeah,” he said as he helped me up.
“You’d better stay down here right now. Okay?”
He looked at me, realization dawning on him. 
“I’m going to be naked up there.”
“Right.” He sat on the couch and patted Pango’s head. “I’ll wait down here.”
“Wise choice.” 
We gave each other shy grins as I turned and headed up the stairs. We’d broken some kind of barrier that had kept us from sleeping together before. Now it would be more difficult to resist. 
But the pain inside of me was subsiding, because I was feeling a little high on the fact that Jack loved me. That I loved him. And we’d said it. Even if it was just as friends.
Yes. Just as friends, I told myself as I shut the bathroom door behind me and turned on the water. 
 
***
 
I wasn’t in the shower long before a knock jarred me from my thoughts. 
“Kicks,” Jack’s voice held that edge. The one that told me that something was very wrong. 
“Yeah?” I called, squeezing my eyes shut against the soap that had run down my forehead and into my eyes. 
“You need to hurry it up. Bad shit.”
“Is there any other kind?” I rinsed my face and pulled the shower door back a couple of inches. “Just come in here. I can’t hear you that good.”
He hesitated, then opened the door and stepped in, closing the door behind him so that I wouldn’t catch a chill, and leaned against the sink. He kept his head down as he spoke. “Just got a call from Elena. They found out about what became of Jamie’s son. It isn’t good.”
I sighed, rested my forehead against the water beaded glass of the shower door. “Tell me.”
“He’s dead, Leah. He fell out of a fourth story window when he was two.”
The news blew through the center of me and I had trouble catching my breath. “Oh, no.”
“Yeah. Jamie didn’t take the news well. Elena thinks she might try to hurt herself. When they discovered the news, Jamie took off in her car, crying. Elena doesn’t know where she is.”
“She may just need some time to herself,” I said, hoping this was the case, but not quite buying it myself.
“She might, but Elena said she didn’t look good. She wasn’t looking really lucid.”
“Great.” I sighed. “Okay, let me rinse my hair and I’ll be out in a minute.”
Jack nodded. “Alright. I’ll be downstairs.”
“Okay.”
His eyes flicked up to me, and then back down as he moved to leave. I couldn’t help grinning a little. This new thing between us was nice. Even with a new shit storm all around us, it gave me energy. Lifted my spirits. 
Yeah. I was getting my groove back.
Good thing, too. Because I was going to need it.
 
***
 
“Where did Elena think Jamie might be headed?” I asked Jack as I pulled on my riding boots. It was cold as hell outside, but it would have to be a very bad storm indeed for me to not wear my riding boots. I had four pair of them, two black, one tan, and one brown, and I loved them. I still mourned the pair I’d lost as a result of my scuffle with Gabriel. Those babies had been new.
“As far as she knows, she has a brother, Michael Holland, who lives, oddly enough, in Philly. Older brother.”
“Could she be going to see him?”
Jack shrugged. “It’s worth a try. We could try calling him.”
We found Michael Holland in the white pages online, and Jack dialed the number provided under his name and address.
I took Pango outside because I had a feeling we’d be hitting the road again soon. “I’m sorry, sweety,” I said to her. “I promise I’ll spend more time with you when this craziness is over.”
She smiled at me and licked my hand, then headed off to the bushes to do her thing. I looked up at the sky, clear, midnight blue, stars winking down at the earth. It helped me to think how insignificant I actually was under the enormity of the universe, how all my mistakes meant nothing in the grand scheme of things. How when I was gone, none of it would matter. 
Any marks I left would be scuffed over. No longer noticeable, if they ever really had been at all. 
 
***
 
“Jamie’s on her way to Michael’s place. She’ll be okay.” Jack held the door open for me and helped me take my coat off.
“Thanks,” I said. “So there’s no mad rush to get back to Philly?” 
“No. But she does want to talk to Adrian. I think we should be in the vicinity when she does.”
“Just so happens, we want to talk to Adrian too.”
“Right.” 
I swayed a little where I stood. 
“Whoa. Sit down, Kicks.”
“I’m fine,” I said. “Just need to get my bearings.”
“You’re bone tired. You need a good night’s sleep.” 
“Yeah. I do.”
“So get upstairs and get one. We’ll resume ass kicking tomorrow.”
I ran my hands over my face. My eyes felt so heavy. “Okay. I’m going.”
“I’ll be down here if you need me.” 
“Take Jesse’s room. He wouldn’t mind.” My brother had moved out the previous year, but I kept his room for him for when he visited. 
Jack shrugged. “I might. I’m going to stay up for a bit.”
That meant he was nervous and was going to keep watch. I don’t know why I ever thought I needed a Rottweiler with Jack around. But I loved them. I had loved Buddy helplessly and I loved Pango the same way. 
“Okay, my friend. I’ll see you in the a.m.”
With that I dragged my tired, aching body up the stairs, Pango close behind, and crawled under the covers with my clothes still on. 
I had very little time to ruminate about anything before blessed sleep took me for a precious few hours. 
 
***
 
The sky was dark as low clouds loomed over us. Still I needed my sunglasses. The glare off the snow, even on this grim day, was too much for my head. I’d slept pretty well, but was still exhausted. I felt like I’d need another full twelve hours of sleep before I was recouped. But even with the full twelve hours, the raw scratchiness in my throat and the pressure in my sinuses was telling me that I was getting really sick. And although my body was telling me that I needed rest, I wasn’t going to get it. So I hunkered down low in the seat and looked, sleepy-eyed, out the window.
“You should’ve stayed home,” Jack said, glancing at me. “You don’t look so hot.”
“Well, thank you, Jack. That makes me feel ever so much better.”
“You know what I mean.”
I pushed out a long breath. “Yeah. But we’re not done yet. I can’t just lie around, blowing my nose and watching the tube.”
He chuckled. “You couldn’t do that unless both your legs were broken and you were forced to. Who are you kidding?”
“I’ll be fine. It’s just the start of a cold.” 
“We’ll stop and get you some juice at the next rest area.” 
“Like that’s going to make a difference. Quit mothering me, Jack. I’m fine.”
“Yeah, yeah. We’ll see how fine you are when you’re shouting incoherently, delirious fever.”
“Then I’ll just sound like you.”
“Ha. Ha.” He gave me a sideways look. 
“So what was your feeling when you met with Dr. Clemmons?”
He pursed his lips. “I don’t think he did it, Kicks. I really don’t.”
“Okay.” 
“He’s genuinely distraught over the fact that she’s missing. I think at first he really thought she’d taken off with another man. Now, with the discovery of another body, he’s really shaken.”
I looked at him, through a haze of dull, throbbing sinus pain. “You know all the cues of somebody who is lying,” I said. We both did. Jack had taught them to me. Taught me to pay attention. People usually say more with body language than they ever do with their voices. “If you say he isn’t responsible for her disappearance, then he isn’t. But who is?”
Jack ran his tongue along the inside of his lower lip. Something he does when he’s trying to figure something out. “I want to speak to this medical assistant of his. Vicky something.” 
“Sounds good. When we get back.”
“I can do it, Leah. You need to rest.”
“I’ll rest now. I’ll be fine.”
He shook his head. “Jesus, you’re stubborn, you know ?”
“That is part of the reason you love me, Jack.”
He gave me a crooked grin and I thought a slight blush colored his cheeks for a second. “One of the reasons. But you drive me crazy.”
“You wouldn’t have it any other way.” I felt my own cheeks grow warmer. But then, I was sick. So it could’ve just been the bug I’d caught making me feverish.
I closed my eyes and dozed the rest of the way. When the car stopped, my head was killing me. 
“Jesus Christ. I can barely see right now. This headache is brutal.”
“Just wait here. I’ll go talk to the brother.” 
I kept my eyes closed. I heard the click as Jack turned on the power locks. 
I wanted to protest but I knew he was right. I wouldn’t be much good right now. This had to be what migraine headaches felt like. I’d never had one before, but I could definitely sympathize with anyone who suffered with them now.
I had no drugs to take. I’d sell my soul right then and there for aspirin. A nice, hard bat to the head to knock me the hell out would be good. Anything to make the pain go away. 
A knock on the window almost made me jump out of my skin.
I squinted against the bright day to see Hailey Jacobs standing outside the truck, giving me a little wave. She looked around her, her eyes shifting this way and that. 
I reached over to the key, turning it in the ignition just a click to be able to get power to turn the window down. 
“Hailey? What are you doing here?” I was in no shape for lucid conversation, but I really wanted to know. Her being outside this truck at this moment, in Philly, didn’t make sense to me, except that she must have information for us.
She leaned down, her face just outside the open window. “I need to talk to you.” 
I opened the door for her. “Jump in.” 
“Actually, can you come to my car? I don’t feel comfortable here.” 
I frowned. “Why not?”
“I just need you to come to my car. Please.” 
I looked back to see her indigo Lexus parked down the street. She had tinted windows. Maybe she didn’t want to be seen. 
I pushed out a breath. I really wasn’t in the mood for these reindeer games. But, whatever. “Okay.” 
Closing my eyes for a moment to get my bearings, I tried to will the pain away as I opened the door and climbed out of the truck.
She’d stepped back, and her hands tucked into the pockets of her long, cashmere coat. 
She stood back, as if she wanted me to go first. This seemed a little odd to me, but because of the blinding headache, I couldn’t put my finger on why. As we approached her car, I caught her reflection, walking behind me, in the passenger window. Her face was taut as she continued looking around us, her eyes wide and slightly wild looking as she stayed behind me. 
I saw my brows furrow in the reflection. Something was definitely not right here. 
My hackles went up, and as I turned to confront her I saw her hand lift from her pocket, gripping a gun. 
What the hell? 
“You’re fucking kidding me, right?” I said. I really wasn’t in the mood for this shit.
“Does it look like I’m fucking kidding?” She said. The word ‘fucking’ didn’t sound right coming from her mouth and I almost laughed. She was all jacked up. I could almost see her nerves jumping under her skin.
I sighed. “What? You’re in with Adrian?”
Her gaze twitched this way and that. Nervous as a cat. “Look, I’m the one with the gun here. Just get in the car.” 
I laughed, and the pain seemed to bloom larger behind my eyes. “Oh, Hailey, Hailey, Hailey. I’ve been held at gunpoint by pros. What are you going to do? Shoot me in the street? Judging from the way you’re holding that gun, I wouldn’t guess that you’re an Ace shot. So I don’t think you’ll get me in the head unless it’s by accident.”
Her hand shook as she tried to aim the gun at me.
“So my guess is that you’ll hit me in the arm or leg, after which time I’ll come after you, knock it out of your hand and kick your skinny ass. And this will all make the media, by the by. I’m sure you’ll look cute on the news when your country club friends see what you’ve been up to. Especially, when they see you being hauled away in cuffs.” 
She blinked. 
“Yeah,” I said, smiling. “Pretty image. I can’t wait.” 
She shifted from one foot to the other. “Just get in the car.”
“Hell, no. I won’t get in the car.” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against her car door, getting comfortable. “So who is it? Adrian’s husband? Have you been doing the horizontal bop with him?”
She watched me, face panicked. 
“I sure hope he’s worth it, sweetheart. Hope you had a really good time, because you’re going to spend a lot of time being big Cindy’s bitch behind bars. At” 
Jack came out of the house, spotted us, and drew his .45, moving swiftly and quietly toward us.
“So was that all bullshit? The story about Adrian taking your baby? Did you borrow that story from some poor girl who actually experienced it?”
“No,” she said. “It was true.”
“Revenge? Get her back by stealing her husband?”
She shook her head, tears running over her cheeks. Her hand shook as she kept the gun somewhat trained on me. “He pursued me. Took care of me…after what she did.”
I barked out a laugh. “Hailey, he was a part of it. Don’t you know that?” 
She was openly weeping now, little cough-like sounds coming from her, shaking her shoulders. “But he fell in love with me. Said we could start a life together.”
“But that never happened, did it?” I watched her, feeling only slightly sad for her. “Hailey, you know there are others, don’t you? He was with another woman just last night. Jack and I saw them.”
I saw pain in her eyes, and he shoulders slumped. Yes, she did know.
“So what are you doing?” I asked her. “Why are you willing to go to prison for him?”
Jack came up behind her and pressed the barrel of his gun to her back. “Same reason all those women fell for Gabriel’s horseshit.”
I knew Jack was right. Looking at the ruined, pathetic woman in front of me, it was obvious that she wanted to keep believing in Adrian’s husband because she’d invested so much of herself in him. She had no identity without him, and was still grasping at the dream. The carrot he dangled in front of her. 
She didn’t want to admit that she’d given up her baby to the black market, when she might’ve had a fighting chance of getting him back and into a legitimate adoptive home. Might have. But she had never even tried. 
I shuddered to think what else she might’ve done for him. What other deeds. 
“Don’t you want to get him back for what he’s done to you all these years, Hailey?” I asked her. 
She looked down at the ground, seemed to consider it, as if the thought had never entered her mind. Finally she nodded, swiping at fresh tears with her free hand. “Yeah. I do.”
“Then help us,” I said. “And we’ll help you. For real. No bullshit.”
She lowered her gun, the fight gone out of her. “Why should I believe you?”
“Because, lady.” Jack reached around and took her gun. “You’ve got no other choice.”
 
***
 
After a short stop at a drugstore for painkillers, which I popped four of and swallowed down with the tar-like coffee they sold, we found a hole in the wall place that had a pub-like atmosphere. Despite the pain, I was hungry, and something about having a gun pointed at me had done something to dull the agony some. It must have been the adrenaline pumping through my veins. 
I ordered a hot chocolate and a cheeseburger with fries. I needed the cocoa to make me feel better; I am a woman after all, and the fatty food for comfort. I’d been through the ringer with this case, and I was starting to feel like I’d stepped into the twilight zone. 
“So,” I said to Hailey. “What’s the deal? What does Adrian’s husband want with me?” 
She shrugged and shook her head. “I really don’t know, to tell you the truth. I don’t usually ask questions.”
“You just do what you’re told. How nice for him.” I sipped my hot cocoa, reveling in the heat.
She lifted her gaze to mine and her eyes narrowed. “What do you know about it? I bet you’ve never had a shitty thing happen to you in your entire life.”
I smiled at her. “Yeah. That’s me. Just skipping through life on hope and sunshine.”
Jack leaned forward, pinning her with his gaze. “Look, Hailey. You have to know something. He had to have told you something. Don’t bullshit us.”
Hailey sighed. “I think it was a scare tactic.” She looked at me. “I’m supposed to bring you to a house on the outskirts of town and leave. I don’t know exactly what they have planned, but I know that Mark isn’t a killer.”
I rolled my eyes. “Are you kidding me? Mark isn’t a killer? Okay assuming that he hasn’t been a killer up until now, how much further on the no-conscience scale do you think stealing babies is? From letting them languish in foster homes because they have a sniffle? From allowing the babies and children to die from neglect? How many notches down do you think shooting a pesky P.I is from kidnapping?”
She stared at me. 
“How long do you think it’ll take good old Mark to decide you’re not useful to him anymore, and that maybe you know just a little too much? That maybe he’d be a whole hell of a lot safer if you were completely out of the picture?”
Her eyes widened slightly. 
“And how many other grateful, helpful girlfriends does he have, who are willing to do just about anything for him?” Jack asked her. “Hailey, for Christ sake. Use your head.”
“What exactly has he done for you?” I asked her.
“He paid my rent.” She picked at the wooden table. “He put me through college.” 
“He doesn’t give you money now?” I asked her.
“No.” 
“So is this your way of working some of that money off?” Jack asked. 
Hailey said nothing. Didn’t look at us.
“Look,” I said. “It doesn’t matter. The fact is, he’s pretty much done with you. He’s just using you to do his dirty work, and it’s only a matter of time before he has one of his other girlfriends cancel your ticket.” 
She remained silent, kept her eyes on the table.
“Hailey,” I said, leaning forward and softening my tone. 
She looked up at me. 
“It’s time to stand on your own two feet. You don’t need him.”
She was silent for a long moment, then she said, “I…I don’t know how to do it without him.”
All this time she’d been thinking he was her rock. That he protected her, shielded her. 
“Wow,” I said. “He performed one hell of a mind-fuck with you, you know that?”
Hailey nodded. “Yeah. I know that now.”
“I’m betting you knew it then,” Jack said. “But you thought you needed him.”
“I needed somebody,” she said, her face suddenly alive with intensity. “I had no one. I thought my life was over. I thought I was stupid and worthless.”
“And he knew it,” I said. “And he went in for the kill like a wolf sensing weakness.”
Just like Gabriel had done. Just like any cult leader does. Anyone who wants to exploit others for their own gain. And I could see how it could happen. 
Just the night before I was feeling hopeless, weak and utterly lost. But I had Jack. What about people who had no support system? Somebody like Mark would be like a hand pulling them out of quicksand. 
“You don’t need him anymore,” I told her. “And he doesn’t need you. He has others to do his dirty work for him now. Get out while you still can, Hailey.”
In her eyes I could see the reluctance to let go of the dream. But I could also see resignation. She knew we were right. She had known for some time that Mark Mandell was just using her. She just hadn’t had anyone else to throw her a life line.
After a long moment she lifted her gaze to mine. “Mark and Adrian have opened another adoption agency.”
“Do you know where it is?” Jack asked her. 
“Yes. It’s in Clifton Park.”
Two spiders weaving a new web right in our part of town. How convenient. 
And how unbelievably bad for them.
 
***
 
Vicky lived in a quaint apartment complex in Clifton Park. Her balcony afforded her a view of the frozen man-made pond which sat in front of the structure. In summer, a water fountain emerged from the pond and showered water into it. Ducks swam laps in the water and sat around, and old men sat on the edge of the water, fishing rods in hand. 
“Are there actually fish in that pond?” I asked Jack. 
“I don’t know.” 
I frowned a little. Maybe it’s just the action of having a fishing rod in their hand. Like the way I carried one of my guns around the house, unloaded. Sometimes, just to feel the weight of it in my palm.
Vicky lived on the third floor. Apartment 301. Dr. Clemmons had given up the information pretty easily when Jack called. It seemed he was beyond hiding anything anymore. He just wanted his wife home. He said he just wanted her back. He wanted Emily back, his unborn daughter. 
It was Jack’s impression that he wasn’t seeing Vicky any longer. It’s funny how priorities change when reality knocks you on your ass. 
Vicky’s shadow darkened the peep hole as she peered through it. She opened the door without hesitation. She was a beautiful girl. Hair feathering her cheeks in a shoulder length shag, large green eyes which blinked innocently at us now. “Jack and Leah?” 
“Yes,” I said.
“Garrett told me you’d be dropping by to speak with me.” She stepped aside to let us in. “Please come in”
“Thank you,” Jack said. “Just a few questions.”
“You’re not actual police, are you?” She said, her eyes round and naïve looking. But I knew better. Plenty of men bought this act, I was certain, including Garrett Clemmons. But Jack wouldn’t be one of them. 
“No, we’re private investigators looking into the disappearance of Dr. Clemmons’ wife. Alexia.” Jack watched Vicky’s face closely. 
Something dark seemed to move over her gaze like smoke, and then was gone. So fast that if someone weren’t paying attention, they would’ve missed it. But Jack and I always paid attention. Close attention. 
“That’s just awful, isn’t it? What do you think happened? She was just there one day, then gone the next.” She shook her head and tilted her face to the floor while keeping her eyes on Jack. 
If I weren’t in the room I was pretty sure she’d be the picture of coquettish seduction. 
“We don’t know. That’s what we’re trying to find out,” I said. 
She turned to me, her eyes narrowing a little and her lips turning down slightly. “Right.” 
I was definitely cramping her style. 
She placed a hand on her kitchen counter and pushed out one hip. This was all for Jack’s benefit. I glanced at him. He was watching her like he would some strange new species of bug. Part analysis, part awe. She was a piece of work.
“I’m not sure how I can help you. I know Garrett told you that we’ve been…close.” She tilted her head and looked up at Jack from under her all but fluttering lashes. 
I thought I was going to either laugh or be sick. Or both. Not necessarily in that order. “Yes, he did mention that.”
“I don’t know anything about his…wife…except for what he’s told me. I don’t know her personally.” Vicky ran a finger along the edge of the counter top. 
“What has he told you?” Jack asked.
“He said that they weren’t getting along. He thought she was having an affair. They weren’t close anymore. They’d lost their connection. When that happens, it’s pretty much game over.” She looked up at Jack. “Don’t you think so?”
He shrugged. “I couldn’t say.” 
She smiled at him, a secret, closed lipped grin.
“What have you been talking about all this time? You’ve been seeing each other for months. You’ve gone away with him quite a few times, haven’t you?” I asked her. 
Her body stiffened a little and she ran the fingers of one hand through her hair. “We talk about work, mostly. Believe or not. I am his medical assistant.”
“You don’t make plans together?” I was pushing her and enjoying every second. 
Her face hardened. “Sometimes.”
“I would hope so, if you’re his bed buddy. Unless that’s really all you are.” I tried not to smile. It was hard. 
“We’re friends,” she said, a hard edge to her tone. 
“How nice,” I said. “But not for Alexia. She’s still missing, along with their unborn baby girl. They’ve named her Emily. Did you know that?” 
“She named her Emily,” Vicky said quietly.
“I beg your pardon?” I said, leaning in a slightly. “I didn’t get that.”
“Garrett said that she named her. Not him.” Vicky wouldn’t say Alexia’s name. She kept to she.
“You mean Alexia,” Jack said.
“Yes. Who else would I be talking about?” She lifted a hand up in the air. A harsh, wave like movement.
“Well, you don’t ever say Alexia’s name. We find that interesting,” I said. 
She glared at me. Said nothing. 
“Has Garrett ever mentioned leaving Alexia for you?” I asked her. 
“That’s really none of your business. In fact, I really don’t have to answer any of these questions.”
“No, you don’t. But it looks mighty suspicious for you, Vicky,” I said. 
“Garrett would find it hard to leave his new baby,” Jack said. “All that new bonding with his wife.”
“And if he did leave, he’d have to pay her spousal and child support for many, many years. They’d always be in the picture, wouldn’t they, Vicky? That would be quite a chunk of change.” I moved in closer to her, purposely crowding her. “It would never really be just you and him, would it?”
“I want you to leave now,” she said, looking as if she wanted to spit at me. 
“Surely,” I said, and then swayed, my head suddenly fuzzy. The room spun. 
Jack grabbed hold of me. “Wooooa, Kicks. You okay?”
I coughed and took several deep breaths. “Yeah, just this bug, whatever it is.”
He placed his hands under my arms and lifted me up. 
I looked at Vicky. A strange light seemed to glow behind her eyes. A little smirk played on her lips. “I hope you feel better,” she said. But her tone lifted the small hairs at the back of my neck. I was certain then that if Jack hadn’t been with me, if I’d have decided to come see her alone, I might not make it out of this room. She was a predator. And I was weak right then. 
“We’ll be back to speak with you again, if we need to,” I said.
“Keep on knocking but you can’t come in,” she said. 
“Right,” I said. “Whatever.” 
“Come on, Leah.” Jack had my arm. He was steering me toward her door. I didn’t recognize the hallway or the pictures hanging on the wall. One of Vicky and Garrett on some beach, Vicky sitting on his shoulders. I wondered who took the shot. 
We left, but I was pissed. “That bitch did it, Jack. I know she did.”
“I know she did, too. But you’re sick right now, Leah. She’ll do you too, if you’re not careful. Back the hell off.”
I sighed. He was right, but I didn’t like it. 
I just cause all sorts of chaos in the lives of those I love. 
But the difference was, Jack really had my back. And he loved me, even as crazy-ass and halfcocked as I was. 
And I was glad he had my back, because Vicky was itching to put a knife in it.
 
***
 
I didn’t want to go home right away, but wanted Pango with me, so Jack took me home to get Pango, then we headed back to the office. I lay curled up on my favorite fluffy chair snuggled in Jack’s worn leather jacket. He made me some cocoa, but after a few sips, my eyes grew heavy. 
Jack found a bottle of cough medicine from last autumn when he’d caught a hellacious cold. There was still some left at the bottom. He managed to get two teaspoons out of it and fed them to me. Pango lay on the floor in front of the chair, and I was so warm and comfy that I drifted off and dozed. 
For three hours, as it turned out. When I opened my eyes I felt much better. Groggy and still sick, but much better. Jack sat on his chair watching the old TV we had mounted to a corner of the room. The sound was down so low I didn’t know how he could hear it. But then, my ears were pretty much blocked. 
“She lives,” Jack said, getting up off his chair and coming toward me. He leaned in and placed a large hand on my cheek, then bent and planted a soft kiss on my forehead. 
“Um, thanks,” I said, confused.
He shrugged. “Mothers do that to check their kids for fever all the time.”
“Ah. Okay.” Some small part of me was a little disappointed at the legitimate medical purpose behind his kiss, but I hid it well. 
“Besides, doesn’t it make you feel better?”
I chuckled. “Yes, it does. Thanks pal.”
“No problem.”
“So what’s next?” I asked him, stretching my arms above my head. 
“I drive you home so you can sleep?”
“I’ve already slept. And I feel much better. I can’t lie around all day, Jack.”
He snickered and shook his head at me. “Stubborn.”
“I’m getting antsy. I have to do something productive.” I stood up from the chair pulled Jack’s jacket on. It was enormous on me, and smelled of comfort and warmth, of him. I stretched again, yawning. My throat was still a little sore, and I was still a bit stuffy, but other than that I felt okay. 
I patted Pango’s head. 
“She didn’t move the entire time you were sleeping,” Jack said.
“Aw, you’re a good girl, baby.” I crouched down and wrapped my arms around her. I looked up at Jack. “You must be chomping at the bit to do something. Have you been sitting in that chair watching over me for the last three hours?”
“Nah. Just the last fifteen minutes. You missed the drugs, booze and hookers. They just left.”
“Damn.”
“Maybe next time, Kicks.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” I sighed. “Jackass.”
He lifted his hands, tilted his head. “Yeah. And?” 
“So what now?”
“Feel like another shot of disgust?”
“Sure. Why not? It’s been like, hours since my last one.”
“Come on then, tough girl.” He paused. “But can I have my jacket back? It’s a bit cold out there.”
“Yeah. I guess,” I took my time taking it off. I wanted to keep it wrapped around me, but didn’t want him to freeze. He helped me with my own leather jacket. It didn’t feel anywhere near as good.
 
***
 
Jack and I decided to go have a little chat with Mark Mandell. See if we could rattle his cage a little bit. Adrian was already on to us, so our cover was blown. If nothing else, it would be fun to see him squirm. 
According to Hailey, he’d be at the new adoption agency location, helping set it up, for the next while. Adrian and Mark had bought a duplex. One part of the building would be the adoption agency. The other would be his new office space for his practice in Clifton Park. Seemed as if he might be running the Clifton Park business. 
Hailey said that he’d even bought a house in a new area of town. She helpfully gave us the address. 
Lucrative business. Baby selling.
Hailey was going home. “I want to start living my life, today. I’ve wasted too much time on Mark. I’m done with this whole thing. I’m not looking back.”
Who could blame her?
We drove by the Duplex. His Volvo wasn’t there. 
“Guess we’ll swing by the new pad,” Jack said. “Give him our warmest regards and congratulate him on the new business and house.” 
“Should we stop and get a bottle of champagne?” I said.
“Oh, I’m sure he has a fridge jam packed with champagne. He has to impress all those traumatized, young girls.” 
“True that,” I said. 
Mark Mandell’s house, a modern marvel of shimmering splendor, sat on a hill overlooking the water in Saratoga Springs.
His garage door was open, the wind blowing puffs of snow into the garage and up around the wheels of his Volvo. The engine wasn’t running. The tinted windows made it impossible to see if anyone was inside the car. 
Jack frowned and looked at me. “Weird that the garage door is open like that, it’s been open for a while too. Look at the snow drifts inside it.”
“This isn’t good,” I said, climbing out of the truck. 
We headed toward the garage. The wind blew up from behind us and seemed to push us toward Mark Mandell’s car. 
Adrenaline raced through me. My breath quickened. Something wasn’t right. 
Jack reached the car and tried peering in through the smoky opaque windows. He squinted. Shook his head. “I can’t see a thing.” He knocked on the window. Nothing.
I took a breath. He glanced at me, and then reached for the door handle. 
My spine stiffened. Shoulders squared. I planted my feet firmly about a foot apart from each other and reached for my .38. It felt comforting in my hand. 
Jack pulled the door open and Mark Mandell fell sideways out onto the snowy floor of the garage, a gaping bullet hole in his forehead. He stared up at us, eyes wide, mouth open, as if he was about to ask a question. I wondered if he got any part of the question out before somebody put a hole in his head. 
Jack looked down at Mark Mandell and sighed heavily. “Well, that sucks. Now we’ll never get to scare the bastard into telling us what we need to know.”
I sighed. “Fuck.” Whoever killed him was long gone. I turned toward the open door of the garage and looked out at the snowy driveway. Felt chilled down to the bone. This was the case that just kept getting weirder. I turned back toward Jack and shrugged. “There’s still Adrian.”
“Yeah. I guess she’ll have to do.”
“So who do you think shot him?”
“Somebody he pissed off, clearly.”
I barked out a laugh. “That narrows it down.” 
He turned his green gaze to mine. “We’ll narrow it down, Kicks. We always do.”
 
***
 
We’d barely made it back to the truck before Jack’s cell rang. He dug it out of his jacket. Looked down at the number. “It’s Lucas.” 
A slight pang hit me in the gut. He was calling Jack instead of me. It stung, but it was for the best. We needed some distance. I didn’t really want to hear his voice, because I needed to so badly. 
“Lucas,” Jack said. His tone was frosty. Lucas wouldn’t notice, but I knew all of Jack’s tones and fluctuations. He wasn’t pleased with Lucas. But we needed him, so he’d be civil. 
He listened, his eyes widening. “You’re kidding me.” His voice was almost a whisper, shock radiating through it. 
He ended the call, staring at me. “Jamie Holland just shot up Adrian’s new adoption agency.”
I gaped at him. “What?”
“Adrian’s dead,” he breathed. 
 
***
 
We couldn’t get near the agency. Two people had been shot and killed at the agency. Adrian Mandell and the receptionist. She’d worked for them for fifteen years. I could see how Jamie might’ve held her at least partially responsible for the death of her son. 
Lucas was speaking with one of the police officers on the scene. When he saw us approach, he lowered his head and made his way toward us.
“Not pretty,” he said, glancing up at me. 
“Gee, thanks. And after I’ve been so sweet to you,” I said. 
He offered a small smile then looked away from me.
“Right,” I said, clearing my throat. “Clearly. Jamie held a bit of a grudge, it seems.”
“Jamie says she didn’t kill Mark.”
“What?” Jack said.
I frowned.
Jack and I looked at each other. 
We had a pretty good idea who did kill Mark. 
We also knew that she’d be long gone by now. 
Hailey Jacobs.
 
***
 
“Kicks, you’re not looking so hot.”
“I’m not feeling so hot,” I said, watching Lucas walk away, his long coat billowing around his legs. Beautiful legs. 
I turned to go but stopped, bending down, hands on my thighs. I tried to catch my breath. 
“I’m taking you to the urgent care, Leah. Right now.”
“No—” the rest of my response was cut off by my stomach pushing its contents out onto the snow. 
“Ah, Jesus, Leah,” Jack said, hand on my back. “Can you stop being stubborn for just enough time to get you better? Please?” 
The urgency in his voice made me reconsider. I nodded. Wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and stood. “Okay. You win.”
We were lucky. There were only two people ahead of us. I was in and out of there with a prescription for antibiotics in no time. The jolly Swedish doctor examined me and then looked into my eyes, shaking his head. 
“You’re very sick, you know this?”
“I know this,” I breathed. My head swam. 
“You should’ve come sooner,” he said, scribbling on a pad. 
“I know. My friend made me.”
“You’ve got a good friend there. Good friends are hard to find.”
“You got that right,” I said. 
“Okay. Antibiotics for the infection,” he said, handing the small square of paper to Jack. “Ears, throat and chest. Take her straight home after the drug store.” He turned to me. “You need to go straight home and go to bed. Stay in bed for a few days. Okay? You need rest.”
I nodded. Saluted him. 
Jumped off the table and swayed. “Whoa.”
“Your equilibrium is off because of this bad ear infection. That’s why you need to stay in bed. Or on the couch. No running around or dancing. Okay?”
“No dancing. I can promise you that,” I said.
“I might have to tie her down to keep her still,” Jack said. 
I cracked a grin at him. Waggled my eyebrows. 
He blushed before he chuckled and shook his head. “You wish, Kicks. Come on, let’s get you home.”
 
***
 
We stopped at a drugstore on the way home. Jack made me stay in the truck. I didn’t argue. He locked the doors and kept the radio running for me. With half-closed eyes, I watched people going in and coming out of the drugstore. Felt as if I were floating. Closed my eyes.
I was vaguely aware of Jack slamming the truck door. I dozed all the way home, and was half-delirious with fever by the time we got there. I woke up when the truck stopped in my drive-way. He got out of the truck and came around to the passenger side, helping me out. He kept one arm around me as we made our way to the house. 
“I’m fine,” I said, then coughed, stumbling and almost falling into the snow. He caught me, the strength of his huge arms not letting me go far. 
“Yeah. You’re in fine form, Kicks. Just shut up and let me help you. And I’m staying the night. Don’t even think of arguing with me. You know better.”
I sighed. “You’re so friggin’ stubborn.”
He chuckled. “Yeah. I’m the stubborn one.”
We made it to the house and I dug my house keys out of my zippered jacket pocket. I peered at the keyhole and stabbed at it like a drunk, missing it every time. He took the key from me and unlocked and opened the door. 
I hated feeling so weak. Hated. It. I can take almost anything over feeling powerless. 
Jack helped me into the house and took my jacket off. He sat me down on one of the kitchen chairs and pulled my boots off for me. 
He looked up at me from where he crouched in front of me, shaking his head, but a corner of his mouth was lifted in a grin. “You’re too much, Leah.”
“For every man except you Jack. Why can’t they all be like you? Or how about just one more like you? One I can call my very own. I will hug him and squeeze him, and call him George. . .”
He patted me on the knee. “Okay, Kicks. You’ve ceased making sense. Time to get you into bed.”
“Why are all the boys trying to get me into bed?” My voice sounded tinny in my own ears. “Oh wait…that’s me trying to get them into bed. Never mind.”
“Come on.” He placed an arm around me and one under my knees, lifting me off my feet.
“Ooooh,” I said. But I couldn’t finish the thought. I felt a smile on my face and heard myself giggle. “Nice,” was all I could manage. 
“Up to bed with you,” He said, heading down the hall.
“No,” I said. “Couch.”
He stopped, his green eyes scrutinizing my face. “Couch?”
“Yes please.”
He lifted his eyebrows a little and headed for the couch. He gently lowered me onto it and covered me with the quilt that I had draped over the back of it. “Do you have anything here for colds or fever?”
“Medicine cabinet. Lower bathroom.” I looked up at him through half-closed eyes and grinned. “You’re pretty, Jack.”
He tilted his head back and laughed. I loved the sound of that laugh. It made my heart feel light, and went right through me. “Thanks, Kicks. You’re pretty too. I think you know that.”
“Ah, I clean up okay.” I wasn’t sure if I’d said it out loud or not. 
“I’ll be right back.” He turned and headed to the bathroom.
He came back with an empty pill bottle, an empty box of cold pills, and an empty cough syrup bottle. “Jesus, Leah. Don’t you ever throw the empty ones out? How are you going to know when you run out?”
“When I shake them and nothing comes out.”
“Right.” He sighed. “I’m running out to the drugstore again to get you some stuff. Do not move, Leah. Do you hear me?”
“I hear you,” I murmured. “I like your voice, Jack.”
I heard him mutter under his breath. It sounded like, “Christ. Now that she’s sick she wants me. Perfect.”
I wanted him when I wasn’t sick, too. I just had never let him know that. 
 
***
 
I opened my eyes to feel Pango licking my hand. 
“Hey gorgeous, how you doing’,” I said, my voice sounding like sandpaper and my throat raw. I grimaced, looking for a glass of water. There was none. Shit, I’d have to get up. 
Pango gave a small whine. She needed to go out. Her eyes told me that she was sorry to disturb me but this was a situation she couldn’t help. “S’okay, baby. Don’t worry about it. Happens to the best of us.” 
I slowly pushed myself up and swung my legs off the couch and onto the floor. I swayed for a moment, and then continued walking when I felt steadier on my feet. “This really sucks, girl. You know that?” 
I made it to the kitchen and opened the door for her. Cold air blasted in, hitting me in the face. For a moment I couldn’t breathe. She trotted out toward the woods. I stood at the screen door for a moment, leaning my forehead against the cool glass. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t remember feeling so weak and tired. 
“Come on, girl,” I murmured, not knowing how much longer I could stay there, leaning against the screen door.
The next moment I found myself falling through it. I fell against something dark and woolen, and then was pushed back into the house, falling backward and onto my back. My head cracked against the floor and everything went white for a second. I lay there blinking, trying to clear my head. 
High pitched, hysterical, barking from Pango sounded outside and knew that somebody she didn’t know was in the house with me, and she was still outside. I heard her paws hit the screen door as the inside door was slammed, and the dead bolt turned and clicked into place.
I pushed myself up onto my elbows and saw a boot come toward me just before it hit my chest and slammed me back down onto the floor. The air rushed out of my lungs, and I lay there gasping and coughing, trying to get just a little air in. I squinted against the kitchen light as a head moved in front of it, dark and looming over me. Dark hair and pale skin, and eyes as dark and bottomless as an abandoned well. 
“Vicky,” I croaked. “Nice of you to drop in.”
“I’m glad you still have sense of humor, given the situation you’re currently in,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice more than I could see it on her face. My vision suddenly wasn’t working all that well. I was guessing I had at least a slight concussion. 
“You don’t look so good, Leah.” She was still smiling, enjoying every second of this. 
“Yeah, well, good thing I can take a licking and keep on ticking,” I said, my throat on fire. 
The thumping against the door and the panicked, infuriated barking outside told me that Pango wasn’t really happy with the current situation either .She was trying to bust her way in. I hoped she would succeed. 
“Your buddy Jack left you all alone,” she said with a smirk in her voice.
Where had he gone? I frantically searched my memory. The only thing keeping me even remotely lucid was the adrenaline pumping through me. “You know, Vicky, if you wanted to be alone with me all you had to do was ask. You’re not really my type, but I’d at least let you buy me a drink.”
“Oh, you’re a funny lady, Leah. Jack will miss you, no doubt.”
“Is this the part where I’m supposed to break down and plead for my life? ‘Cuz I gotta tell you, Chicky, I’ve had my life threatened by much scarier folk than you and lived to tell the tale.”
“But you weren’t sick as a dog at the time, were you? I’m a nurse, Leah. You’re down for the count. High fever. Shivering. Chattering teeth. Probably a case of strep that you’ve ignored for so long that you’re pretty much delusional now. Your body is useless. You’re pretty much done.”
“Thanks for the diagnosis, Vicky. But I think that you’re the delusional one. Oh, and you’re not a nurse. You’re a medical assistant.” I just couldn’t help myself. She was far too calm and gleeful about having me where she wanted me. I was pissed.
She stomped my chest and the pain was so blinding that I rolled over as much as her foot would allow and threw up on the floor. 
“Nice,” she said. “I’m taking classes, bitch. I’m almost a nurse.”
I took several deep breaths. “So I’m guessing you’re here to make sure that I don’t blow the whistle on you. Jack and I are really close to throwing your ass in the fire. We know you had something to do with the death of Garrett’s wife, Vicky.”
“So what? You can’t prove a thing.”
“Then why are you here, beating up on a sick person?”
“Because I don’t need you two breathing down my neck. It pisses me off.”
“You haven’t seen anything yet. You kill me you’ll have Jack on you like a fly on shit. You won’t be able to make a move without feeling him there. Because he will be there, Vicky. He won’t stop until he has you.”
“I’ll kill him too. I’m not letting anything stand in my way,” she said. “I’ve come too far.”
“Good luck with that. And I’d say you’ve sunk too low, rather than come too far. You’re not even human.”
“Oh, that hurts, coming from you,” she said, looking at me as if I were some disgusting bug she was about to crush. 
“Things are not going your way, Vicky. And believe me when I said that things are going to end badly for you. Really … fucking … badly.”
She spit in my face. 
“Aw, come on, Vicky, turn that frown upside down. You’ll make lots of new friends at the women’s prison.”
She didn’t speak. Apparently she was beyond furious with me. 
This was good. Furious people reacted impulsively and made mistakes. I’d have a chance to knock the shit out of her. 
If I could find the strength to get up off the floor. 
I wanted to ask her why she’d done it. Why she’d murdered Alexia and her unborn baby. But I knew the answer. It wasn’t about money. It wasn’t that he’d be paying child support and almost certainly a hefty chunk of alimony to Alexia for at least eighteen years, if not more. It was that she wanted Garrett all to herself. She didn’t want the competition. 
She stared at me with a blankness that I’d seen before. She was close to finishing me off.
“You think Garrett’s going to want you when he finds out that you’re the one who murdered Alexia and his baby daughter? You’re dreaming.”
“He’ll never know.” Her voice was stone cold.
“Yes. He will. You can’t really believe that you’re not going to get caught for this. You’ve got to know that you’re a suspect. The police will sniff you out.”
“They can sniff all they want.” She shrugged. “It won’t make a difference. And Garrett will never believe them. He loves me.”
I snorted, sending agony through my tonsils. “He lusts for you. Not the same thing, you idiot. He needed a distraction. You were there.” I shook my head, smiling. “Why do women like you always think the man loves them? You’re just another pair of open legs.”
She stomped my chest again and I turned my head and wretched, dry heaving. Nothing but drool came out, oozing to the floor. I promised myself right then and there that this bitch was going to bleed on this floor before the night was through. 
And she wasn’t going to stomp my chest again. I turned back so that my shoulders rested on the floor, took a breath, and grabbed at her legs, yanking with every ounce of strength I had in my body. 
She yelped, teetered and swayed for a second before falling backward. I rolled away as her back hit the floor, her gun going off and hitting the ceiling. The back of her head followed with a sickening crack.
I was already up and scrambling for the .45 I keep in the kitchen junk drawer.
I swung around just as she was pushing herself up on one hand and her knees. She still held the gun in the other, and began to lift it.
“Don’t. Fucking. Move.” My hands shook slightly as I pointed the gun at her, arms outstretched toward her. I wasn’t afraid to shoot her, but I was still feverish and sick as hell. Nausea was moving over me in waves. 
“You can’t shoot me.”
“Oh yeah?” I shot her in the shoulder. “Now drop the gun.”
She screamed and fell onto her side. “You fucking bitch!”
“What did you say earlier? Oh yeah, that really hurts, coming from you. Drop the fucking gun. Now.” 
“I’m pregnant. That’s why you can’t shoot me, you dumb fuck,” she screamed at me, her face red.
I stared at her. “Bullshit.”
“No. It isn’t,” she said, smirking. “I’m three and a half months pregnant. It’s Garrett’s.”
“Oh, how convenient for you. Money in your hand and all you had to do was fuck him for it.” 
“It’s not about money you stupid cow.”
“Oh, I get it. You’re soul mates. You belong together. Am I right?” 
“Yes. We do. And nobody is going to stop us from being together. Nobody.”
“I think the courts and the New York penal system will beg to differ on that one, sweetheart.” 
“You can’t turn me in. My baby needs me.”
“Wrong. Your baby needs a sane mother who isn’t a murderer. Now I won’t tell you again. Drop. The. Gun. Or I will shoot you again.” 
She looked at me, weighing her options. There really weren’t many. Kill me or go to jail. I could see in her eyes that she wasn’t intending on ever stepping foot in a prison cell. 
And I’d seen that look in Gabriel’s eyes just before he came at me before I shot him dead.
Fuck. 
She lifted her arm and came at me, fire and insanity in her eyes. She launched herself at me and I pulled the trigger. 
I shot her in the chest. 
She fell back and her eyes widened as she hit the floor. She blinked several times, and then her gaze found me. She smiled. Both hands moved over her belly. “She’s coming with me.” 
I found my cell on the counter and dialed 911, and prayed they’d get to my house before she died.
But she died a few moments later, staring right at me from my kitchen floor.


 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Police and EMTs filled my kitchen and living room. I tried to answer their questions as best I could, but I felt my eyes roll back into my head and went away for a while. 
 
***
 
I was down for the count for four days. Jack stayed with me, not leaving the house for anything. If we needed something, he called someone to bring it. 
The first night, I dreamed of Callahan. I felt his lips kiss mine lightly, and the backs of his fingers brush my cheek, and then he was gone. 
 
***
 
“We are not working on this case until you’re really up to it, Kicks. Okay?” Jack said, placing homemade soup in front of me. I sat at the kitchen table, almost floating on the smell of tomato and basil. His minestrone soup was incredible. 
“Okay,” I said, blowing on a spoonful of soup. “But I really am feeling much better.”
“You’re a ways from being a hundred percent,” he said, taking bread from the bread maker he’d bought me the previous Christmas. He sliced a few pieces off and placed them on the table, next to the butter.
“Honey wheat,” I said. “You are amazing.”
“Yes, I am.” He winked at me. 
We stayed in and watched movies, me lying with my feet on his lap and his feet up on the coffee table. And I felt safe and happy, and wished things could stay like this, and that we’d never have to leave my house again. 
But Jack nursed me back to health and life had to go on. 
 
***
 
Nine days after Vicky died on my kitchen floor, I’d decided I’d take one more day to hang with Pango. Jack was at our office, working on the white board. 
I took a long bubble bath with Pango lying next to the tub, and went to bed early. 
When I opened my eyes, she seemed to know and her tail wagged, hitting me in the face. “Hey pretty girl. Back to work day.”
I lay on my back, stretching. I had to pee badly. I was certain that Pango did too. 
“Me first, then you, okay? You can get away with peeing on the floor. Me? Not so much.” I got up and headed to the bathroom with Pango at my heels. “Besides, I like these pajama bottoms.”
I felt pretty good. Rest really did do wonders. And having Jack take care of me didn’t hurt. I sighed, thinking, not for the first time, that I’d be fucked without him. 
We went through the kitchen, bright with sunshine, and I pulled on my boots and coat. Pango didn’t need a leash, so I just opened the door and out we went.
Snow blanketed my entire yard. It was everywhere, draped over the tree branches, my car, everything. I lifted my face and breathed the cold air into me as we headed toward the woods. This silent, peaceful moment was what I needed. I found that nothing calmed my soul as much as a dog could. I watched Pango jump around in the snow, bury her nose in it and come back out, shaking her head wildly, bits of snow flying from her fur in every direction. She pranced and trotted, and ran circles around the yard. 
I laughed at her, wishing we could just stay in that moment forever. I already loved her more than I could even fathom. The snow sparkled around us in the sunlight, and I heard tree branches cracking from the cold. Pango spotted a squirrel and chased it up a tree, smiling and panting as she went. She barked at the squirrel playfully, and even the memory of the dog chasing me up the tree while I ran for my life a couple of weeks before couldn’t mar the moment. 
But it was just a moment. A phone call not long after we got back into the house darkened my joy. 
“Mrs. Ryan?” the bubbly, happy voice asked.
“Ms.” I corrected. Christ. A telemarketer? I had to be nice. It could be a client. 
“Oh, I just assumed…but then lots of single women are having babies these days. It’s cool.”
I frowned. Pregnant women? “Who is this?”
“It’s Rina Ostrom, from Madelyn’s Maternity?” She paused. “You were in a few weeks ago. You bought the gorgeous red holiday sweater.”
At first I was confused as to why she was calling me. Was there a problem with my credit card? Then I remembered that I’d been asking about Alexia Clemmons.”
“Oh! Yes. Hi. Sorry. Baby brain.”
She laughed. “I understand. You haven’t made it back in. I hope everything’s okay.”
“Oh yeah. I’m fine, thank you. Something came up and I couldn’t make it back in.” If only she knew what the last few weeks had been like. 
“Good. Well, I hope you don’t mind me calling you at home. I got your information from your credit card receipt. I would never call a customer at home unless there was a problem with the card. Don’t worry, that’s not the case with you. The reason I’m calling you is because I spoke with one of the girls who just remembered something about your friend yesterday.”
“Really?” My heart thudded.
“Yes. Your friend didn’t come in with anyone, but a girl approached her while she was here. They struck up a conversation and they left together.” Her voice was a stage whisper. “I don’t have all the details but if you want to speak with Gina she said you can meet us at my house, if you like. She’s a little nervous about the whole thing. She said she knew that something was off but forgot about it. She feels bad for not telling the police about this person, but she honestly didn’t remember it.”
I thought that was odd. It was likely closer to the truth that her friend Gina was just scared and didn’t want to get involved. “Sure. Where do you live?” I grabbed a pen from my kitchen counter and an empty envelope from a bill I’d torn open at some point. I jotted the address down. 
“You can come now, if you like. She has to get to work in an hour. So you’d better hurry.” It sounded like she was covering the phone, and she whispered. “I think she might lose her nerve. She’s really freaked out about the whole thing.”
“I’ll be right there.”
I ran upstairs to find the pregnancy pad I’d bought and put it on quickly, pulling a large sweater over it. I looked at myself in the mirror to make sure the belly looked real, then went back downstairs, grabbed my car keys, and left, telling Pango I wouldn’t be long. 
She looked sad as she watched me go, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before she went back to her breakfast. 
I considered calling Jack, but I knew he’d want to come with me. If he showed up, he might spook Rina’s friend, and cause her to clam up. So I decided against it. The conversation shouldn’t take long anyway. I’d just find out what the girl remembered and leave her to get on her way to work. If I needed to talk to her again, I’d bring Jack the next time. 
Rina lived on the outskirts of town in an old farm house. She’d said that I’d have to travel along a dirt road for about two miles before I’d get to the house. There were a couple of old abandoned houses on the way, but I didn’t see any that appeared to be lived in. It was a pretty drive with the sun shining on the snow, making the frozen flakes look like shimmering diamond chips. I always loved that effect. 
I found the house and parked in the long drive way. The farmhouse was large and homey, painted a sage green; a color that was big a few years ago. I wondered if she rented or if it was a family home, passed on through generations. 
There was a cellar on the side of the house, with old fashioned dirt cellar doors leading down into it. That kind of cellar always gave me the creeps. I didn’t know how anyone could go down into one without getting the willies. The door had a large padlock on it. I guessed it gave Rina the willies too. Although these days, you’d be crazy to leave doors leading into your house like that unlocked. 
I knocked on the large white door. This was a coffin door. I’d seen them before, enormous and cracked through the white paint. A door used in the eighteen hundreds to carry coffins through into the homes of the deceased. I felt a shiver run through me. These doors had never freaked me out before. But now I was nervous, realizing that I really should’ve called Jack. I reached in my bag for my cell. 
The huge door opened a crack and I saw Rina’s round face smiling through at me. I felt immediately better. Her smile was warm and friendly, and made me feel at ease. 
“Come on in.” She opened the door wider and I stepped through quickly, not wanting her to get cold standing there waiting for me.
“It’s freezing out,” I said. 
“Yeah, winter in the Northeast. They’re actually calling for another Nor’easter later, but this time with snow instead of that freezing rain we got last time. We’re getting the storm early this year, I guess.”
“Oh you’re kidding.” I hadn’t been watching the weather or listening to the radio. I’d been avoiding the news like the plague, actually. I didn’t want to hear anything about Gabriel’s cult or the missing babies, or missing pregnant women.
“No, I wish I were,” she said. “Come this way. Do you drink coffee?”
“Absolutely.” I couldn’t wait to wrap my hands around a hot mug of steaming coffee. 
She led me to a large, bright yellow country kitchen. It was a sunny room with pictures of sunflowers and daisies hanging on the walls. Sunflower placemats adorned the table, and a vase of silk daisies sat in the middle on a lace doily. 
“This is a lovely house. I love the kitchen,” I told her. 
“Thanks. I spend most of my time in this room.” She placed a large mug in front of me, and cream and sugar on the table between us. She down at the table and smiled at me.
I blinked, suddenly remembering that there should be another girl here that was supposed to tell me about what she remembered about Alexia. Had she told me the girl’s name? Gina. That was it.
“Where is your friend?” I asked her, sipping the coffee. It was delicious, rich and strong. “Wow. This is delicious.”
“Thank you. I love coffee too, so I get the good stuff and grind the beans myself. This is one hundred percent Columbian.” She took a long sip of her own coffee.
She hadn’t answered my question. Hadn’t she said that her friend was here? I couldn’t quite recall. I frowned, sipping more coffee to give her a little time. “Is she on her way?”
She looked momentarily confused. “Oh, yeah. She was running a little late. She’ll be here any minute.”
I nodded slowly. “Okay. I hope she won’t be late for her shift.”
“She’ll just call in. She’s always late.” She rolled her eyes.
“Yeah?” Weird. I knew I heard her say that she only had a little time to talk and then needed to get to work. Didn’t sound like somebody who was always late. “What’s her name?”
She paused, looking at me, something passing over her eyes. “Beth.”
Fingers of dread clutched my stomach. I knew she’d said the friend’s name was Gina. “Beth. That’s a name you don’t hear anymore.” I kept my breathing steady and sipped more coffee. “Is she an Elizabeth? Or was she born just Beth?”
Rina stared at me for a moment. Shrugged. “I don’t know. She never said.”
I looked at the windows, draped with lace curtains. They looked out over a large yard. “Is this a family home? Passed on to you?” 
“Yeah. On my mother’s side. She’s in her room, resting.”
I had an image of an elderly woman confined to her bed. With rope. Or electrical tape. I had a major case of the creeps. “Oh, you care for your mother?”
“Yeah. Somebody has to.” She eyed my belly. “How far along are you now?”
“Thirty-eight weeks.” I’d remembered a friend of mine being thirty-eight weeks when she gave birth early, so that number popped into my head. I moved a hand over the bump and patted it. “Getting tired.”
“I bet. But thirty-eight weeks is pretty far along. The baby would survive if something happened.”
If something happened. I frowned at her. Kept my voice even. “Like what?”
“Well, like if he or she happened to be premature. The baby would survive. The lungs are developed enough now that the baby wouldn’t need an incubator or anything to help it breathe.”
I said nothing, feeling more alarmed by the second. I should’ve called Jack. Even if he’d just stayed in the car, I should’ve called him. “I need to make a phone call.”
“Do you know what you’re having yet? Or do you want it to be a surprise?” She acted like she hadn’t heard my question.
“We want it to be a surprise. We just buy a lot of yellow and green.” I smiled at her. 
“Where is your husband now?” She asked me. 
I didn’t like the look in her eyes. They didn’t seem warm or friendly anymore. Instead, they seemed narrow and cagey. 
“He’s working.” My eyes felt heavy and my head swam. I needed to call Jack. I reached for my bag. Rina pulled it back from me, out of my reach.
“I need to go.” I tried to turn around to reach for my jacket but couldn’t get my body to listen.
“No. You’re fine,” Rina said.
My head suddenly seemed to drop back. I brought it forward, blinking my eyes hard a few times. Rina watched me, a strange little smile on her face. 
A dark realization crept over me. I looked down at my coffee mug. It was almost empty. “Drugged,” I managed, squinting at her, trying to make her out among the warping shapes. I felt drool slide over my chin. Drugged. Again. Fuck.
“Yes,” she said, her smile wide.
The world tilted.
 
***
 
I awoke in the dark. My head pounded and my mouth was cotton dry. I felt sick, and dry heaved over the side of the bed I was lying on. I sat slowly up, feeling my belly. The belly pad was still in place. I was wearing the thick, cable knit sweater over it, so it would be hard to tell if it moved. Rina had to have dragged me in here. No easy task. I lift weights, so I’m not a light woman. Good thing. If I were too light for her to believe that I was pregnant I might be dead instead of stowed away in a dark room in an old farmhouse by a fucking lunatic.
I couldn’t believe how stupid I’d been. It was the second time I’d been drugged in less than a month by a maniac. Evidently, I was a slow learner. I listened for any movement, but heard nothing. I looked around, trying to make out the shapes in the room. There didn’t appear to be any windows down here. It was too dark.
She’d said her mother was resting. Was she keeping her drugged too and stealing her social security checks? I was willing to bet she was. I was also willing to bet that my bag and all its contents, including my wallet and my gun, were upstairs. 
Wonderful. If Rina hadn’t had an adequate weapon before, she had a dandy one now. 
I tried to steady my breathing. There had to be a light in here somewhere. I slowly got off the bed, still feeling nauseous. What the hell had she given me? My legs felt weak and my entire body trembled. I put my hands out in front of me, moving my feet a little at a time. I felt nothing but dead air space. Panic was threatening to overtake me, sending screams up into my throat that I didn’t release. I swallowed them down. 
I did a slow circle, squinting my eyes try to make out anything in the room. It was pitch black. I breathed in through my nose. The air was damp and musty. 
Oh Christ. Don’t let me be in the cellar, please, God. 
No, the floor was carpeted. Couldn’t be the cellar. I crept along with my arms forward. My fingers touched a cold surface. A wall. I moved them in and up, then down, and in a side to side motion, looking for a light switch. It seemed to take forever. I could almost hear the seconds ticking by. Every second bringing me closer to the moment I would hear the footfalls of a psycho on the stairs. 
Come on, come on. She’d be coming back down at some point. I continued my slow walk around the room, moving my hands along the wall. I felt cobwebs, and something skittered over my fingers. I almost screamed, pulling my hands back. I took several deep breaths and continued. My fingers moved over a switch. I flipped it and the room flooded with light. 
I blinked my eyes several times, trying to get them adjusted to the sudden brightness. I was in a basement room of some sort; the light came from a single light bulb in the ceiling. The carpet I’d felt under my feet was a huge area rug. An old, wide plank floor lay beneath it. The bed I’d been lying on sat on the other side of the room. The covers looked clean enough. There was a side table with drawers. On the other end of the room was an old sink jutting out of the wall and a toilet, on the back of which sat a roll of toilet paper. 
I’d been right. There were no windows. There was a door, which I already knew would be locked, but I went over and tried it anyway. Nothing. My former life as a car thief had taught me about picking locks, so I could pick locks with the right tools. But this door was likely dead bolted from the outside.
Still, I needed to find something I could use to pry the door open with. I went over to the bedside table and opened the drawers. Nothing. Completely empty. 
Fear and adrenaline made my limbs move a little better as I walked back to the door. I pushed on it as hard as I could before it started to creak. It was definitely locked from the outside. I pushed my way down the door. More than one lock, it felt like. Bar locks on the other side. Two, maybe three. The door was thick and heavy. I could probably kick against it all day long and it wouldn’t budge. 
I moved my hands over my face, slid my back down the door and sat on the floor. 
Oh, Jack. I am in so much trouble. 
And I never told him where I was going. I didn’t tell a soul. Nobody knew where I was. 
Like the missing pregnant women, I had simply vanished.
 
***
 
I listened with my ear to the crack in the door, closing my eyes to sharpen my sense of hearing. Nothing. Was Rina gone? I wondered if her mother was bedridden. If I screamed out, would she be able to call the police? I knew that the other missing pregnant women had been here. They must’ve screamed. Cried out. Banged on the walls. None of which helped them. It wouldn’t help me, either. 
Images of Colleen’s frozen body lying on the frozen lake flashed in my mind. Other women were still missing. Part of me didn’t want to think about it. The other part, desperate for hope that they were somehow okay, grasped on to that thought. Once Rina discovered that I wasn’t really pregnant, she’d definitely try to kill me. Now that she had my gun she’d be harder to fight. She was far more dangerous than she had been before.
Right, like she hadn’t been dangerous before. I thought of Colleen’s abdomen, once full with a baby, cut open. Empty. 
I placed a shaking hand over my mouth to stifle a sob. Took several deep breaths. 
Don’t panic. Just don’t panic. 
I pushed myself up and began walking the room, starting from the outermost edges, looking at the floor for anything I could find. Anything that would tell me something about this nutcase who had locked me in a basement room. 
My mind was still foggy, but getting a little clearer. I focused on the carpet and the bit of floor between the carpet and the wall. Slowly moving, I took a couple of steps and looked at the space about three feet from where I stood. Doing something productive kept me from going into a blind panic and screaming my lungs out. I kept walking, stopping, looking. Walking, stopping, looking. 
Something caught my attention. Something reddish in color. I moved toward it, squatting down for a closer look. My heart thudded, realization dawning on me. My mouth dropped open. Slowly reached out and picked it up.
A thin lock of long, wavy hair. Strawberry blonde. Still attached to one end, a tiny piece of dried, bloody skin.
Colleen’s. 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
I heard footsteps coming down the stairs. A rush of adrenaline moved through me. Now or never. I covered the few steps to the light switch on the balls of my feet and flipped it off, then moved silently to one side of the door. Light shone through the crack between the door and the jamb, lending me enough light to be able to tell where the door was. I moved back, pressing my back against the wall. 
The steps stopped outside the door. Silence. She was listening.
I slowed my breathing. The frantic beat of my heart sounded in my ears. 
A sliding sound, then a click. Another sliding sound and click lower on the door. One more, lower. She turned a lock under the knob. 
I braced myself. 
The door slowly opened. 
The light from the hallway shone on the empty bed. I could actually feel her momentary confusion, and then alarm. 
I stepped out in front of her, swinging my arm as I went, and hit her in the throat. 
She raised the gun as she stumbled back. Instinctively I moved back, behind the wall, anticipating that she’d pull the trigger. She did, hitting the wall across the room. The gunfire sounded like a bomb in the silence of the house.
I moved toward the door again, realizing that if I didn’t get through that door right now she’d shut me in again.
But she’d righted herself quickly and came straight for me. I didn’t step back, refused to move further into that room. 
She pressed the barrel of the gun to my forehead. I looked into her eyes. They were pools of nothingness. Killing me meant nothing. She was going to kill me anyway. But she wanted my baby first. 
We stood like that for what seemed like a full minute, only the ragged sound of her breathing in the room with us. She watched me with those dead eyes, wanting more than anything to put a bullet in my head. 
A drop of sweat moved from my hairline dribbled down my forehead and over my eyelid. I blinked it away.
Without speaking, she pushed me back into the room. Keeping the gun trained on me, she stepped back out, pulling the door shut tight behind her. 
I listened, my heart sinking, as each lock slid back into place. 
 
***
 
I stood staring at the door for a long time. The thought that I might not get out of there kept repeating itself in my mind. I admonished myself for not having overtaken her while I had the chance. I should’ve gone right for her when she stumbled back. But I wasn’t thinking clearly yet. My brain still foggy from the drug she’d slipped into my coffee. 
She wasn’t going to fall for that stunt again. I’d have to get more creative. I turned and stared at the carpet, my stomach clenching. Flipping the light switch again, I scanned the pattern on the carpet, wanting to take it all in at once, desperate to find something, anything that would help me somehow. 
It wasn’t until I looked at the carpet as a whole that I saw them. Dark stains here and there. Different sizes, different patterns. I went over to one, squatted down. A reddish brown stain that had been washed to fade it was still visible. The carpet was a dark taupe multi-colored design. The stains were not easy to spot. But I saw them hyper clearly now. They were all over the carpet. It was too much blood loss for one person to sustain for very long. But the horror of the truth was setting in. 
This wasn’t the blood of just one person. 
I started to get a picture of what had happened down there. I’d read about women like Rina, and had seen stories of women like her on the news. Women who abducted pregnant women for their unborn babies. What had Lucas called it? Abduction by cesarean section. I wondered if Rina was the woman Lucas had told us about. The woman who had attempted to abduct the infant from the arms of her mother in the hospital parking lot. If this were the same woman, she’d decided that it would be easier to abduct a pregnant woman than try to steal a baby from a new mother. Was Rina the one who had placed the ad on Craig’s List for baby clothes? 
How many women had Rina lured and abducted for their babies? From the amount of blood on the carpet, it looked like she’d botched the job more than once. Clearly, she would continue until she was caught. Was it the fantasy of giving birth that she kept going back to? Or was it really that she wanted a newborn baby? If it were simply the fantasy, more pregnant woman would disappear until Rina was caught.
I couldn’t think about it anymore. I refused to let the implications of it reach my heart. 
I started my slow walk again. Walking, stopping, looking. Walking, stopping, looking. 
Sometime, hours later I was sure, I looked at my watch. 
The second hand no longer moved around the face. The minute and hour hand read ten-thirty a.m. I’d reached Rina’s house at about that time. The batteries had died. My watch was dead. 
 
***
 
Cold. I was slowly waking up, feeling so cold. I’d have to turn the heat up. I wondered if there was something wrong with the furnace. Light outside my lids made my eyes hurt. That meant it was morning. I’d slept in and Pango would have to go outside. I reached out my hand to feel her beside me. Her side of the bed was empty. I felt myself frown. Opened my eyes. 
I was in the same basement room with the blood stains on the carpet. Still locked in, waiting for a maniac to come back downstairs. Maybe deciding that I was too much trouble, that my baby was thirty-eight weeks along and would be fine if delivered prematurely. 
The lock of hair with the skin and dried blood attached hadn’t been the only thing I’d found. A front top tooth had been laying at the edge of the carpet, just under the bed, spotted in dried blood. The depth of my terror for the women who had been there before and for myself, was complete. I was one tough bitch, but if I couldn’t fight this lunatic, I’d die down there in that basement. 
Chilled, I sat up, pulling the blanket from the bed and wrapping it around me. It smelled of mildew. I pulled it off me and let it drop back down to the bed. Something caught my eye about the pale yellow fitted bed sheet. I squinted down at it. The coloration of the mattress beneath the sheet was uneven. Some of the mattress was dark. 
I jumped back, away from the bed. 
“Jesus,” I breathed. “Jesus.”
Slowly, I peeled fitted sheet off the bed. 
An enormous, dark bloodstain covered the top mattress. 
I turned away, squeezing my eyes shut and placing both hands over my eyes. 
“Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”
Get it together, Leah. Get it together or you will die down here.
I started pacing again. This basement was a place of death. It was a killing room. 
I moved my hands over my face, rubbing them up and down over my cheeks, trying to get some sensation on my skin. Anything to distract me from the rising panic. 
A muffled cry sounded from the other side of a wall. 
I stopped breathing. Listened. 
Another cry. Somebody was moaning. In pain.
In labor?
I followed the sound to the wall on the far left side of the room. I hit the wall several times with the palm of my hand. “Hello?”
A voice cried from the other side of the wall, “Oh, God. Help me, please.” 
“Shhhh. Don’t be too loud. She’ll come back down,” I said to her, my voice close to the wall. “Are you all right?” 
“I’m in labor. Please help me,” she whimpered.
“I’m going to help you,” I said, the irony of that sentence making me pause. I couldn’t even help myself. How the hell was I going to help this woman? “What’s your name?” 
“Susan Wilson,” she said.
“Susan. We’ve been looking for you. I’m going to try to get you out of there. I need to get out of here, first.” Excitement made me giddy. A glimmer of hope. Suddenly I felt like I could get out of this alive. 
“Please hurry.” She said, then a moan. 
When Rina discovered that she was in labor, it would be all over for Susan. “Susan, you need to block that door.” 
“What? No. I need help.” 
“Listen to me. Rina is going to come down the stairs and take your baby from you if she gets into that room. Do you understand? She will kill you after she takes your baby.” I hated telling her this, but she had to understand. She had to do anything she could to keep Rina from getting in there with her.
“Oh, my God.” 
“Is there something you can use to block the door? The bed?”
“Yes.” There was a pause. I could hear her grunting with the effort of trying to push the bed. “It’s so heavy.” Her voice was further away.
“Just push it as hard as you can, Susan. You have to block that door.”
Small little scraping sounds against the floor. It was taking too long.
“God. Please hurry, Susan.” 
More scraping sounds. 
Footsteps on the stairs. 
I started crying out, yelling. “Oh, no! My baby is coming! Somebody help me! Help!” 
Susan stopped moving the bed. 
I hoped she got the drift. 
She did. More scraping sounds. 
“Help me! Somebody!” I cried.
The footsteps stopped. I couldn’t tell if she was standing outside my door, or Susan’s.
The locks slid aside, one after another, gingerly. She’d be expecting me to be hiding beside the door. Instead I sat on the floor, unable to make myself go anywhere near the bed, and held my fake belly. I took several short breaths, blowing them out in short bursts, the way I’d seen pregnant women do it in the movies, and prayed that I was convincing. I cried out again, moaning, trying to cover any sounds that Susan was making in the next room.
The door opened slowly, just a crack at first. I saw an eye and a slice of face in the crack of the door, and I could not remember, at that point in time, if I’d ever seen anything so spooky. But what really scared me was that this wasn’t Rina. This person was taller. Her eyes narrower. Familiar. 
Once she’d determined that I wasn’t near the door, she opened it wide, staring at me with my gun aimed at my head.
Noel.


 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Still watching me, she called over her shoulder. “You really fucked up this time, Rina.”
“What?” Rina said from somewhere out in the hall. She was wiggling the door knob to the room Susan was in. Pounding on it.
“She’s not pregnant,” Noel said.
The pounding stopped. Rina’s face appeared behind and just above Noel’s shoulder. “What are you talking about? Look at her.”
“This is one of the private investigators I was telling you about. Leah Ryan.”
Rina looked at me, wide eyed. 
Noel cocked the gun, her finger on the trigger. “And now she has to die.”
 
***
 
She was going to shoot me dead if I didn’t come up with something fast. “Jack is smarter than that, Noel. He’ll figure you out, if he hasn’t already.”
“Obviously I can’t let you walk away,” Noel said, as if she were talking to a four year old. 
Susan cried out in the other room. She sobbed. 
Rina’s head snapped around to listen. She disappeared again. 
“You need help delivering that baby in there. Somebody keeps botching the job.”
Noel squinted at me. “You know how to deliver babies?”
“I know that giving a woman a cesarean when you don’t know what the hell you’re doing will most likely kill the unborn baby. I’m sure you’ve figured that out.”
She stared at me, eyes calculating.
“Look. I really don’t want another baby to die. Okay? Please. Let me help. At least I’ll know that the baby is okay.” I didn’t mention that Gabriel had said that she’d murdered her own baby, which had to have been intentional. It had to be some kind of weird compulsion. She had some deep seated, deranged urge to murder babies. But she had a girlfriend who really wanted an infant, and I was guessing that she’d do just about anything to keep her. Which desire would win out this time?
“Do you want that baby to die, Noel?”
She stared at me, saying nothing. 
“Rina really wants a baby, doesn’t she? She’ll leave you if she doesn’t get a live one soon. You know that, don’t you? Maybe she’ll even turn to a man to get her pregnant.”
Her face hardened. “No man is going to touch her. Ever.” Her voice was like stone. “I tried that. Got pregnant. For her. Didn’t turn out so good.”
“You killed your baby, didn’t you, Noel?”
“Didn’t turn out so good,” she repeated, her eyes shuttering over. “I told her it wouldn’t. It’s better to get a baby from somebody else. You don’t suffer that way.”
No. Only the unfortunate mother and the baby suffer. I marveled at how crazy a person could be and still function. This woman was a fucking fruit loop. “I can help with the baby. You need to let somebody else handle the birth this time. Let me be part of a miracle before I die. Let my life have some meaning. Please?”
Her eyebrows furrowed. “You make one wrong move and I’ll blow your fucking head off. Got it?”
I nodded quickly. “Absolutely.”
“Get up.” She stepped aside, gestured to the hallway.
I pushed myself up. 
“Get rid of that fake belly. You’re nothing but a fraud.” She spat this last part out, red faced. 
Yeah. Okay. I’m the fraud. I whistled low in my mind. I went out into the hallway and relief washed over me, just being out of that death room gave me renewed energy and my mind cleared of cobwebs. Even if she shot me in the back out in that hall, it would be better than dying in that room.
Rina stood staring at the door to the room Susan was in. She turned to look at us as we entered the hallway. “I’m going upstairs to get something big to knock the door down.” Her tone was matter of fact as she started up the stairs. 
“Okay, honey,” Noel said. She had a slightly pained look on her face, which said that she knew that Rina wasn’t the sharpest tack in the box, but she loved her anyway.
How sweet.
“What do you want me to do?” I said. 
“Tell her to open the door,” Noel said, sarcasm lacing her tone, like I was the biggest idiot she’d ever had to endure.
I knocked on the door. “Susan?” 
“Yes,” she moaned, crying.
“Do not open this door,” I screamed, throwing myself back and knocking Noel backward. She grunted, and I turned and dodged to the side. The gun went off as she fell, and I jumped on her, hauling back and punching her in the face. Her head snapped back, hitting the back of the wooden step behind her. She was half sitting, half lying on the stairs and I brought my hand back and smashed the back of her head against the step. She dropped the gun.
I grabbed it and knocked the hell out of her with the butt, bringing the gun down two, three, four times. It took that many until I realized that she wasn’t moving. I felt for a pulse. She had one. That was good enough.
Rina’s footsteps sounded on the stairs. “I can’t find anything to use, Noel.”
I waited until I saw her legs, then I shot her in one of them. She screamed and fell down the stairs, knocking Noel down to the floor as she went. She no longer had the gun in her hand. She must’ve laid it down during her search for a large object to bust the door open with. 
I banged on the door. “Susan! Open the door.”
“No,” came the voice.
“Susan, we don’t have much time. They’re both out of commission, but not for long. Hurry up.” I banged on the door with my open hand.
“No.” 
“You will die in there! Open the fucking door!”
I could hear her crying. Groaning and weeping, and the sound was so helpless that a knot rose in my throat and I felt like crying myself.
“Please, Susan. I know you’re scared. But if you don’t let me in, we’ll never get out of here, either of us. Because I’m not leaving you and your baby.”
I could hear her moving. Shuffling. It had to be hard as hell with labor pains taking over every few minutes. 
A hand clamped over my ankle and yanked and I fell backward, but caught myself with a hand on the wall and one on the railing before I fell. Rina reached up, swiping a hand at my gun. I turned and booted her in the head. The same treatment I’d given Gabriel. I wanted to shoot her and Noel dead where they lay. Make sure they never hurt another human being, another pregnant mother, another unborn infant, ever again. But there had been so much death already. I didn’t have the stomach for it. And there was something really wrong about murdering two people and then helping bring a baby into the world. 
I needed to get Susan out of there.
Susan pulled back on the bed. She was grunting and screaming now. 
“Just enough to let me in,” I said. “And for you to come out.”
She finally opened the door, just a crack at first, her eyes so frightened they were almost bulging. 
“It’s okay. Look.” I pointed to Noel and Rina lying on the floor.
She started crying again, pushing her way out, her belly brushing against me as she moved.
“I have the gun. They aren’t going to hurt you.” I placed an arm under hers and helped her navigate around Rina and Noel.
Bent over and moaning, she climbed slowly up the stairs. 
I sensed movement behind me. I turned. 
Noel had opened her eyes. 
I shot her in a leg. She screamed. An enraged wail that went right through me. I booted her in the head for good measure. 
Her eyes rolled up in her head and they fluttered closed. 
We made it up the stairs and I looked quickly for a coat for Susan to wear. I stepped away from her for a moment and found a hall closet behind the stairs. I pulled a large winter coat down from a hanger for her. Scanning the floor, I found her some boots, hoping they were big enough for her. I silently thanked God that I still wore my own. Rina hadn’t taken them from me. A bad mistake on her part.
I ran into the kitchen and found my jacket still draped over the chair. 
Ran back to Susan and opened the coffin door. Helping her out the door, I led her to the stairs, looking up to see how far away my truck was.
My heart froze. The truck was gone.
 
***
 
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I turned my head, looking around the drive way for my truck. 
“Is there a garage,” Susan asked, her voice high and reedy with labor pain.
I felt like I’d lose it, panic spreading through me. We didn’t have time to go searching for a garage. “Fucking hell.” 
“It must be here. Let’s look for a garage,” she said, keeping her voice as even as she could. 
If she could keep calm with agony radiating through her belly, then by Christ, so could I. 
I helped her down the stairs and into the drive way. 
“There,” she said, pointing. 
She was a right. A small, white garage sat slightly behind the house, near the back of the large yard. The doors were closed.
“Stay here,” I told her. “I’m going to go see if I can get into that garage. If you see Rina or Noel come out of that house, scream bloody murder. I’ll come running. Okay?”
She nodded, wincing as another labor pain shook her. She bent forward, almost buckling over. She sat down on the snowy drive way. “I can’t stand right now.”
“Okay. It’s okay. I’ll be right back,” I told her. “Keep a close eye.”
She nodded, looking at the house, her eyes wild and rimmed with dark circles.
I made my way to the garage, shivering. My body was beyond tired but the fight or flight instinct helped me keep moving. If I didn’t get my truck out of the garage, Susan would have her baby in the freezing cold. I really didn’t want to go back into that house. 
I tried the door. Not surprisingly, it was locked. “Sweet Jesus.” I sighed, about ready to cry. I looked up to the sky. “If anyone up there is doing anything other than laughing their asses off at me right now, I could sure use a hand.” I paused, realizing that I had to be half out of my mind to be talking to the sky. To anyone who could be listening, who would give a damn. “This isn’t just about me, okay? Can you cut Susan a little break? Bring her baby into this fucking frightening world safely? Huh? Do you think you could do that?” I was rambling, but it felt like there was nothing else I could do. 
I thought of my little sister, whose ghost I was certain had come to me during a violent life and death struggle I’d had not so long ago. “Susie,” my throat tightened around her name as I whispered it, a tear sliding down my face and stinging as it seemed to freeze there. “Please help me.”
I walked around the garage, looking for a window. At the back of the structure I found one. I peered in. 
Motherfucker. My truck wasn’t there. 
There were two cars in the garage. I could hotwire one of them.
Susan moaned loudly. “Please, the baby is coming. Please help me.”
I covered my face in my hands. We wouldn’t have time. 
I ran over to where she was laying back in the snow. “The baby is coming. I can feel it.”
We had no choice. “Susan, we have to go back into the house.”
“No.” She shook her head. “No, please.”
“My truck isn’t in that garage. Your baby could freeze to death.”
She wept softly. “Oh, God. Oh, God.”
“Come on. I won’t let anything happen to you.” I helped her up. We moved as quickly as we could back to the house. Each of the four stairs was terrible for her, making the pain worse. We finally got to the door. “Stay here.” 
I went into the house, opened the basement door. 
Noel was just on the other side of it, about to try to open it herself. 
I shoved her in the chest. She began her fall down the stairs. I didn’t watch her get to the bottom before I closed and locked the door again. 
They could bleed to death down there. I really didn’t give a rat’s ass. 
This is what I’ve become. This is why Callahan couldn’t say. And this is why I try to run away from myself.
This is my life. 
I went back out and helped Susan back into the house. I took her coat off, led her to the living room floor. 
“Okay, Susie,” I said to my little sister, the irony of Susan sharing a name with her just now hitting me. “If you’re up there, let’s do this.” 


 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
We delivered a healthy baby girl. Susan smiled and named her Faith. When both mother and baby were safe and comfortable, I found my cell phone in a back bedroom drawer. In that back bedroom was also an elderly woman, who was paralyzed, and hadn’t been bathed or fed in days. If I hadn’t found her, she would’ve died there in that bed. Rina and Noel had been cashing her social security checks and just leaving her to lay in her own filth. 
I had nothing left to give. I nodded off several times during the police interview. They finally let me go with the promise that I’d come back in and explain more coherently. It’s been a lot of years. They know me now. If somebody was in really bad shape and I was anywhere around them when it happened, that person richly deserved it, and those cops would’ve done the same. If somebody was dead by my hand, that somebody had been a really nasty person while they were alive, and I’d made the world just a little bit brighter by removing them from it.
Jackson wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer. He wouldn’t leave me alone long enough for me to take a shower, standing outside the bathroom door until he heard the water shut off. I didn’t really mind. Though I would never admit it to him, and barely admitted it even to myself, I wanted him close. I needed him near me.
He was staying in the spare room that Jesse used to sleep in until he was certain that I was back to my strong self and safe. I’d seen that look in his eye before. Arguing was pointless because he wouldn’t discuss it. He simply looked at me, and then continued on with whatever he was doing at the time. He would not leave me, no matter what.
Pango was overjoyed to see me, and I felt the same about seeing her. I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her thick fur and breathed her in deeply. I could hear her heart beating when I lay my head against her fur, and felt some of the horror of the past several weeks start to let go of me and fall away. 
Jack wouldn’t let me answer my cell phone. He sent me to bed, assuring me that he’d take Pango out and feed her. He loved her too, and I knew he wanted to play with her. He needed her calming effect as much as I did. 
I fell onto my bed and closed my eyes. I thought that the images of Rina’s house of horrors would haunt me, but I was just too tired. Just before sleep overtook me I heard Pango enter the room, sniffing. She jumped on the bed beside me, placing her chin on my hand. I patted her head until my hand fell to the sheet and a thick, dark sleep settled over me like velvet. 
What woke me was the feeling of somebody sitting on the bed next to me. When I opened my eyes, Jack was sitting, watching me, concern in his eyes. “Hey Kicks. How you doing?”
“Swell.” I was still groggy, and my tongue felt thick in my mouth. “How are you?”
“Good. I was getting a little worried about you, though. It’s been fourteen hours”
“That would explain why I have to pee like a race horse.” I sat up, brushing my hair out of my eyes and blinking several times. 
“It would.” 
Pango was looking at me from the edge of the bed, wagging her tail. 
“Hey pretty girl.” I patted her head and threw my legs over the side of the bed and winced. “Wow.”
“Feeling the effects of our recent escapades, huh?” Jack asked. He offered me his large hand for support. 
I wasn’t in the mood to be a hero so I took it. “Thanks. And yes. I am. Didn’t used to be like this, Jack.”
“You’re in your thirties now, Kicks. Gonna start feeling stuff catch up to you. I know the feeling. It sucks.” He bent his head from side to side, trying to loosen up his neck muscles. 
I was the one who put that tension in his shoulders this time. Seemed I’d eventually be the death of anyone who cared about me. “Need to wake up.”
“I’m making pancakes and sausage in a minute.” Jack stood aside and let me by him. 
“And coffee?” Jack made the best coffee on the planet. I didn’t know how he did it. I’d tried, using his exact measurements of coffee and water, but it never tasted the same. It had to be made by Jack. He had the magic touch. 
“And coffee.” 
“Okay. Be down in a minute.” 
I took another shower. A long, steamy one. 
One of these days, I’ll actually feel clean. I sighed, letting the water run over me. I looked through the rivulets of water running down the glass shower doors. 
A blurry Pango sat outside the bathtub, watching me. 
I peeked out at her. 
She smiled at me. Her tail thumped on the floor.
“Be out in a minute, girl. Go keep Jack company, okay?” 
She stood up and ambled out of the room. 
When I made my way down the stairs and into the kitchen, I didn’t feel like talking. Jack seemed to know this, and didn’t speak. He glanced at me, and then went about the business of pancake making in silence.
It was nice. I didn’t have to explain things to him. We could spend hours together not saying much and it was cool. He was the only person I’d ever met who was like that with me. 
And that’s the way it was when he placed a stack cinnamon apple pancakes before me, sausage on the side, and my mug of coffee. 
We sat and ate together, and didn’t have to say a word. 
 
***
 
A week after Rina and Noel’s house of horrors, I got a call from the hospital regarding the results of the rape kit. I was supposed to go in and discuss them with the doctor. 
I didn’t want to. But I knew that I had to. There were all kinds of repercussions associated with having been raped by Gabriel. The least of which, in my mind, was the possibility that he’d given me a sexually transmitted disease. Yes, I did say the least of which. The reason being was that I could honestly deal with that better than I could the fact that I’d been raped. That would be a total mind fuck for me. That is where it would get dangerous.
But putting things into perspective, I wasn’t doing all that badly, considering. I’d escaped the bloody basement, where if I were honest, I’d been pretty sure I was going to die. Things had looked mighty grim. But somehow I’d gotten out, and I’d helped bring a baby girl into the world safely. 
So my life didn’t completely suck. 
I stood, looking out my kitchen window, through the lace, at a bright, shiny winter day. Considered what I might want to do that day. Jack was at the office, I made him go. He was making me twitchy, which meant I was getting back to being my old self again. He said he didn’t want to see my face there for a few weeks. Didn’t think I was ready. I probably wasn’t. 
We’d both gracefully bowed out of the missing pregnant women case. There were still several who hadn’t been found. Neither of us had the heart for it. We were putting our faith in Lucas and the police. Sometimes you just had to let go. This was one of those times.
He was sifting through some new cases. Nothing too emotional. Just keeping himself busy.
I looked down at Pango, who sat beside me, looking up at me. 
So now what? I sighed. “Let’s go for a walk, girl.”
And then my cell rang. 
It buzzed away on my on my kitchen table. I stood watching it. I’d taken the ring tone for Lucas’ cell number off my phone. I really didn’t want to answer, but the curiosity was killing me. I stepped to the table and picked my cell up.
“This is Leah.”
“Leah. It’s Declan.”
I blinked. I’d forgotten about Declan. “Declan. How are you?”
“I’m doing better. Thanks.”
“Good,” I said. My stomach tightened a little. He couldn’t be calling for anything good. “What’s up?”
“Well, I’ve been thinking about getting back into the land of the living.”
“Yeah? Doesn’t seem like a bad idea. You’ve been kind of in a cave for a while, haven’t you?” Just like I’d been for the past couple of weeks.
“Right. I was wondering…”
“Yes?”
“If you’d like to go grab a beer or something. Just casual. You know? Just kind of hang out with me. If, you want to.”
I felt my mouth drop open. This I didn’t expect. “Sure, Declan. That would be great. I could use a beer.”
He gave a nervous laugh. “I could use several. But I’ll just keep it at one or two.” 
“Right. I know the feeling.”
“Okay. Great. Are you busy tonight?”
I thought of what my plans were for the evening. Sitting on the sofa, sharing microwave popcorn with Pango. “No, tonight would be good.”
“Great,” he said, his voice filled with enthusiasm that surprised me and made me smile. 
“Do you want me to pick you up? Or do you just want to meet somewhere?” He asked me.
This was feeling more and more like an actual date. I paused for a few seconds. Where did I want this to go? Well, I couldn’t disappoint him now. “You can pick me up. Six o’clock? We’ll get some food while we’re at it. I love wings. Somewhere with good beer and wings.”
“I know just the place.”
“Where?”
“Well, you’ll have to wait and see.”
“Really.” I grinned. “Sounds interesting.”
“It could be. Okay. I’ll see you at six. Casual, Leah. No pressure. Okay?”
I nodded, though I knew he couldn’t see me through the phone. “Okay.”
Sounded like just what I needed. 
I smiled at Pango, who sat giving me the ‘who was that’ face. 
“A friend, girl. I have to get myself prettied up. I think I have a date.”
Pango seemed to smile back at me. 
“I’ll let you know how it goes when I get back tonight. You’ll meet him when he comes to pick me up, anyway. You can tell me what you think.” And she would. I’d be able to tell what she thought of Declan within seconds. Dogs are good judges of character, and Rottweiler’s have particularly expressive faces. Their body language says it all, too. You know if a one is digging you or not, in a hurry. 
Anyway, I decided to keep the appointment to discuss my results. I’d deal with them when I had to. Until then, was just going to enjoy my date with Declan.
I was just going to live my life. I wasn’t going to think of missing women or babies, or rape kit results. I was just going to take it one moment at a time, and deal with other things as they came to me. 
I knew I wasn’t quite right yet. Didn’t know if I’d ever be. I’d been in some dark places recently, both physically and emotionally, and I needed some time to heal. But real healing doesn’t come from lying around and being too careful with yourself. It happens when you get back up, put one foot in front of the other, and get yourself going again. It happens when you do things you need to be doing. It happens when you live your life.
I was just going to go on with living, because by some miracle, against the odds, I had the luxury of doing that. 
I’d start with taking my dog for a long walk on a brilliantly sunny winter day.
 
 
The End


Contents
Title page
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty

cover.jpg
TRACY SHARPD





