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Аннотация
A mother's love...
A dying man's thirst for revenge....
A serial killer with one objective...destroy Dakota Dale.
He told her the baby died. She believed him until she received a faded photograph and a chilling message.
Would you die for her?


Linda S. Prather
Would You Die For Her
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Prologue

Desperate to block out the screams in the distance, I covered my ears and closed my eyes. �Please, God, please make him stop.�
I�d never believed in prayer, but the screams stopped, or at least I couldn�t hear them anymore.
�See what happens when you make me angry, Dakota?�
I hadn�t heard him come in. I kept my eyes closed as I huddled in the far corner of the cage. A key clicked in the lock. His footsteps approached.
�Look at me!� He grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at his blood-soaked clothes. �She suffered your pain.� He squeezed harder. �Say, �Thank you, Christian.��
Another part of my soul died as her blood dripped from my chin. �Thank you, Christian.�
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Beaufort, South Carolina
�The doctor will see you now, Miss Dale.�
Shaking off the memory, I tossed the magazine I�d spent the past fifteen minutes flipping through and rose. I loved the way the receptionist said �the doctor,� as if mental illness were some type of curable disease. And as if I have a choice in being here. Sergeant Wagner had required six months of psychiatric analysis before he would allow me to return to my job. I took a deep breath to calm myself. I couldn�t afford to screw up my last visit.
I knocked on the door labeled Josh Rivers, MD/Psychiatrist and waited for him to answer, the same way I�d done every three weeks for the past six months. One thing I�d learned early�Rivers liked his little rituals. Keep him happy one more day, Dakota. Then you can forget this bastard ever existed.
The door opened. Rivers stepped to the side but just enough so that I had to brush against him when I entered. At first, I�d thought he was some kind of pervert that got off on women brushing against him, but after a few visits, I realized it was his way of seeing how much he could intimidate his clients. A broad smile lit up his face. �Come in, Dakota.�
Patience had never been one of my better qualities�even before Christian Salyer. I took my seat on the sofa. Rivers, like a psychopath, had a few more rituals he liked to go through before starting his sessions. In a moment, he would close the blinds, turn off the overhead light, and leave only the small table lamp to cast shadows around the room. Christian liked his rituals too. I wondered what Rivers would think if I told him how much he reminded me of the deranged serial killer who�d destroyed my life.
I shivered and clasped my hands in my lap. Memories had been plaguing me all day. The last thing I needed was for Rivers to pick up on the fact I wasn�t as stable as I pretended to be. Taking a deep breath, I repeated the mantra I�d given to other women over the years�victims of rape, domestic abuse, or just life in general. You�re only a victim if you allow yourself to be one. I�d learned the hard way that that wasn�t always true, so I had a second mantra. That was then, and this is now.
�Why don�t you leave the blinds open? Brighten this place up a bit. Don�t you think it�s depressing?�
Rivers stiffened for a moment before closing the blinds and flipping the switch for the overhead lights. I�d never challenged him before.
�Most of my clients find it easier to talk if the lights are dim.�
�Most of your clients don�t come here to talk. They come for medication. Ninety percent of them are depressed addicts.�
His face flushed. I�d hit a sore spot. Few psychiatrists did any real therapy or counseling. They wrote prescriptions so they could keep the money flowing in from pharmacy kickbacks and company referrals. Rivers had tried to medicate me from the beginning.
�I�ve been looking over your file. I found a few new records.� He moved his armchair closer to the couch before taking a seat. �You�re still running searches for similar murders. Why is that, Dakota? You killed Christian Salyer, didn�t you?�
�Copycats. Salyer was a media favorite.� I crossed my legs, refusing to fall for his intimidation tactics. �There are always a few followers�copycat killers that spring up after someone like him is captured or killed.�
Rivers smiled. �His body was never recovered.� He lit a pipe, another ritual I hated. In a few minutes, the room would be filled with a cloud of smoke. �How are the nightmares?�
�Better.� He was heading somewhere, but I wasn�t sure where. He�d tried to wind me up before and failed miserably. �I�d like to get back to work.�
�We may be able to accomplish that if we can get past a few barriers. Christian was your lover, wasn�t he?�
I could feel his beady eyes staring through the gloom.
�It would be easier on you if you admitted that. Some of us believe you didn�t kill him�you simply let him go.�
Now I know where he�s going. He was running out of time to break me. He had to either release me or label me unfit to return to work. Either way, he would be out of my life. I subconsciously rubbed the scar along my right wrist as I held his gaze. �Then you and they would be wrong.�
Unflustered, he smiled. �Tell me again why you tried to kill yourself, Dakota.� He liked to use my Christian name, as if the sound of it rolling off his tongue gave him some kind of sexual thrill.
�You ask that question every time I come in here. The answer hasn�t changed. I don�t know.�
�You wrote the word Broken on the bathroom mirror. What does that mean to you?�
�Same answer. I don�t know.�
He leaned forward, his smoky breath inches from my face. �Christian Salyer was innocent, wasn�t he? That�s why you tried to kill yourself. Why you continue the searches.�
�No.� He was pushing hard, determined to get down to what he called my real emotions. What he�d refused to accept from the beginning was that I no longer had any real emotions. Christian made sure of that before he painted me crimson, shoved a knife in my stomach, and left me to die.
Rivers studied me for a moment, undoubtedly not liking what he saw. Sighing, he sat back then pulled a sheet from the file. He scribbled his name. �I�m going to release you to return to work on probation for three months.� He held the sheet out to me. �I have little doubt that I�ll be seeing you again before that time is up. Or attending your funeral.�
My cell buzzed, and I glanced at the message before I rose and took the paper. �Thank you, Dr. Rivers. I have to go.�
He quickly blocked my path. �Is everything okay?�
I could see his fingers itching to snatch back the authorization he�d just given me. I might as well tell him. He would find out soon enough, anyway. �My father just died.�
�I�m sorry. What can I do to help?�
Waving the paper, I said, �Nothing. You�ve done your job. Now get out of my way.�
He grudgingly stepped aside. �I�m here if you need to talk.�
I didn�t bother answering. Talk had never solved anything. Rivers should know that. He�d wasted six months of my life talking. I kept my eyes straight forward as I left the building. My father�s passing wasn�t a shock. The stroke he�d suffered after finding me hanging from a tree in the apple orchard had drained the life out of him a little more each day. His death would be written up as natural causes by everyone but me. Somewhere, hopefully in hell, Christian Salyer had just carved another notch in his bedpost.
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�For out of it was thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shall thou return.�
The sermon ended. I stepped forward, took a handful of dirt, and sprinkled it over the coffin. Rivers was watching me. I hoped he had the decency to turn and walk away. His condolences weren�t needed. Nor would they be welcome. �Damn him,� I whispered as he walked toward me.
�I�m sorry for your loss, Dakota. If you need to talk, my door is always open.�
�Thanks for the offer, but in case you haven�t been informed, I no longer work for the police department.�
�That wasn�t my fault. They had another psychiatrist review my notes. She disagreed with my assessment that you were no longer a danger to yourself.�
�Don�t sweat it, Rivers. I�ve moved on. You should too.�
I turned away from him to watch my former partner, Max Winchester, wheel his way through the throng of nongrieving visitors. I�d gone to great lengths to keep my father�s funeral private, but word had leaked, and the vultures had come out. Not to pay their respects to a great man�they all wanted to get a close-up view of the woman who killed Christian Salyer. I�d spoiled that for them by wearing a veil.
Max grinned and nodded toward Father Thurston, who was also headed my way. If I had a friend in the screwed-up world, it would be Max. He�d taken a bullet in the spine trying to save me, but he�d never blamed me for it. He didn�t have to. I was an expert at blaming myself.
Out of respect for my father, I lifted the veil as the preacher approached. �Thank you, Father Thurston. It was a lovely service. Dad would have been pleased.�
�Your father was a good man.� His milky-grey eyes were filled with concern, but it wasn�t for me. �I hope you�ll continue his work with the church.�
In other words, he hoped I would continue to send the monthly donation my father had made. I wouldn�t have. Lucky for Father Thurston, my father had known that. He�d taken care of the donations in his will. I lowered the veil, afraid the contempt I felt would show on my face. �Of course.�
Max had finally maneuvered his way to my side. �You ready to blow this place, partner?�
Rivers was still watching from a distance, waiting for the epiphany that was never going to come. I was an enigma to him and the psychiatric world. Virtually insane when found, I�d climbed out of hell and made my way back. Very few, if any, had ever accomplished that before. There was a reason I�d come back, one I hadn�t shared with anyone, not even Max. He took my baby. I�m going to find her, no matter who I have to kill to do it.
I nodded at Max and glanced at the grave, which would be filled in shortly. Words still needed to be said�promises I�d made but been unable to keep. He�s still alive, Dad. I�ll find him, and I�ll find Emma. This time, I�ll make sure he�s dead.
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Savannah, Georgia
�Do you want the pain to stop, Dakota?�
�Yes, please, Christian,� I whispered.
�Laugh for me. Don�t stop until I tell you to.�
Somewhere deep inside, I�d known Christian Salyer wasn�t dead, but I�d convinced myself in the first few months that the memories I had of the gunshot and his falling weren�t fabrications of my damaged mind, placed there to protect me from the truth. I wasn�t strong enough then, and the truth would have shattered the barriers I�d built and destroyed what little sanity I had left.
I stood on the edge of the creek bank, sweat beading on my forehead as I pushed down another memory from my time in captivity. The things Christian had made me laugh at were never funny.
Rope burns were easily visible on the bottom limb of the huge oak tree, and an ache started in my lower abdomen, running along the path of the scar. How long did she hang here before someone found her? Was she still alive, left to suffer not only the pain of dying alone but also the fear of not dying and what hell was coming next?
Angelina Clark�s death was my fault. Just like all the others. How many women have to die before I�m brave enough to open those doors and admit the truth?
A twig snapped behind me, and I whipped around, gun in hand. �Stop right there! Who are you?�
Amusement gleamed in the golden highlights of the man�s hazel eyes as he pulled his jacket aside to reveal a badge. �Detective Gabriel Browne.� He nodded at my gun. �Once a cop, always a cop. You�re pretty fast on the draw. Dakota Dale, I presume?�
�What makes you presume that, Detective Browne?� I holstered my gun.
Browne laughed, white teeth glistening in the early-morning light. �I had a visit from your partner. He said I could find you here.�
�Max has a tendency to be overprotective.� I turned away from Browne, watching the slow ripples of the creek flow by. Allowing Browne to sneak up on me was careless, a mistake I couldn�t afford to make again.
�Not a bad quality under the circumstances. This is private property, Miss Dale. Want to tell me what you�re doing out here?�
Reliving my own hell. �I wanted to see the murder site.� I turned to face him, studying him the same way he was studying me. I guessed he was in his late forties, early fifties, but unlike the older detectives I�d known, he didn�t have the paunch. Instead, muscles rippled beneath his jacket when he moved. The military cut I�d always found unattractive suited him. He doesn�t belong here. He belongs in a big city. So what�s he doing in Savannah, Georgia?
My gaze came back to the golden highlights of his eyes. �This isn�t the murder site. How long was she here?�
�As close as we can tell, three to four hours. Her sister woke up around two o�clock. When Angelina wasn�t home, she went looking for her.�
The small cove was a beautiful place, quiet and secluded, but it wasn�t the first place I would have looked for a missing sister and definitely not in the dark. �This is the first place she looked at two in the morning? Doesn�t that seem rather suspicious to you?�
He came to stand beside me, lit a cigarette, and took a deep drag. �According to her sister, this was Angelina�s favorite spot. The two of them came here often for picnics or alone when something was bothering them. It wasn�t unusual for them to come here at night.�
That would have been perfect for Christian�s MO. He would have watched them the same way he�d watched me and followed them until he knew every place that was special. �So the killer robbed them both of more than just Angelina�s life.�
The lack of crime scene tape and forensic teams on the site had been disturbing when I�d first arrived. It still was. �I�m confused, Detective Browne. I don�t know how things are done in Chatham County, but there�s nothing here to mark this as a crime scene. Why is that?�
�The property is owned by the family. As you said, she wasn�t killed here. We went along with their wishes to keep the media away.� He took another long drag from the cigarette then blew out the smoke as his eyes traveled from my face to my toes. �Didn�t work, or you wouldn�t be here. You plan on working this case?� His earlier amusement was completely gone.
�Yes. Do you plan on trying to stop me?�
He tossed the cigarette on the ground and flattened it with the heel of his boot. �I thought about it. Haven�t made up my mind yet.�
I was getting more than an ache in my abdomen. Something about Browne tugged at me, pulling me to get closer. I wanted to know what had put the gray around the edges of his hair and the deep lines between his eyebrows, but more than that, I wanted to know what lay beyond the shadows in his eyes.
�Do you think he�ll kill again?� Browne interrupted my thoughts.
�If he�s following Salyer�s pattern, there will be at least nine more bodies before he quits or moves on.�
He watched me closely, strange shadows once again flickering in his eyes. �So you think it�s a copycat. You haven�t seen the body, have you?�
The small cove darkened, as if clouds were shutting out the sun. �No.�
�If it was a copycat, he has inside information that wasn�t released to the press.�
�What information?� I shoved my hands into my pockets to hide their trembling.
�She was painted crimson from neck to toes.�
The darkness was more complete. It surprised me that no one else could see it, not even Max. �That�s my next stop.� I turned toward the trail I�d followed in from the main road. �Unless you�re planning on stopping me.�
Strong fingers closed around my arm. �Is Salyer still alive?�
He�d gone into interrogation mode, the tone of his voice brusque. Before Christian, I would have felt intimidated, even slightly scared by the anger just below the surface. Since then, only one thing scared me, and I kept that buried deep inside.
I shook off his hand. �I don�t know. I saw the bullet hit him dead center in the chest. He fell from a fifty-foot cliff into the river.� I�d repeated those words so many times over the past year that they had become automatic. �I don�t see how he could have survived.� I turned away from him before my eyes betrayed me. I knew Christian had survived.
Browne stepped around me on the trail. �Follow me into town. We�ll stop by the morgue. After that, I want to see you in my office.�
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Gabriel lit his third cigarette since leaving the creek, doing what his grandmother had called �puffing like a freight train.� His hands trembled as he relived the thirty minutes he�d stood watching her. He�d known she was beautiful�he�d seen all the pictures of her with Christian Salyer and read all the news articles. He�d even stomached a few of the tapes where she�d confessed her love for the bastard. None of that had prepared him for the things he�d witnessed when he stood on the bank above her, watching as she went through a myriad of emotions. At one point, she�d trembled with fear, her wide eyes filled with so much pain it had cut through him like a knife slicing butter.
Get a grip, Browne. He tossed the cigarette and ran a hand over his eyes. He�d planned for over a year, spending every dime he had. He wasn�t going to have everything ruined because she wasn�t the cold-hearted bitch he�d thought she would be. Either she knew where Salyer was, or she knew how to find him. Colleen deserved justice, and if the doctors were right, he was running out of time.
His thoughts turned to Angelina Clark. A raging fire of guilt blazed through him. She deserved justice too. He hated himself for seeing her murder as a gift. He�d spent weeks trying to come up with a plan to lure Dale to Savannah, each time falling short of the lines he was willing to cross. Solving the Clark murder would be easy. He knew who killed her. The killer could be in jail. Instead, he�d delayed, using her death as a means to an end. You�re a real piece of work, Gabriel Browne.
He parked in front of the morgue. He needed Dakota�s files to remind him of why he was doing what he was doing and keep the hate alive.
He dug through the console, found his cell phone, then took a deep breath and dialed Calvin�s number.
�What�s up, boss?�
�I need you to do me a favor. Pull those files on Dakota Dale I asked for a few weeks ago and put them on my desk. Also, find a way to get her medical records and psychiatric files. I need to see all of it.�
�They�re not gonna just hand that kind of file over to me, Gabriel. That could take a while.�
�You�ve got an hour before I�ll be back. I�ve got faith in you, kid. Work your magic.�
Gabriel ended the call and slung the phone back into the console. Then he riffled through the glove box until he found the whiskey bottle he�d stored there for emergencies. Everybody had their own ideas of what constituted an emergency. He twisted off the top, took a long swig, and wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket. She would probably smell the alcohol on his breath, but he didn�t care. It was time he introduced her to the demons he was fighting.
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�Crimson is such a beautiful color, don�t you think?�
The knife slid from my shoulder to my right breast, leaving a tiny trail of blood drops.
�So beautiful against that snowy-white background.� He laughed softly. �It�s the color of my rage.� His eyes darkened as the knife continued its trail down my abdomen. �You made me angry, Dakota. You shouldn�t have done that.�
�Damn,� Max whispered. �She could have been your sister, Dakota.�
Max�s statement didn�t go unnoticed by Browne. I regretted stopping to pick him up before meeting Browne at the morgue, but Max had seen Salyer�s work, and two sets of eyes were always better than one.
The victim was young. Raven-black hair outlined a china-doll face. Her eyes were closed, but I didn�t need to see them to know they were a light blue, the color of a clear sky on a sunny day. The killer had painted her body with a rough brush. Tiny rivulets of dried blood covered her torso and legs. Christian would never have done that.
I finished my examination and pulled the sheet over Angelina�s body to hide her from our prying eyes. There was little to no respect for the dead. In a few hours, Angelina would be nothing more than a slab of meat on a cold autopsy table. �It wasn�t Salyer.�
Browne�s eyebrows knitted. �How can you be sure?�
�For starters, he only kept her one day. Salyer liked to torture his victims physically and mentally prior to killing them. All the women he killed before were kept a minimum of three months.�
�What about the paint?� Browne asked.
I shook my head. �Salyer also considered himself the next Michelangelo or Picasso. He would never have used a wire brush to paint her body.�
�I need a cigarette.� Browne nodded at the door. �I�ll meet you in my office. Max knows where it is.�
After he�d gone, Max asked, �You okay?� He studied me, analyzing and not liking what he saw. �If you�re sure it isn�t Salyer, we can head home on this one.�
Three months had passed since my father�s funeral. A lot had changed externally. I�d remodeled the plantation home to include a suite for Max along with a fully installed command center with the very best in computers and software. Being rich had its advantages, even if I�d never cared about the money. We�d also applied for and received our private investigator�s licenses�not as good as a police or detective badge, but it still allowed us access to areas we would otherwise be denied.
�We�ll stay.� Whoever had killed Angelina had access to the police files in Beaufort. They also had information that wasn�t in the file. Salyer was sending me a message, one he knew I would understand. He painted her nails. That fact wasn�t in any of the files. We�d deliberately left it out. �Browne is out of his league on this case. It wasn�t Salyer, but whoever did this is either working for him or with him. The killing won�t stop until the newspapers doubt Salyer�s guilt. They�ll want me drawn and quartered for his murder.� I pushed Max�s wheelchair toward the door. The chair was automatic, so he didn�t need me to push him, but he was sensitive enough to know when I needed something to do with my hands and mind. �We were lucky on this one, Max. You caught the story less than an hour after her body was found. We may not get that lucky again.�
�Browne probably has your file by now.� Max looked over his shoulder, his dark-blue eyes filled with concern. �He�s going to want an explanation.�
�He�ll get the same one I gave everyone else. The photos and tapes are fakes.�
�What if he doesn�t believe you?�
�Don�t worry about it, Max. No one else believed me. Why should Detective Browne be any different? He can�t stop me from talking to the family or investigating on my own time.�
Max took over the operation of his wheelchair, rolling toward our van. �I believed you.�
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The Chatham County station was a beehive of activity. With the constant tourist trade, murders weren�t exactly rare anymore, but they didn�t often touch the more prominent families.
Browne met us at the front desk, and we followed him down a long hallway to a typical detective�s office. Boxes of files lined the wall behind his chipped and battered desk. The chairs he waved us to were also of chipped wood. Everything in the office had seen better days.
�Have a seat.� He picked up a file, flipped through it, and held it out to me. �A few things your partner failed to tell me about, Miss Dale.�
I didn�t need to open the file to know it contained eight-by-ten glossies of me with Christian Salyer in various romantic settings. I�d seen them a hundred times already, plastered across the front pages of every newspaper in South Carolina. They were good images. If I didn�t know better, they would have convinced me the woman in the photos was heavily involved with him. �They�re fakes. Photoshop or whatever app people use to change backgrounds and faces. He stalked me for months, taking those pictures. The man whose picture should be in them was someone I was dating at the time.� I kept my eyes trained on his face. �He killed him the day he kidnapped me. And if you�d bother to look closely, you�d notice there�s no facial pictures of Salyer. All you see is his back or the back of his head.�
�Still look pretty real to me.� Browne pursed his lips. He dropped the file and picked up another one. �Then there�s this other thing about you being a danger to yourself.� His eyes turned a dark forest green, the golden highlights completely gone. �I�ve got enough on my plate without worrying about someone out to commit suicide in my county.�
�You�re going to believe what you want to believe, Detective Browne. Max and I came here because the information we received on the crime committed was similar to those committed by Christian Salyer.
�You were right. Whoever did this had inside information that wasn�t released to the press. They also had information that wasn�t in the files. The only way that�s possible is if they knew Salyer then or know him now.�
I stood, playing a trump card that I didn�t expect him to take, but it was all I had to offer. �You asked me if Christian Salyer was still alive. I believe he is. The killing isn�t going to stop until I find Salyer or he finds me. My being here, used in the right way, may save another woman from suffering what Angelina Clark went through.�
�So what you�re saying is you want me to use you as bait.� Browne shook his head and grunted something unintelligible. �If you�re telling the truth, take your seat and tell me how you see this going down.�
A whoosh of air came from Max as I took my seat. He never really knew how I was going to react anymore. The old Dakota�s first instinct would have been to tell Browne to go to hell then walk out.
�Give Max access to everything you have on the Clark family and Angelina. I plan on interviewing the family today. Go with me. Let the media see us together. They�ll do the rest.�
�They�ll also bring back the stories concerning you and Salyer. You won�t be able to take a crap without one of them tailing you.�
�I�m actually counting on that. I�ll make sure to call him Salyer every time I speak to them. He spent a year forcing me to call him Christian. The more I piss him off, the more likely he is to show himself.� I stood again and stuck out my hand. �Do we have a deal, Detective Browne?�
He clasped my hand in a firm grip. �I�m probably going to regret this, but yeah, we�ve got a deal�on two conditions.�
�I�m not big on conditions.�
Browne smiled. �Figured that, but both are deal breakers. When we�re in public, you call me Gabriel. If we�re going to feed Salyer things to tick him off, then that should add a little spice to his meal.�
�Gabriel it is then.� I was beginning to think Browne just might be the right man for the job. �You said two conditions?�
�You two have a place to stay?�
�Not yet. We weren�t sure we�d be staying. We�ll probably drive home, pack up what we need for a few days, then check into a motel.�
He reached into his desk and pulled out a set of keys. �I own the house next to mine. Renters moved out a while back, and I haven�t rented it again. It�s fully furnished. You�ll stay there while you�re here.� He tossed the keys to Max, jotted down the address on a sticky note, and passed it to me. �It�s a gated community. The code at the bottom will get you in. That way, I can keep an eye on you. You should have time to run home, pack up, and be settled in by the time I get off work. I�ll have copies of everything ready for Max.� He pulled the phone closer and picked up the receiver. �You won�t be interviewing the family today. I�ll set something up for first thing in the morning. Be ready to go by nine.�
�We�ll see you in the morning then.�
�I�ll stop by this evening to see if you need anything and drop off the files.�
Max smiled, clearly pleased with the outcome of our meeting. He wouldn�t be quite so happy if he knew I�d accepted the lodging more for his protection than my own. My hand closed around the doorknob.
�One more thing, Dale.�
Not one of those �one more thing� guys. I made an effort to keep my frustration out of my voice. �What?�
�Don�t die or get yourself killed in my county.�
His words almost made me laugh. I opened the door before glancing over my shoulder. �You don�t have to worry about that, Gabriel. I�ve been dead a long time.�

4

Gabriel replaced the handset and sat staring at the closed door. His gut instincts told him she was telling the truth�the same gut instincts that had saved his life more than once. There was something intriguing about Dakota Dale. He had a strange desire to see her smile and see the passion he knew was there light up her eyes. Whatever she�d endured with Salyer had deadened her, leaving behind only a shell of what she�d once been. She knew Salyer was alive. She climbed out of hell to find him. Why?
A soft knock came at the door before Calvin Young stuck his head inside. �I got the rest of those files you asked for.� He nodded toward the front. �Who was that?�
Gabriel wondered how long he�d stood outside, waiting for them to leave. Calvin was the closest thing he had to a partner in crime. He owed him a lot. �Dakota Dale.�
Calvin held up the thick folders. �The Dakota Dale?�
�Yep.� Gabriel took the files. �Need another favor, no questions asked.�
Calvin laughed and closed the door behind him. �Sounds ominous.�
�It is. I need you to leak the information to the media that Dakota Dale is in town. Make sure you add that she�ll be working the Angelina Clark case with me.� Gabriel grinned. �Start with Rowena Sparks. With her mouth, word will spread fast.�
Calvin slumped into the seat Dakota had vacated. �You�re shitting me, right? Did you not even look at those files I gave you? Have you cleared this with the chief?�
�No, I�m not shitting you. Yes, I looked at the files. No, I haven�t cleared it with the chief. You know how he hates dealing with the media. Once you leak the information to the press, he�ll scream at me for a few minutes, and we can all get on with our jobs.�
�Damn it, Gabriel. What the hell are you thinking?�
�I�m thinking you missed the part where I said without questions. You gonna do it or not?�
�Yeah, I�ll do it.� Calvin sighed. �But I�m doing it anonymously. I don�t want my butt caught in the same bear trap you�re asking for. If the chief finds out, I�ll never get out of records and on the street.�
�Handle it however you want to. Just make sure they all know.� Gabriel picked up a folder, leaned back in his chair, and placed his feet on the desk. �Make me a copy of everything we�ve got on the Clarks and Angelina, and don�t let them give you any flack downstairs. After this case is over, I�ll put in a word for you with the chief.� He smiled. �Now close the door behind you.�
Quiet surrounded him as he mentally shut out the ringing phones and voices drifting through the paper-thin walls. He flipped through the news articles. Though he�d read most of them before, it was with a different eye. He�d believed it then. Now that he�d met her, it sickened him. He patted his pockets, fidgeting for a cigarette. Damn whomever decided we couldn�t smoke in buildings anymore.
The articles were all the same�written to portray Dakota Dale as a jilted lover who�d used the deaths of nine young women to exact her revenge on Salyer. Only Max�s testimony, once he�d recovered enough to testify, had saved her from prosecution. Even after that, some of them had questioned her suicide attempt as guilt for killing an innocent man.
�You�re a piece of shit, Browne.� Gabriel tossed the news file. Dakota had been one of them, a fellow officer who�d been kidnapped, tortured, and almost murdered. The bastards had turned their backs on her. �And now I�m gonna use her as bait to catch this son of a bitch.�
Cursing himself, he picked up the file labeled Physical Injuries. The disgust he felt for both himself and his fellow officers turned to a deep, slowly burning pain in his gut. He�d always considered himself a tough guy. He�d spent ten years with the New York Police Department and had seen more mutilated bodies than he could count on both hands. That was why he�d come to Savannah�that, Colleen, and Christian Salyer. The doctors said he was dying. That didn�t really bother him. He�d seen enough evil and suffered enough loss to last him a lifetime. Gabriel only had one more demon he wanted to stare in the eyes. After he put a bullet in Salyer�s brain, he could die in peace.
Halfway through the file, the slowly burning pain turned into a gasoline fire. He closed the folder. �Nobody comes out of that kind of torture sane.�
Calvin poked his head inside the door again. �Media wheels in motion, boss.� He placed a manila envelope on the desk. �That�s the information you asked to be copied. You need anything else before I call it a night?�
�See you tomorrow, Calvin.�
The door closed. Gabriel gathered the files and picked up the envelope. He still needed to delve into the psychological information, but first he needed a cigarette and enough whiskey to dull the images burned into his brain.
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�Looks like Browne is doing quite well for himself on a detective�s salary.� I parked in the driveway of a one-story brick ranch. �Hard to believe he uses this as rental property.�
�Your horns are showing.� Max opened the door, wheeled himself onto the ramp, and lowered the lift. �If you want me to, I�ll run a property search as soon as we�ve unpacked and set up.�
�Do that. Also see what you can find on his background.� I exited the van and surveyed the neighborhood. It was quiet, no kids chasing balls in the street or people walking dogs or even a fluttering curtain of a nosy neighbor. �Did you bring a sweeper?�
�No.� Max retrieved his suitcase. �You�re going overboard on the paranoia. There�s no way Browne could have known we�d show up.�
I grabbed two of the heavier cases and headed up the walkway. Maybe Max was right, but a fully furnished house inside a gated community right next door to the detective in charge of the case�that was a little too convenient, in my opinion. �How did he get the files on me so fast?�
Max wheeled past me. �All it took was a phone call. Probably made it right after I left his office and before he came out to the site.� He opened the front door, swung it wide, and whistled. �But then, you might have a point. Who puts this kind of setup in a rental house?�
The entrance hall was marble and led to a cozy living room on the right. Fully furnished was an understatement. A sixty-inch television took up one wall, perfectly positioned to give the best view from the white leather sectional. Picture windows took up another wall, and the third housed a full bookshelf. The living room led to the formal dining room. I did a slow walk-through of both the dining room and the gleaming kitchen before returning to the hallway to check out the bedrooms and the baths. The place was spotless.
�So are we staying or going?� Max asked.
Instinct told me we should pack up and leave, but the gated community would mean I only had to deal with the media when I was outside, and Max would be safer there than in a motel. I grabbed the bags I�d dropped by the door. �We�ll stay until we check Browne out.�
�Cool. I�ve got dibs on the master bedroom. Did you see that bath? It�s a freaking Jacuzzi.�
Everything in my life was measured in terms of before Salyer and after Salyer. Before, I would have laughed at Max�s childish excitement. Of course, except for Salyer, we wouldn�t be there. We would be working our own cases. Max would still have the use of his legs, and his wife wouldn�t have filed for divorce. And I wouldn�t have to go through the rooms, removing every mirror in the house so I never have to look at myself again.
�It�s all yours, partner. Do you need me to help you unpack?�
�Nah, I got it. There�s a grill out back on the patio. Figured I�d run into town or get a grocery delivery. Anything special you want?�
�Something stronger than coffee.� I moved down the hallway. �Call in a delivery. Neither of us should be going anywhere alone until we figure out what�s going on here.�
I dropped my cases on the floor of the second bedroom and opened the drapes. The house next door was a replica of the one we were staying in. It didn�t look like a bachelor pad, but Browne hadn�t mentioned a Mrs. Browne. I let the drapes fall back into place. I�d smelled the liquor on his breath at the morgue, and I�d seen the shadows in his eyes. That told me Gabriel Browne had secrets. He�d jumped on the idea of using me as bait too quickly. I had a gut feeling that had been his plan all along. So what are you up to, Gabriel Browne, and why did you want me here?
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Gabriel closed the curtains and took a sip of whiskey. He�d quit after that glass. The taste was turning sour. It hadn�t erased the images or the guilt. At least Max had answered the door when he�d dropped off the envelope. He doubted he would have been able to hide the pity in his eyes if he�d seen her. He, better than anyone, knew pity was the last thing Dakota Dale wanted. The two of them had a lot in common.
His gaze strayed to the psychological file. He needed to read it. Sighing, he flopped into the armchair, placed his drink on a coaster, and picked up the folder. �Let�s see if I can figure out what makes you tick.�
The photo attached to the left-hand side caught his attention. It was the first before-Salyer picture he�d seen. He�d been right. She had passion in her eyes. They also held laughter. He would bet that week�s pay that Max had taken the picture, or someone who knew her and cared about her. She�d been younger then too. With her looks and money, he had to wonder why she�d become a cop. He reached for the glass and downed the remaining liquor, grimacing as he began to read. One thing was clear from the beginning�the psychiatrist was an ass.

5

�Hungry, Dakota?� Christian eyed me as he bit into the hamburger then washed it down with water. �How long has it been now? Two days?�
�Three.�
He moved his chair closer to the bars. �Poor little rich girl. You never lacked for anything, did you?� He laughed. �Cry for me, Dakota. Cry as if your life depended on it, because it does.�
�You mind if I smoke?� Browne interrupted my thoughts, rolled down his window, and lit a cigarette.
�It�s your vehicle.� Maybe I would get lucky and it would also mask the smell of the burger he�d just devoured for breakfast. There was definitely no Mrs. Browne.
�Not really mine. Belongs to the county. They frown on smoking in it, but what are they gonna do? Fire me?� He chuckled, took a deep puff, and blew smoke out the window.
�You must be good at your job.� I studied the countryside gliding by. We�d never considered that Salyer might be in Georgia. �I would have fired you this morning for smoking and the liquor on your breath.�
�Everybody�s got a vice, Dale.� He shot a glance my way. �You ever smile?�
�Only when I have to.� I sighed. �For the record, I hate small talk, and in case you haven�t noticed, I prefer to work alone. I guess for the next few days, you�re my vice.�
He laughed and glanced in his rearview mirror. �Me and that horde on our tail. You want to talk to them today or put it off?�
I looked in the side mirror, immediately recognizing the news van. �It doesn�t matter. They�ll write what they want to write regardless of whether I talk to them or not.�
�You want some advice?�
The corners of my lips actually lifted. �From you? No, but I�m sure you�re going to give it anyway.�
�If Salyer is still alive, you�re making him awful happy right now.�
�Go to hell, Browne. You don�t know anything about me.� Why doesn�t he just shut up?
�I know enough to know Salyer put you through hell. After seeing what being there has done to you, I�m seriously considering going to church.� He coughed and tossed the cigarette. �What happened to you was horrible, but you survived. His other victims can�t say that.�
�Is there a reason you�re trying to piss me off this morning?� I studied his stiff profile and tightly wound hands around the wheel. �Or is that just your general charming nature?�
He shrugged. �Just saying. Salyer wanted you dead. Looks like he got his wish.�
�He didn�t want me dead. If he had, he wouldn�t have called my father and told him where to find me.�
Browne turned quickly to face me, mouth gaping, as he swerved off the road. �That wasn�t in your file.� He brought the car back under control. �Something like that should have been in there.�
�There are a lot of things not in my file, Browne. We didn�t know about the call until after my father�s death. Max and I found the note he�d written when we were going through his things. Dad was a stickler for making notes. He�d dated it, written down the caller�s phone number, and tagged it as a tip for my whereabouts. Then he wrote apple orchard and underlined it. The call came in from Salyer�s mobile.�
�And he didn�t call the police?� Browne raised an eyebrow.
�No, he grabbed the gardener and rushed to the orchard. He suffered a stroke when he saw me. That�s why he was never able to tell me or anyone else about the call.� We were nearing the Clark mansion. �Letting me live was Salyer�s final punishment.�
�You should have turned that note in.�
He didn�t add the rest, but I knew what he was thinking. The note would have been further proof against Salyer. I could have turned it in, but my father was dead, Max knew the truth, and no one else mattered at the time. �If it isn�t too much trouble for you, could we talk about the family and the case?�
�We can, but there�s not much more than what was in the paperwork. The Clark family moved here ten years ago when the parents retired. Mr. and Mrs. Clark were killed in an automobile accident last year, leaving Amanda and Angelina as two of Savannah�s most eligible females. Suitors flocked to them, but to the best of our knowledge, Angelina wasn�t dating or seeing anyone.�
�So her sister is the only one who will profit from her death?�
�We�ll be interviewing Amanda and her current suitor, James Day. He�s a local lawyer. We ran a background check on him, but nothing seems out of whack. If you know what I mean.�
I did know what he meant. Nothing was out of whack in Christian Salyer�s background, either. The criminally insane didn�t have a mode of dress, a pattern of behavior, or a bright-red flag to warn off victims.
Browne turned between two concrete posts and stopped in front of the gates then rolled down his window and spoke into the intercom. �Detective Browne and Dakota Dale to see Amanda Clark.�
The gates opened, and he sped through as they quickly closed behind us. Browne nodded at the news van that had pulled to the side of the road. �They�ll be waiting for us when we come out.�
I wasn�t really listening to him as I studied the tree-lined driveway. My mind was homed in on the job at hand and all the little things that didn�t click. Like the cove at the creek, the scene was beautiful and peaceful, not the sort of place anyone expected to find a body. �They have gates at the front of the property, yet the trail I used coming in doesn�t have any barriers at all. Don�t you find that strange?�
Browne drove slowly, enjoying another cigarette.
�Anyone mention to you that you�re a chain smoker?� I asked, rolling down my window.
�My grandmother.� Browne laughed. �She was always on my case. To answer your question, Amanda plans on fencing the back property, not that that will help much. Easy enough to climb a fence if someone wants to get in.� He tossed the butt out the window. �I warned her about your looks, but don�t be surprised if you get a few stares from the staff.�
�Do you plan on interviewing the staff today?�
�No need. They�ve been with the family for years. I doubt one of them has become a killer overnight.�
He can�t be that incompetent, can he? �I�d like to interview them. Maybe one of them saw or heard something.�
�If Angelina had been taken from the house, I�d agree with you. She and Amanda visited their parents� graves, and Angelina stayed in town to do some shopping.� He drove around the circular drive and parked. �And before you get all huffy, thinking I don�t know how to do my job, we checked with all the stores and pulled all the video we could find. Nothing showed what happened to her or who she hooked up with.� He opened his door and climbed out. �You coming?�
She could have been your sister. Max�s statement ran through my mind as I studied the petite brunette. I did look more like Angelina Clark than Amanda. Her boyfriend, or suitor, as Browne called him, issued orders for drinks brought to the parlor as he led us to a small room overlooking the back of the estate. The staff had stared before averting their eyes, but it was James Day�s reaction that piqued my interest. He�d paled, and the hand that shook mine was clammy and cold. I didn�t have a lot of faith in Browne�s background checks, and Max would be going to work as soon as I returned.
Amanda recited what Browne had already told me. The sisters had left at nine that morning to place flowers on their parents� graves, something they did on the last Sunday of each month. So the killer knew their schedule.
�Angie wanted to visit the City Market and River Walk, so she stayed in town, and I came home.� Amanda began to sob, and Day put his arm around her. �I should have stayed with her.�
�Where were you on Sunday night, Mr. Day?� I asked.
He laughed, not the amused laugh of someone enjoying themselves, but the nervous laugh I imagined of the worm getting ready to be placed on the hook. �Surely you�re not serious, Miss Dale.� He glanced at Browne. �Am I a suspect?�
Before Salyer, I would have toyed with him a bit and assured him he wasn�t a suspect. I might have even flirted a little to get what I wanted. But things were different, and I didn�t have time for games. I was positive that James Day had killed Angelina and he knew where to find Christian Salyer. �Where were you on Sunday night, Mr. Day?� I repeated.
�I was home, reading depositions for a case.� The handsome face that earlier had paled turned high-blood-pressure red. �Alone.� Day rose. He retrieved a card from his pocket and threw it on the table. �If you have any further questions, contact our lawyers. My fianc�e is on the verge of collapsing. She needs time to rest and grieve.�
I glanced at Amanda�s left hand, which was sporting a brand-new diamond. Day hadn�t wasted any time. �Congratulations.� I rose, not bothering to wait for Browne. �Take care of Amanda. I can find my own way out.�
A delicate scent of jasmine filled the air as I descended the front steps. The flower gardens were well cared for and beautiful. I stopped to admire the fresh beds around the circular porch.
Browne came down the stairs and stopped long enough to light a cigarette. �You always that crude, Dale?�
�Blunt, not crude.� I walked to the car and waited for him to unlock the doors. �Those things are going to kill you.�
�Everybody dies.� He opened the door for me. �I prefer to choose my own method.�
�Day had several million dollars� worth of reasons to want Angelina out of the way.� I slid into the passenger seat, anger that Browne was ignoring what was right in front of his eyes simmering. �It doesn�t take a genius to know he killed her. Which also means he knows where Christian Salyer is.�
Smoke drifted my way as he took a final puff before closing the door. �You know that, and I know that. Let�s go find the proof to put him away.�
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The simmering anger was beginning to boil. �If you knew Day killed her, what was this all about? You brought me out here for some kind of sadistic kick?�
�Knowing and proving are two different things. I wanted your unbiased opinion, which is why I didn�t tell you about him.� He eyed me before pulling away from the house. �Since you feel the same way I do, let�s figure out how to trap him into telling us where Salyer is.�
�Have you subpoenaed his phone records? Personal and law office?�
�Already done. Should be served��he glanced at his watch��about right now.�
�So basically, you wasted my entire morning.� I took a deep breath to calm my fury. Stop feeling. You know what happens when you feel.
�You don�t laugh, you don�t get mad, and I�d bet next month�s salary you don�t ever cry, either.� He stopped in front of the gates and waited for them to open. �James Day was my first and only suspect with Angelina�s murder. I needed you to make the connection between him and Salyer.�
�You�re beginning to sound like my psychiatrist. I had enough of that from him.� The deep breathing was helping, and I continued with it. �He�s a lawyer, so it�s going to be hard to pin him down through normal channels. He�ll use that card every time we talk to him. We run a trace on his phone, we�ll find out where he�s been. We thought at one time Salyer had an accomplice. Day may have been helping him all along.� A feeling of desperation was clawing at my insides. I needed to get away from Browne. I�m close. I know I am. If I follow Day, I�ll find Salyer.
Browne nodded at the cameras waiting outside the fence. �Either way, Day isn�t going to talk. I say we stick with our plan. If you�re still game, between the two of us, we can flush him out.� The shadows in his eyes darkened, a sure sign he was hiding something from me.
�You�re hiding something. The nail polish could have been a lucky guess on Day�s part. You seem sure Salyer is still alive.�
�There�s another girl missing. The spitting image of you and Angelina. I was going to tell you after we got back to the office.� He lit another cigarette. �You were missing for over a year, and not one body was found or anyone fitting the pattern missing. Rivers releases you to go to work, and a body that fits his pattern is found, and another girl is missing.� He coughed and tossed the cigarette. �I figured Day killed Angelina to get his hands on the money. It doesn�t take a rocket scientist to see he�s controlling Amanda.� Browne drove through the gates, which had finally opened. �I also figured Salyer approached him with the idea and used him to get to you.� He opened his door. �Put a smile on that pretty face. Let�s give Salyer something to think about besides his new victim.� He glared at me. �And sit there like a lady until I come and open the door for you.�
The cameras were rolling as Browne opened my door, took my arm, and helped me from the vehicle. I flinched at the touch of his fingers. He had no idea how hard what he was asking was for me. It was what Christian had said he wanted�a weak, lean-on-me female. But only after he�d broken everything inside her that made life worth living.
Browne stood close, blocking me from the camera view. �At least act like you�re happy to be with me. You know how to do that, don�t you?�
�Yeah, I know how to act.�
The questions started flying. �Miss Dale, do you believe Christian Salyer is still alive? Did he kill Angelina Clark?�
I pasted on a smile before turning to answer the question. �No, I believe Salyer is dead.�
Another microphone was shoved in my face. �Do you believe the current murder impacts on his innocence?�
�Gabriel and I believe we have a lead on the killer for Angelina�s murder. The person tried to be a copycat but overplayed his hand. Salyer�s work was never as professional or artistic as this killer. In fact, this guy makes Salyer look like an amateur artist.�
A pretty blonde pushed her way to the front. �Is there something going on between you and Detective Browne? How long have you known each other?�
Danger. The word echoed inside my head as I met the blonde�s gaze. My back stiffened. The media had been vicious after Christian�s death. Even after Max�s testimony, a few had continued. I took an immediate dislike to the blonde and her haughty attitude. She wasn�t interested in Christian Salyer�s guilt or innocence. She was only interested in destroying me. She wanted a story, so I would give her one.
I gave one of those silly laughs I�d always hated, the high-pitched, squeaky kind that grated on my nerves. It was the kind of laugh I suspect the blonde would have made if asked the same question. �It doesn�t take long to know a real man when you see one, honey.� I sent a dazzling smile Browne�s way. �We�re friends with benefits.�
�Hate to cut this short, guys, but Dakota and I have a lot of work to do before the day is over.� The glance he gave me was heated. He seized my arm above the elbow as he turned us back to the vehicle. �We�ll be happy to do a full press conference once the killer is behind bars.�
The reporters continued to hurl questions as Browne opened the door, pushed me inside none too gently, and rushed around to hop in his seat.
�What�s your problem? We wanted to flush Salyer out. The easiest way to do that is to humiliate him and make him believe I�m interested in someone else, giving them what I refused to give him.�
He started the car and sped off, sending dirt and gravel flying. �Are you deliberately trying to get someone killed?� He slammed a fist on the wheel. �What do you think Salyer is going to do if he sees that news conference?�
I shrugged, not quite understanding his issue. �If Salyer is behind this and takes the bait, then James Day will wind up dead. Amanda won�t ever have to know what a complete idiot she was. She also won�t have to live the rest of her life with the knowledge and guilt that she�s responsible for her sister�s death. If we watch Day, we can catch Salyer when he shows up.�
Gabriel slammed on the brakes and pulled to the side of the road. The eyes he turned on me were glittering with rage. �That�s only one scenario, Dale. You�d better hope he takes it. Otherwise, he�s going to come after you or me or, God forbid, take his anger out on that poor girl he kidnapped.�
�You made me angry, Dakota. You shouldn�t have done that.�
A trembling started in my feet and worked its way up one inch at a time until it reached my lips. �I have to find her.�
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I cringed as the door was flung open. Each time he�d entered, I�d gone through a new hell. My stomach somersaulted as he pushed the metal stretcher in front of him. �This is why you should never make me angry, love. I do such horrible things when you make me angry.�
The contortions of her face told me the pain she�d suffered. �Please, Christian, take it away.�
�Sorry, darling. I have to go out for a while. Might be gone a day or so.� He patted the bloody head. �I didn�t want you to get lonely. The lovely Simone will keep you company while I�m gone.�
�I�ll have the information on the missing girl dropped off.� Browne parked behind our van. We�d finished the drive in silence. Instead of returning to the police station, he�d taken me back to the house.
�You�re wrong, you know. I do get angry. I try to control it because� I always screw up. I don�t really want James Day killed.�
�I�ll put surveillance on him.� Browne took a deep breath. �And I�m sorry about what I said. It was my idea to use you to flush out Salyer. I screw up when I get mad too.�
�You were right. If Salyer has the missing girl, he�ll torture her anyway, but because of what I said, she�ll suffer more. Unless we find her, that suffering is on me.� The inability to cry didn�t stop the pain behind my eyes. I felt every tear as it flowed backward into the river gathering below. Someday, a flood would come, and I would drown in the aftermath. �Max is really good at uncovering information. We�ll let you know if we find anything.� My hand closed around the door handle.
�Don�t go out without letting me know where you�re going.�
Before Salyer, his statement would have angered me. I could take it two ways: he was ordering me not to go out without his knowledge, or he wanted to know where I was because he was afraid something would happen to me. His face was unreadable. I chose to believe he�d said it because he was concerned for my welfare. �I don�t plan on going out. If I change my mind, I�ll call you.�
I didn�t look back as I made my way up the walk. I needed Max and a good stiff drink. Even Gabriel�s cigarettes held a certain appeal. He�d called them vices, but in truth, they were crutches�things we used to prop us up for one more day.
�I�m in the dining room,� Max called as I closed the front door. His voice was my sanity, and I drifted toward him like a moth to the flame.
�Only place I could find that held all my equipment.� He took one look at my face and understood. �Sit down. I�ll pour you a drink.�
�Bring the bottle.�
Max returned with two glasses, a pitcher of ice, and a fresh bottle of bourbon. �You�re not going out again, right?� He filled a glass with ice and topped it off. �Because otherwise, this is all you�re getting.�
I downed half the glass. �I think I�ve done enough damage for one day.�
He refilled the glass, poured a drink for himself, and sipped it slowly. �Tell me about it.�
I finished the second glass as I recited the events of the day. �Browne said he�d have someone drop off the information on the missing girl. That has to be our priority, Max. We have to find her.� I reached for the bottle.
Max pulled it away. �You�ve had enough for now. We have a lot to discuss, including Browne.�
The tone of his voice told me the news wasn�t good. I wanted to place my hands over my ears and not listen. I�d felt a kindred spirit with Gabriel Browne, telling him things I hadn�t told anyone. �I�ll make a pot of coffee.�
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�Browne isn�t a local.� Max shuffled sheets of paper while I sipped my coffee. �He moved here last year from New York. He was a detective with the New York Police Department.�
�That makes more sense. I thought he seemed like a big-city cop.�
Max nodded. �Four years ago, his twin sister, Colleen Browne, was kidnapped. Browne was working a murder case. They used her as leverage to back him off.�
�What happened?�
�He found the murderer and put a bullet between his eyes.�
�Don�t be a smartass, Max. What happened to his sister?�
�They mailed her back to him in pieces.�
The coffee hit the bourbon, churning and bubbling. I barely made it to the kitchen sink before it all came up. Max had followed me in, and he wet a dishcloth and passed it to me. I wiped my face then leaned over the sink to rinse my mouth. �You could have softened your punch a little on that one, partner.�
�You get mad at me when I pull my punches.� Max grinned at me.
I leaned my back against the sink. �Did he find the people who kidnapped his sister?�
�Not that I could find. He took a three-year leave of absence, then one day he showed up, quit, and moved to Savannah.�
I felt Max�s eyes studying my face, the way he did when he had something he didn�t want to tell me or when he was waiting for me to figure out something he�d just told me and I�d missed it. �He would never stop looking. When did you say he moved to Savannah?�
�Last year.�
The alcohol had dulled my senses. Most of the previous year was a blur. �Humor me, Max.�
�He�s looking for Christian Salyer, Dakota. He planned all this. Angelina Clark�s murder, the convenient house right next door, which he bought last year, and getting you here. We fell right into his plans of using you as bait.�
Max believed what he was saying. If you looked at it from a logical point of view, it made perfect sense. Everyone but Max had seen the pictures of me with Christian Salyer, listened to the tapes, and believed everything Christian had laid out for them. The picture only had one flaw�Browne wasn�t a killer.
�He�s not a killer, Max. If for no other reason than what was done to his sister, he couldn�t have killed Angelina Clark. You should have seen his face when he talked about the other missing girl.�
�I�m not saying he killed her. You said it yourself. We got lucky this time. Only it wasn�t luck. Browne made sure I�d see the news about her death and where the body was found. He used that to get you here. He�s running out of time to find Salyer. You were his last chance.�
�What do you mean, �running out of time�?� I poured a glass of water.
�He was diagnosed with Stage III lung cancer last month. He�s not doing any treatments.�
�Everybody dies. I prefer to choose my own method.� Gabriel�s words played through my memory. What I was about to say wasn�t what Max wanted to hear. He liked happy endings. My gut told me there were no happy endings for me or Gabriel.
I finished the water and placed the glass in the sink. �I wouldn�t blame you if you wanted to pack up and leave, but I�m staying. If Gabriel Browne is looking for Christian Salyer, then the two of us have something in common. He may be using me, but in the end, I�ll be using him.�
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The media was camped out in front of the station, and Gabriel drove past slowly. If he stopped in his current mood, he would slug someone as he fought his way through the crowd. Instead, he headed for Molly�s. What he needed was a strong drink or two to get him through the rest of the day.
�I have to find her.� Dakota�s trembling voice tore through what little humanity he had left. He�d known the first moment he laid eyes on her his original plans weren�t going to work. If Max was as good as she said he was, she already knew about Colleen and his purchase of the house next door. She was smart enough to figure out he�d fed her the information to get her there. If he had one ounce of decency, he would turn around, drive back, and order them both out of town. Except it was too late for that. After the news conference aired, if he sent her away, Salyer would follow her.
Gabriel whipped into a parking place. �Once a damn cop, always a damn cop.� He dug through the console for his cell phone, ignored the missed calls, and dialed Calvin�s number.
Calvin answered on the first ring. �Where the hell are you? I�ve been calling for the last hour. The chief wants you in his office fifteen minutes ago.�
�I was headed in when I saw the mob outside. I need a couple of favors.�
�Damn it, Gabriel, you�re gonna get me fired.� A long, drawn-out sigh came over the line. �What do you need?�
�I want twenty-four-hour surveillance on James Day.� Gabriel could hear the pencil writing. �There�s a girl missing in Candler County. Put together everything you can on that case and have it ready for me. I�ll be there in fifteen minutes.�
�You want me to tell the chief you�re on your way?�
�No, I�ll surprise him.�
Gabriel ended the call, flung the cell into the console, and sat staring at the blinking sign over Molly�s. He owed Don an explanation. When he�d come there the previous year, he�d explained everything except the fact that he believed Salyer was the one who killed Colleen and that he was still alive. He�d also forgotten to mention his plans to lure Dakota Dale to Savannah and use her to flush out Salyer. All Don had asked from him was a promise not to let his vengeance get in the way of doing his job. He�d broken that promise. �You�re a lowlife, Browne. You used your best friend and probably lured a young woman to her death.� He jerked the car into gear, backed out amidst blaring horns, and headed to the police department. They said confession was good for the soul. He was about to find out if that was true.
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�Damn it, Gabe.� Don Sampson shoved back his chair, ran a hand through his hair, and started pacing. �I loved Colleen too. I�d give anything to catch the bastard that killed her.� He stopped pacing and placed both hands on the desk, leaning across it. �Except the life of another person. What do you think Colleen would say if she knew you were using Dakota Dale to catch her killer?�
�Knowing Colleen, she wouldn�t have said anything. She�d have hammered me with both fists.�
Don nodded. �You�re damn right she would have. So what are you going to do to fix this?�
�I put surveillance on James Day. If he�s working for or with Salyer, we should know it soon. If not, I�ll bring him in and read him the facts of life on Salyer and what�s going to happen to him if he did kill Angelina.�
�What about Dale?�
Gabriel sighed. �I plan on telling her the truth�that I brought her here because at the time, I believed she was Salyer�s lover and she�d faked his death to let him get away.� He smiled sheepishly. �If she doesn�t shoot me, then hopefully we can finish this.�
�Get it done. From what I�ve heard, she was a damn good detective before this happened.�
�One more thing, sir. Well, actually two.�
The sir brought a frown to Don�s face. �Spit it out.�
�There�s another girl missing in Candler County. Once we wrap up Day, I�d like to head over there to check it out. A call from you might get me in a few places easier.�
�You mean without trespassing or breaking in.� Don chuckled. �I�ll make the call when you�re ready to go. What�s the second?�
�Angelina Clark�s death pushed up the timeline on my plans but may have actually been a blessing for me. I�m dying. Lung cancer.�
Gabriel watched as his oldest and best friend processed what he�d just said. The two of them had started in the academy together. Don had wanted stability, marriage, and kids. He�d worked his way up from a beat cop to chief. Being a detective on the beat, solving crimes, and locking up murderers was all Gabriel had ever wanted. Until now.
Don finished his processing and sank slowly back into the chair behind his desk. His eyes were cloudy, and Gabriel rose, not wanting a tearful episode.
�You need anything, Gabe, anything at all, let me know.�
He made it as far as the door, something niggling at the back of his mind. He needed to take care of something else, and he might not get another chance. �One more thing, Don. Calvin Young is a good kid. You could do a lot worse than having someone like him on the streets, fighting crime.�
�Tell him to stop by and see me. A recommendation from you puts him at the top of my list for new hires. Has he been through the academy?�
�He�s still working on it, taking night classes while he works records here. I think he�s got another month or so to go, but he�s been waiting until his vacation. A few of those classes are only offered during the day.�
Don jotted down a note. �Have him come see me. I�ll make a few calls. There should be a way we can speed that up. Give him some time off to do the classes that he needs to do during the day. If he needs the money, he can do some night hours here.�
Gabriel waved a hand and left the office.
Calvin was waiting for him at the end of the hall. �Got those records you wanted. How�d it go with the chief?�
�He wants to see you.� Gabriel took the envelope from Calvin, who had paled as if he�d just seen a ghost. �You still want to be an officer?�
Calvin frowned. �Yeah, but��
Gabriel grinned. �The only butts are the ones at the end of my cigarettes and your spine. Go on. He�s waiting for you.�
Blue eyes twinkled, and a huge grin stretched the freckles across his nose and cheeks. �I�m gonna be a real honest-to-god police officer?�
�Once you finish the academy. Don�t go getting yourself killed. I�ve got enough guilt on my shoulders.�
�Yes, sir.�
Calvin hurried down the hall at a fast clip. Gabriel watched him go, remembering the excitement of his first real job. It was the same excitement he still felt every time he walked onto a crime scene or placed a murderer under arrest.
His thoughts turned to Dakota Dale. What would life be like without that excitement? Without any emotion at all? It wouldn�t be worth living.
An image of a bathroom mirror with the word Broken written in blood flashed through his mind. �Letting me live was Salyer�s final punishment.� The psychiatrist had spent six months trying to figure out why she�d tried to kill herself. Gabriel had spent one day with her, and he knew.
He headed for the front. �Okay, Gabriel Browne, now you�ve got two missions before you die. Let�s see if you can put back together what Christian Salyer tore apart.�
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�How�s that pride thing going for you, Dakota?� He opened a can of dog food and poured it into a bowl then raised it to his nose and sniffed. �Smells like someone vomited it up to me.� He poured a box of salt on top of it. �I�ll be having steak, a baked potato, and salad along with a glass of champagne.�
He slid the bowl through the bottom of the bars. �You could be sitting across from me, enjoying a nice meal. All you have to do is say, �I love you, Christian.��
I reached for the bowl and pulled it to me.
He laughed. �I can wait, sweetheart. We�ve got all the time in the world. I wouldn�t eat too much of that if I were you. Heavy salt content. I ran out of water this morning. Could take at least three days to get a new supply in.�
�Sure you don�t want a steak? I fixed an extra one.� Max rolled into the kitchen as I dropped the remaining vegetables in the colander and rinsed them.
�No, thanks. The salad will fill me up.�
Max shook his head. �You don�t eat enough to keep a fly alive.�
We�d had the conversation before. It wasn�t really Max�s fault. I�d never told him what Christian had done to me�the luscious meals he�d eaten in front of me while I slowly starved. Sometimes, he would toss the scraps onto the floor and laugh as I scurried to pick them up before he changed his mind. My stomach churned. Stop thinking about it, Dakota. There were worse things than eating off the floor.
The doorbell rang as I carried the food to the table. �I�ll get it. It�s probably someone from the police department with the information Gabriel said he was sending over.�
�Ask who it is first,� Max called. �And take your gun with you.�
�We�re in a gated community, Max.� I unlocked and opened the door, stunned to see Browne standing there.
�He has a point. I�ll install a chain on the door before I leave.� Browne held out the envelope. �Can I come in? We need to talk.�
�We were just getting ready to eat. You�re welcome to join us. There�s an extra steak and plenty of salad.�
Surprise flickered in his eyes. �Sounds great.�
�Who is it?� Max asked.
�It�s Browne. Set another plate. He�s joining us for dinner.�
The silence that followed my statement was broken by a plate being slammed on the table, followed by silverware.
Browne smiled. �I guess you know already. I�ll go if you want me to.�
�There are things we know and things we don�t.� I took his arm and pulled him in before closing the door. �You gave me a chance to explain the pictures. I owe you at least that much.�
Max glared at Browne as we entered the dining room. �I just want you to know, buddy, if I wasn�t in this wheelchair, I�d put you in one.�
�I deserve that, Max. I carry a baseball bat in the back of the car if you�d like me to go get it for you.�
Browne had a way of taking the wind out of your sails. Max opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head before rolling up to the table. �I�m hungry. Out of respect for Dakota, I�ll hear you out.�
�Let�s eat then.� Browne held my chair for me before taking his seat. �Smells great, and I�m starved.�
I toyed with the salad as the three of us ate in silence. �I think I�ll make some coffee.�
Max stared at my plate. �You haven�t eaten anything at all.�
�Blame it on the bourbon.� I left the two of them alone. Max wouldn�t stay angry for long. I actually thought he was more hurt than angry. He�d liked Browne and trusted him. So did I, but my judgment isn�t what it used to be.
I finished the coffee and poured three cups as my cell rang. The number wasn�t one I recognized. �Hello.�
�Dakota Dale?�
�Yes, who is this?�
�Sorry to bother you, ma�am, but I need to talk to Gabriel. Is he there?�
�Yes, he�s here. Just a minute.� I walked to the dining room doorway. Max and Browne were hunched over Max�s computer. �Phone call for you, Gabriel.�
He raised an eyebrow but didn�t take his eyes off the screen. �Did they say who it was?�
�Tell him it�s Calvin. It�s an emergency.�
I held out the phone. �It�s Calvin. He says it�s an emergency.�
Browne took the phone and walked into the living room. He was back in less than a minute. �We need to go. Amanda Clark killed James Day.�
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�He�ll be watching.� I broke the silence that had settled over the three of us as we headed toward the Clark residence. We�d opted to take the van so Max could come. He was better with electronics than anyone the police department would have on hand.
�Salyer?� Browne took his eyes from the road for a moment. �That doesn�t make sense.�
�It will. Remember when I told you there were a lot of things not in the file?�
He nodded, his hands tightening on the wheel.
�After the first killing, when Salyer became interested in me, he would send videos of the girls he was torturing. James Day was an idiot. Salyer would have videoed the whole thing. All he had to do to get rid of Day was send the video to Amanda.�
Max leaned forward. �If the media finds out Salyer is alive, they�re going to make it look like Dakota let him go. We won�t be able to move for them flagging us.�
�What exactly are you suggesting, Max?� Browne pulled between the posts and flashed his badge to the officers on guard before driving forward slowly.
�We find the phone and take it with us,� Max said. �See if we can trace where the video came from or if there�s anything in the background that might give us a clue on where Salyer is.�
�It won�t work.� As much as I wanted to find Salyer, I couldn�t throw Amanda to the wolves. Enough women had died because of me. �Amanda is going to need that video. Without it to support her story, she�ll be arrested for murder. With the video, a good attorney can go for temporary insanity.�
Browne parked behind a cruiser as two stretchers were carried out of the house. Both were covered. �I don�t think we�re going to have to worry about Amanda. When we get inside, I�ll interview the staff. You two see if you can find those cell phones.�
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�Put your hands through the bars.�
I moved farther into the cage, placing my hands behind me. �Why?�
His eyes darkened, his face contorting, erasing the handsome features and revealing the demon that hid below the surface. Or at least that was how I saw him. �Why do you always make me hurt you?�
He reached for the cattle prod, and I shivered, moved forward slowly, and placed my hands through the bars.
His face relaxed as he placed the handcuffs around my wrists. �That�s better. I�ll be back in a few minutes.�
That was part of his torture routine�leaving me to wonder what he was about to do. The camera was rolling, and I dug deep to control the fear edging its way up my spine as my body began to tremble. How long have I been here? I glanced at the wall where I�d scratched off days until they�d all become a blur of pain and humiliation. Two weeks? Three?
The trembling increased as the door opened and Christian entered, smiling. He was carrying a tray. �Relax, darling, I�m not going to hurt you. I�m just going to give you a manicure.�
Browne entered the house while I waited for Max to retrieve his portable ramp for the stairs. It would be faster if I could help him. I�d tried that once, but the hurt in his eyes had torn a new hole in my soul.
My eyes strayed to the sheet-covered stretchers as memories kept invading my mind. �I�m going to take a look at Amanda�s body.�
I strolled toward the van as a paramedic opened the door. �Hold up a second. Which one is Amanda Clark?�
�This one.�
I reached for the sheet and pulled it back, avoiding looking at her face. My heart was racing as the hands appeared. I touched the crimson color of the nails, and it smudged. �Damn it, he�s here.�
Racing for the house, I took the steps two at a time, jerking my gun from the holster on my belt. Two officers were posted on the door. �I need to see Gabriel.�
Maybe it was the gun I was holding or the underlying tremor in my voice, but one of them opened the door, and I rushed through. �Gabriel!�
Footsteps pounded from the direction of the parlor. �What�s wrong?�
�He�s here.� I held up the finger with the crimson stain. �He painted Amanda�s nails.�
Strong fingers wrapped around my wrist as he pulled me into a small alcove off the hallway. �Keep your voice down. She could have painted her own nails. I thought the idea was not to raise suspicion that Salyer is still alive.�
Max came through the front door as I placed my free hand on Browne�s chest and shoved. �Don�t you ever touch me again!�
Browne let go, holding up both hands in mock surrender. �They were dead a few hours before the maid found them when she went to call them for dinner. She found Day first and called the police before going to find Amanda. That�s why Calvin only told me about Day. If Salyer was here, he�s long gone by now.�
The rhythm of my heart began to slow, and sanity began to return. �It wasn�t Amanda. Salyer used some special paint on the fingernails that wouldn�t dry for days. He wanted us to know it was him. Where did they find the bodies?�
�Day in his bedroom. Amanda in the back garden. The gun was lying beside her, and she used a silencer. I was getting ready to question the housekeeper about any visitors today. Do you want to sit in?�
�No, we�ll look for the cell phones. Ask her about any recent new hires that only worked a few days.� I holstered my gun. �You�ll also need to have the paint on Amanda�s nails compared to that in the cases in Beaufort. It�s going to match, so keeping the fact that Salyer is still alive hidden isn�t going to work.�
Pity flashed in Browne�s eyes before he turned away and headed back to the parlor.
Max came closer. �You okay?�
�I overreacted. I was thinking about Salyer, remembering when he painted my nails. That�s the reason I checked Amanda�s hands.� I didn�t have to explain to Max. He�d seen my outbursts before when he touched me at the wrong time. �Check down here, and I�ll take the upstairs.�
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�I brought you roses, darling.� Christian placed the vase near the door of the cage. �Dark crimson.� He knelt, sniffing the flowers. �Sweet. Did you know they signify sadness and mourning?�
I licked my dry lips, the water in the vase a sweeter smell than the roses. �Please, Christian, may I have some water?�
He smiled, tipped over the vase, and poured the water onto the floor. �Of course, sweetheart.�
Then he watched in amusement as I greedily lapped up every drop I could.
�By the way, I had to shoot Max this morning. Most everyone thinks you�re dead, but he just wouldn�t give up.�
I didn�t have any trouble finding Amanda�s phone. Christian had placed it next to the vase of roses on her nightstand. I�d never let my memories go beyond that day. Months of torture had passed until he finally decided to string me up, paint my body, and cut me open. The doctors had gone on and on about how lucky I was that I hadn�t been raped. Unfortunately, the damage done by the knife had been too extensive to repair. I would never be able to conceive a child. The deadness inside had protected me from feeling anything when I�d heard those words. The dark corridors of my mind were still protecting me, but I could feel the barriers cracking and hear the whispers. I have a child. Salyer took her. The memories threatened to pull me back into the darkness. I�m going to find her. I won�t let him destroy her the way he destroyed me.
�Find anything?� Browne asked from the doorway.
His voice pulled me back from the edges of insanity. Salyer had kept me for over a year, and my memories were flawed. I�d tried to convince myself that the memory wasn�t real. There was no baby, no tiny fingers, soft and warm, curled around mine. No sweet and loving Christian during moments of sanity.
�Amanda�s phone. I didn�t have gloves or an evidence bag, so I haven�t touched it. You should take the vase of roses too. It�s one of Salyer�s signature marks.�
I could feel his eyes on me. The silence in the room allowed me to hear his soft intake and expulsions of breath. If I listened hard enough, I could probably hear his heartbeat.
His clothes rustled as he approached, picked up the phone, and dropped it in a bag. �We�re almost finished here except for forensics. Why don�t you go downstairs and join Max? I�ll be with you in a minute.�
The softness of his voice told me he�d seen more than I wanted him to. It wasn�t often I let someone close enough to feel the pain that was slowly drawing me into the darkness. Gabriel was different. He had pain inside him that flowed outward, mixing with mine and drawing me closer. �He brought me roses the day he shot Max.� I touched one of the petals. �Soft, like the skin of a newborn baby. Strange how something so beautiful could cause so much pain.� I turned and raised my eyes to his. �Don�t you think?� My body moved of its own volition and stepped closer to him. �Do you want to kiss me, Gabriel?�
The golden highlights in his eyes flickered for a moment before darkening. �No.� Grabbing both my arms, he shook me hard. �I want you to snap the hell out of it, Dakota.�
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Gabriel poured a glass of whiskey and downed it quickly. �Do you want to kiss me, Gabriel?� The drive back had been nerve-wracking torture. She�d sat staring straight ahead, obediently answering when asked a question. Max had kept giving him dirty looks after he�d explained what happened. �What the hell have I gotten myself into?�
He glanced at the psychological file still sitting on his coffee table. Nothing in there had prepared him for what happened that night. She�d looked vulnerable on the creek bank, but that went beyond vulnerability. Insane?
It was possible with everything she�d endured. The doctors had even stated that though she�d recovered physically, she would never recover mentally. Doctors were wrong. He�d gone there himself for weeks after Colleen�s death. He poured another whiskey and drank it then snorted. Weeks? Who am I trying to fool? I was a raving lunatic for over a year. If Karen hadn�t pulled me back from the brink, I would have killed myself.
�I need to talk to Karen.� Gabriel glanced at his watch and poured another glass of whiskey as he flipped through the rolodex on his counter. Nine o�clock in Savannah was also nine o�clock in New York. Hopefully, she would be in and awake. He patted his pockets for the cell phone he�d been issued by the department. He refused to use the thing ninety percent of the time because he didn�t like being that accessible, and with all the tracking equipment available, it was downright dangerous to carry the things around with you. He finally located it in an inside pocket of his jacket and dialed the number.
�Hello.� Her voice sounded sleepy and just a little sexy, the way he�d remembered it.
�Hello, Karen.� He could almost visualize her closing her book and sitting up in bed.
�Gabriel Browne. I heard you moved to some little town in Georgia. How are you doing? Or is that a bad question?�
Gabriel laughed. He�d spent the first three sessions saying �bad question� every time she asked him something. �I�m fine, but if you�ve got a pen and notepad handy, I�d like to run a situation by you and get your opinion.�
The sound of bedding being tossed came over the line. A chair was pulled out, and a pen scribbled something. �Fire away.�
Gabriel filled her in on Dakota�s background, physical injuries, and psychological profile.
�Whoa! Are you talking about Dakota Dale?�
He frowned. Gabriel hadn�t given her a name, and the world wasn�t that small. �How the hell would you know that?�
�Her sergeant is an old friend of my father�s. When that jackass Rivers released her to go back to work, Morgan asked me to take a look at the file. In honesty, I told him I felt she was still a danger to herself. Especially after her father�s death. How do you know her?�
The silence stretched for over a minute.
�Gabriel?�
�The guy who kidnapped and tortured her is the same man who killed Colleen.�
�I see.�
He doubted she really did. �You said she was still a danger to herself. What about others?�
�I don�t believe so, but remember I only reviewed her file. I never actually met or counseled her. Why don�t you tell me what�s going on now?�
He brought her up to date on Angelina Clark�s murder and ended with the events earlier that evening.
A heavy sigh sounded in his ear. �The fact that Christian Salyer is still alive is disturbing. He�s criminally insane and a serial killer. I never believed the dribble written about Dakota. In my professional opinion, you�re dealing with dissociative identity disorder or what was once called multiple personalities. With what she endured, that wouldn�t be at all surprising.�
�So what you�re telling me is she�s nuts.�
Karen sighed. �Not at all. When pain or trauma becomes too much for the mind to comprehend, the psyche will sometimes fracture, building a wall between the painful memories and protecting the core personality. She�s fairly emotionless most of the time, right? And when you shook her, she did everything you asked her to afterward?�
�Pretty much. She doesn�t laugh, cry, or get angry. I have seen compassion and fear. And yeah, after I shook her, she was like some kind of damn robot.�
�Then she wanted you to kiss her.�
Gabriel ran a hand over his face. �No, that was before I shook her, and she didn�t want me to kiss her. She asked if I wanted to kiss her. She was going on about the rose petals being as soft as a newborn baby and wasn�t it strange that something so beautiful caused so much pain.�
Karen was silent for a moment. �Gabriel, was there any record of her having given birth while in captivity?�
�None that I saw. Why are you asking?�
�I don�t know yet, but I think I need to come out there and talk to her. As to the kiss, you�re using semantics. Another personality came out for a moment�the part that feels pain, needs comfort, and if I were guessing, is attracted to you. That attraction may be real or simply the fact that she feels some sort of soul connection with you because of the pain you�ve both endured. When you shook her, she reverted to the obedient slave model she used to survive Salyer.�
�Any bright ideas on how I�m supposed to handle this? My ex-partner had six personalities, and I didn�t like any of them.�
Karen laughed. �I have a question for you. Did you want to kiss her?�
An image of her face flashed before his eyes, her lips soft and slightly parted and her eyes filled with torment that ripped through his heart. �Yeah, I wanted to kiss her.�
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�Find anything?� The hot shower had helped to settle the queasy sensation in my stomach, but a feeling of dread still lingered like a dark cloud.
Max glanced up and shook his head. �Nothing more than what the police had already. Her name is Bethany Phillips. She�s eighteen, lived with a roommate, and was taken sometime between midnight and five a.m. Neighbor spotted her coming home at midnight, and her roommate came home at five, and she was gone. She�s been missing four days.�
�Would you like some coffee?� I headed to the kitchen. �Gabriel mentioned driving up to Candler tomorrow and looking around, maybe talking to neighbors, her employer, and any family we could find. The more we know, the better chance we have of finding her.�
Max followed me to the kitchen and sat in the doorway with his arms crossed. �You want to tell me about tonight?�
�What do you mean? You were there.�
�What happened upstairs with you and Browne?�
I finished loading the coffee maker and pressed the on button. �I�d just found the phone when he showed up. He took it and placed it in an evidence bag, and we came back downstairs.� A pain started over my right eye, and I rubbed my temple.
�No, Browne came back downstairs with a zombie. You totally shut down, Dakota. So what happened?�
My hands began to tremble as the pain increased. �I remembered the roses Christian gave me the day he said he shot you. He�d placed a vase on Amanda�s nightstand. It was upsetting, Max. Any memories of my captivity are upsetting. Surely you can understand that.� I poured two cups of coffee and turned to face him. �We know he�s alive now. We�re going to find him.�
�We should go home.� Max turned and wheeled himself back to the dining room table. �That�s the second time you�ve blacked out since we�ve been here.�
�Blacked out?� I placed his cup on the table and pulled out a chair. �I haven�t drunk enough to black out since we�ve been here.�
�Browne told me what happened. You touched the roses, told him the story, then went all weepy and asked him if he wanted to kiss you.�
�I would never ask a man that. Especially Gabriel Browne.�
�What about the mirror?� Max asked.
�What mirror?� I threw my hands up in the air. �We took all the mirrors down the first day.�
�We forgot to remove one in the hallway. The first night we were here, we were coming in from the patio, and you stopped, stared at it, ripped it from the wall, and stomped it.�
I wrinkled my face in concentration. If Max was telling the truth, I had no memory of it, which meant I was getting worse. �Then what did I do?�
�You walked to the kitchen, as cool as a cucumber, came back, cleaned up the mess, and acted like nothing had happened.�
The reality of what he was saying was seeping in past the pain and absolutely terrifying. �Have I done this before?�
�A few times after your father�s funeral. With everything you went through, I figured it was stress.�
The pain increased, becoming intolerable as Christian�s voice echoed inside my head. �Emma died last night. I buried her out back.�
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�What happened?� I squinted against the bright light.
�You fainted.� Gabriel moved the washcloth from my brow. �Max called me.�
�Help me up.� I struggled to a sitting position and groaned. �I feel like someone used my head for a baseball. Where is Max?�
�Going through Amanda�s phone. You were right. Salyer sent her a video of Day killing Angelina.�
I lowered my gaze. �Max told me about what happened upstairs. I guess you think I�m crazy?�
�Not crazy.� Gabriel laughed. �Maybe a little nuts. Let�s go into the dining room, and I�ll fix you a cup of coffee, and we�ll talk about it.� He helped me to my feet.
�You should have been a therapist. I hate talking. You seem to love it.�
�If you want to stop Salyer, you�ll talk.�
I followed him from the living room. �Wrong words. I don�t want to stop Salyer. I want to kill him. We need to get that straight before we go any further, because I�ll kill you, too, if you get in my way.�
Gabriel continued through the dining room to the kitchen. �As long as we both know where we stand.�
Max was seated at the head of the table. He glanced up, smiled, and went back to work. I took a seat, debating whether I should sit on my hands so I had something to do with them. It was actually a relief when Gabriel came back with a cup of coffee and I could wrap them both around the cup. �What did you want to talk about? I�m not leaving, if that�s what the two of you have planned.�
�I talked to a friend. She thinks you�re suffering from DID. Dissociative��
�I know what DID is, Browne.� I took a sip of coffee. �What does your friend suggest you do about it?�
�Keep an eye on you. Get you to face your memories of what happened to you and talk about it.�
�You mean run back to Rivers and bare my soul?�
�Hell no. That quack was a jerk.� Gabriel leaned forward on the table. �If something comes up during the case, you talk to me or Max. If it gets too tough, I�ll have Karen fly out here.�
�Does Karen think I�m dangerous?�
Gabriel shook his head. �Not to anyone but yourself.� He smiled. �And Christian Salyer.�
�And mirrors,� Max added. �We owe you for the one in the hallway.�
�Don�t worry about it.� Gabriel was still watching me. �You know more than you think, Dakota. You may know where you were being kept. Bethany Phillips has been missing for four days. If Salyer has her, what�s she going through?�
My knuckles turned white around the cup. �The first day, he welcomes you to your new home. She�ll be stripped of all her clothing and placed in a cage. Mine was ten by twelve. I counted those steps a thousand times the first few days.� I stopped long enough to gulp half the coffee. �The first three days, there�s no food and only one bottle of water a day. After that, he gives you dog food in a dirty bowl and tells you what he�s having for dinner. Sometimes, he brings his plate and eats in front of the bars.� I looked away from him.
�Can you describe the room the cage was in?� Gabriel�s voice was soft, the way people used with children to coax the truth from them.
I closed my eyes. �The walls and floor are concrete. There�s no windows and one door.�
�How big was it?�
�Big. The cage only took up a portion of it.�
�Could it have been a basement?� Max asked.
�Maybe, but there were other rooms close by.� I opened my eyes. �He had other girls. I heard their screams.�
�Max, can you run a statewide search for any other girls fitting the description that have been reported missing?� Gabriel�s voice held a thread of excitement. �If he kept more than one then, he�s probably doing the same thing now.�
�On it.�
Gabriel pried the cup from my fingers. �I�ll get you some more coffee. I think that�s enough memory work for tonight.�
Max blew out a breath. �I found one, but she�s different. Name�s Jasmine Elam. She went missing from York three weeks ago.�
�What�s different about her?� Gabriel asked, placing my cup close to my hands.
�She was a stripper at a local nightclub.� Max turned the computer around. �He usually goes for rich girls or ones from a prominent family.�
�The sacrificial lamb,� I whispered, staring into the light-blue eyes of the dark-haired girl. �He uses her screams to punish you if you�ve displeased him. It�s the ultimate guilt trip. He tells you they suffered your pain then forces you to thank him.� I raised my head. �If she isn�t already dead, she will be as soon as Bethany pushes the wrong button.�
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I rolled and turned until three before finally giving it up. I�d been afraid to suppress the nightmares with sleeping pills and alcohol, and I�d known the second my head hit the pillow that they were waiting for me.
�One nightmare is as good as another.� I tossed off the covers, opened the door quietly, and tiptoed past Max�s bedroom.
Max would have downloaded the video of Angelina�s murder to his computer. All I had to do was find it. The laptop was still sitting on the dining room table, and I booted it up before going to the kitchen. The thought of coffee made my stomach flip-flop, so I settled for a glass of water and walked slowly back to the table.
�Good old Max.� He�d saved the video to the desktop, so I didn�t have to trudge through his files trying to find it.
The cursor hovered over the film. Split personality. What if Gabriel is wrong and I�m a danger to others? I�d told him I would kill him if he got in the way of my killing Salyer, and I�d meant it. I didn�t care about a lot of people, but I did care about Max. I didn�t want him hurt. What if some part of me is so dead she won�t care if Max is hurt?
I moved my hand away from the computer. We�d never located the place Salyer had held me, and no one else held there had survived. He knew I�d watch this. He would have left a message no one but me would understand.
Ignoring my stomach�s earlier warning, I returned to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee before heading to the bedroom to dress. I need to go outside. Remind myself that night turns to day. The sun still rises every morning. I�m still alive.
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It was quiet outside, and the aroma drifting up from the coffee cup mixed with the fresh morning air. The sky was still a dark charcoal, but in an hour or so, it would lighten to a delicate misty grey before the sun burst through, bringing light and warmth. If what I�d endured with Salyer had given me anything worth keeping, it was the realization of the beauty of the colors of life. So who am I this morning? Not the old Dakota. She wouldn�t have taken the time to enjoy this. Not the new Dakota, as she would have scoffed at the thought that life needed colors or emotions. And she wouldn�t have walked away from that computer. She�s the one I needed to watch, her and the robot. They could both be dangerous when I finally find Christian. I am going to kill him but only after he tells me the truth about my daughter.
The diagnosis of DID hadn�t surprised me. Bits and pieces of memories that weren�t mine had surfaced over the past year as I pulled my life back together. I�d read everything I could find on multiple personalities, and the bottom line was humans were multifaceted. With every mood switch, changes occurred both inside the body and externally. The mind would go to great lengths to protect itself. In some cases, the mind created barriers to emotions and memories. Without those barriers, I couldn�t have survived.
A slight click brought my attention to the house next door. A tiny flame illuminated his face. I wasn�t the only one who couldn�t sleep, and I wondered if the nightmares haunted his dreams the way they did mine. It saddened me that I couldn�t trust him and in the end might have to kill him too. I took a sip of the coffee, which had become lukewarm. I was dangerous to others besides myself, though I�d fooled myself into believing I had it under control. I could feel the changes coming and most of the time could stop them. I need to find Salyer and get away from Max before I hurt him.
Browne had said I had to face my memories of what happened to me and talk about them. The scars on my wrists were a constant reminder that he was wrong. I�d tried opening those doors once before. That was the first time I�d looked in the mirror and remembered Emma. I needed to stick with the plan. Find Salyer, force him to tell me the truth, then kill him. If Emma was dead, I had no reason to live.
The whispers came, subtle at first then growing louder. Watch the video.
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Rage continued to build as I stared at the screen. Max should have shown the video to me immediately. It was the same room Christian had held me in and the same cage. I watched without emotion as Angelina Clark was bound and hefted up so Day could paint her. Duct tape covered her mouth, so at least I didn�t have to listen to the full volume of her screams. But I can still hear them.
The slight screech of Max�s wheelchair coming toward the dining room had me gripping the edge of the table.
�Why didn�t you show me this, Max?�
�Let me get a cup of coffee, and we�ll talk about it.�
�I want an answer, Maxwell Winchester. Now!�
He slowed and turned the wheelchair around to face me. �Because I knew you�d have the same reaction you�re having right now. Especially after you described the room he was holding you in. Damn it, I was trying to protect you.�
�I can protect myself.� I closed the video and pushed back the chair. �You should have shown it to me, Max. What else have you been hiding?�
His clear blue eyes stared at me. �What are you gonna do now, Dakota? Throw me out of the chair Salyer put me in, leaving me half a man? Stomp me like you did the mirror? You�re not the only one who wants Salyer dead. If you want to be angry with somebody, honey, take it out on him, not me.� He turned away. �I�m going for a cup of coffee. Do you want one?�
�Throw me out of the chair Salyer put me in, leaving me half a man?� Ice flowed through me, cooling the rage. At that moment, I hated myself more than I hated Salyer. I followed him to the kitchen. �I�m sorry, Max.�
He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. �I know. Coffee?�
�Yes.�
He passed me a cup. �Did you watch the entire thing?�
�No. I watched up until he painted her. Is there something else?�
Max wheeled to the table and pulled up the video. �There�s a picture in the last frame I wanted to ask you about.�
Following him to the table, I gulped. �What kind of picture?�
�I think it�s a picture of you as a child.� He fast-forwarded to almost the end. �Watch the wall behind the body.� Max moved the film forward one frame at a time. �There it is.�
The cup slipped from my fingers and shattered on the floor. Barriers broke, and the flood of tears I�d held inside rushed toward the surface. �She�s still alive.� I touched the screen. �Emma.�
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�You can�t kill me, Dakota. You still love me.�
�I hate you.� Using both hands to steady the gun, I raised it.
Christian laughed. �If you kill me, you�ll never find Emma.�
�She died. You told me she was dead. You buried her.� The video played inside my head. �You killed her!�
He grinned and raised his arms out to the side. �She just got her second tooth. She looks like you. She�ll grow up to be a perfect killer, just like me.�
�You�re lying!� I pulled the trigger, my scream echoing over and over inside my head.
Max cleaned up the mess and brought me a fresh cup of coffee. He�d also called Gabriel. The two were quietly watching me, waiting for an explanation.
I couldn�t take my eyes off the picture. �He told me she died. Then the day I shot him, he told me if I killed him, I�d never find her.�
�So you didn�t kill him?� Gabriel asked.
�I�ve gone over that scene in my mind so many times. I did shoot him, and I did see him fall.� I met Max�s worried gaze. �The day I tried to kill myself was when I remembered Emma. When I saw that picture, I remembered the rest. Salyer was laughing, telling me how he was going to raise her to be just like him. I must have blocked everything except shooting him and seeing him fall.� I took a deep breath. �The damage to my mind makes it hard to believe everything I remember. After my father�s death, I remembered crawling to the edge of the cliff and seeing him swimming toward shore. I must have passed out after that, because I woke back up in the hospital.�
�Is she Salyer�s child?� Max asked.
�No, she�s Tristan�s. I was pregnant when Salyer took me. He didn�t know that, and neither did I for the first month or so. When he found out I was pregnant, he changed. He started feeding me and stopped torturing me. He was the sweet, attentive person the media portrayed him as.� Tears filled my eyes. �That�s when he brought the other girls in and tortured them. He would tell me it was my fault and because of the baby, they had to suffer my pain.� I sipped the coffee. There was more, and I had to get it all out before the barriers closed again. �The captivity took its toll on my body, and Emma was born early. He let me keep her for a month. I woke up one morning, and she was gone. He told me she�d died. Then the torture started again. Worse than before. I didn�t care. I wanted to die, and in many ways, I did. Memories were too painful, and I buried them inside my damaged mind.� I glanced back at the picture. �I thought I clawed my way out of hell to kill him. I didn�t. I climbed out of that pit to save my daughter.�
�Would you work with Karen if I had her fly out here? If he�s using the same cage, then he�s still using the same place. I think somewhere inside, you know where that is.� Gabriel picked up my cup. �If you�ll let us help you, we�ll find him, and we�ll find Emma.� He placed a fresh cup of coffee in front of me.
Maybe it was shedding the tears or finally telling Max the truth. Whatever the reason, my detective skills were kicking in and my mind plotting out my next move. �You had a subpoena for James Day�s cell phone records. Did that go through, or after his death, did everything just get dropped?�
�The subpoenas were served. I haven�t followed up to see if we received the records.�
�I wish we�d found Day�s cell phone. We could run a tracker on it and maybe get a better idea of everywhere he traveled that day from pings off the cell towers.� I pushed a stray hair behind my ear. �Which is why Salyer took it with him.�
�We don�t need his phone to do that, just the number,� Gabriel said.
His excitement was infectious, and I could feel it as well as see it on Max�s face as Gabriel continued. �We�ve got that. I�ll make a call and get the ball rolling. It will take a while to get the subpoena and map out the pings. If anyone can do it quickly, it�s Calvin Young.�
Gabriel left the room, and I jotted down notes on a pad. �We can use Angelina�s kidnapping to map out distances.� I glanced at the computer. �How long is that tape?�
�A little over an hour.� Max frowned. �You watched it.�
�Actually, I don�t think I watched it.�
Max raised an eyebrow. �So how long have you known about this split thing?�
I avoided his eyes. �Since I woke up after the doctors put me back together. I would get bits and pieces sometimes. I just never knew what was real.�
�You could have told me. How does it work?�
�If I knew that, I�d know how to fix it. Can you print a map of South Carolina and Georgia?�
�Sure.� Max moved to the computer and in seconds had the maps printed. �What are we looking for?�
I circled the area from Beaufort and York to Savannah. �We know he�s killed in these areas, so we�ll consider this his hunting ground. Now we need to find his lair.�
Gabriel came back in. �Calvin is on it, and we should have something in a few hours.�
�Good. What time was the last video you have of Angelina Clark?�
�Around one in the afternoon.� He glanced at the map. �What�s the circle?�
�We�re considering that his hunting ground for the moment. If we assume Angelina disappeared between one and two, and she�s found at three in the morning, that�s thirteen hours. Taking off the hour for the time they had her in the video leaves us with twelve. I�m going to assume it took him at least a couple of hours to get to the cove and set everything up, which leaves us with ten hours.�
Gabriel shook his head. �You can cover a lot of ground in ten hours.�
�But only five hours each way,� I said.
�Which is three or four hundred miles in any direction. The phone is our best bet. Let�s head to the station. We could use Max on this one too. Between him and Calvin, they can cut the time charting the latitudes and longitudes on the pings.�
Max rolled toward the living room. �You two go on ahead, and I�ll meet you there. I haven�t had a shower yet.�
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�You haven�t told me about your sister.� I fastened my seatbelt, aware that Gabriel liked to drive fast, and after my earlier outburst with Max, I didn�t want to spend too much time alone inside my own head. �What makes you think Salyer killed her?�
�The killer I was looking for was part of a gang. We had a lot of those in New York. After Colleen was killed, I looked for the weak link. Made him give me the names of every member. Then I tracked them down, one by one.�
�And you found them all except Salyer?�
He nodded. �All I had was a name. I was looking for him when I ran across your story and the information he was dead. My gut said he wasn�t, so here I am.�
�I�m curious. If Angelina Clark hadn�t been murdered, how did you plan on getting me here?�
�Any way I had to.� He rounded a curve. �If I�d refused to let you work the case, how did you plan on getting around that?�
�Like you, any way I had to.�
Gabriel laughed. �Looks like we understand each other.�
�Maybe. Did you kill the gang members when you found them?�
Gabriel didn�t answer, but his knuckles turned white on the wheel.
�Not answering is an answer, you know. Did it make you feel better?�
�No, and neither will killing Christian Salyer, but it will stop him from ever hurting anyone else.� He took his eyes from the road and studied me for a moment. �We�ll find your daughter. And we�ll kill Salyer.� He turned his attention back to the road. �Killing him isn�t going to make the nightmares go away, Dakota. It won�t change what you went through or make it any better.�
�We�ll have to agree to disagree on that point.� Killing Christian would satisfy a need inside me. If I couldn�t find Emma, then killing myself would stop the nightmares.
�Have you ever killed anyone before?�
I didn�t think so, but the truth was I didn�t know. �There are still parts of my mind that are damaged, Gabriel. Weeks or maybe even months. I don�t know what I did during that time.�
Gabriel drove in behind the station and parked. �I doubt you actually killed anyone. It�s not as easy as most people think. It makes the nightmares worse.�
I reached for the door handle. �Once I find my daughter, I am going to kill Christian Salyer.�
�You�re angry because you know I�m telling the truth, right?�
�You want to believe I�m normal, Gabriel. I�m not. As functional as I am, I know my mind is damaged. Only one thing is holding me together, and that�s saving my daughter. I don�t know what you want from me, but whatever it is, I don�t have anything left to give.�
His voice held a strange emotion that twisted something inside me. �All I want, Dakota, is to see you smile the way you did before Salyer.�
�Then you�re wasting your time. There is no before Salyer for me anymore, and there never will be, even if I do find Emma.� I walked away from him.
�There could be. With the right therapy, you could put all this back together.�
I stopped and turned slowly. �And why would I want to do that?�
�So you can live a real life. Laugh, maybe even fall in love some day. Raise a family. There�s a lot more than this waiting for you.�
I felt the knife plunge into my heart, ripping me apart as it twisted. I�d accepted the fact that Salyer had killed Emma and built my new life on nothing but finding and killing him. Now that I knew she wasn�t dead, nothing else mattered except saving her from him. �This from the man who�s dying and refuses to do anything about it? The same man who keeps hammering nails into his coffin with every cigarette he smokes? Forget it, Gabriel. You�re preaching to the wrong choir with a dead microphone.�
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Gabriel watched from his desk as Dakota, Calvin, and Max worked on the tower pings from Day�s phone. He needed to talk to Karen. The fact that Dakota knew about the split had surprised him. Most victims of DID had no knowledge of the problem, only that they were having blackouts and were told they did things they didn�t remember. She was still not telling them something, something that she felt was too dark for them to handle. She said the child wasn�t Salyer�s, but what if she was? Would her hate for Salyer make her kill them both when she found them? She�s controlling the personality switches by deadening any emotions she might feel and suppressing her memories. The closer she gets to Salyer, the harder that is going to become and the more severe the split.
All he�d wanted when he came to Savannah was to locate Christian Salyer and kill him. He�d never given a second thought to the other lives the man had taken or destroyed. That had changed during the thirty minutes he�d stood watching her on the creek bank. He�d seen the changes then, the fleeting anger, pain, and fear, the strong warrior and the lost little girl, but hadn�t really given them much thought. Damn you to hell, Gabriel Browne, for bringing her here.
�I�ve got something.� Calvin circled a ping on the sheet. �This tower is close to River Walk. Isn�t that one of the areas Amanda said Angelina wanted to go to?�
�What time is it? And how long does he stay in the area?� Dakota asked, excitement in her voice.
�Around three, and he only stays about ten minutes.�
Gabriel joined them at the table. �He probably offered her a ride home. Can you trace where he went from there?�
�We can, but we�re going to spend a lot of time tracking another nine or ten hours. We need to narrow it down.� Dakota placed a hand on Calvin�s arm. �Can you locate a ping where he stayed in the same location at least an hour?�
Calvin sighed. �I�ll try.� He shuffled through the sheets, noting times between pings. �Give me a minute.� He calculated longitudes and latitudes, crossed them out, and did it again. �It gets a little harder here because he crossed state lines. He headed into South Carolina, and the pings aren�t quite as clear or distinct.� He studied the pages again and circled another point on the third sheet. �Here�s a good one, and he�s moving into Charleston. He stays in that area at least three hours.�
�We never looked in that area. We just assumed he�d be local.� Dakota glanced at Max. �No wonder we couldn�t find him.�
�Isn�t there an abandoned naval base in Charleston?� Max asked. �I should have brought my laptop.�
�I�m pretty sure there is.� Calvin continued working on the longitude and latitude. �But aren�t those open to the public? Be hard to hide for long with the people coming and going.�
Max shook his head. �Some parts of them might be accessible, but most of it would be considered unsafe. They don�t let anyone enter, or at least they have signs posted not to enter.�
Gabriel�s phone rang, and he walked back to his desk. �Detective Browne.� Dakota was watching him, and he turned his back to her. �Give me the address.� He jotted down the information. �Tell them I�m on my way.�
�They found her, didn�t they?� Dakota asked.
�They found a body. We don�t know if it�s her. I have to go. The three of you need to research that naval base and see if we can get satellite images.�
�I�m going with you.� Her stance was defiant, arms crossed, as if she was ready for a fight.
�Not this time. The media is already there.�
�What difference does that make? They�re going to track me down after this anyway. I might as well get it over with.�
Gabriel sighed and ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. �You can�t go, Dakota. She�s hanging from a tree outside the gates of my community with a sign around her neck that says Christian Salyer was innocent. They know you�re staying there, and they�re ready to tear you apart.�
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There was no way I could explain to Gabriel that finding one of Christian�s victims was what I�d been waiting for�a chance to nail the final nail and expose Christian Salyer in a way he couldn�t ignore. Somewhere inside, a part of me was crying for Bethany Phillips. I didn�t know what she had suffered in the end, but I knew what she hadn�t suffered. I would comfort myself with that knowledge.
�My not going will only convince them they�re right and that you believe he was innocent.� I refused to break eye contact. �It will look better if I go with you, but either way, I�m going.�
�All right, but don�t say I didn�t warn you.� He headed for the door.
�Max, research that naval base and find us a way in where we can�t be seen or at least some point where we can do surveillance without being seen.�
�You sure about this, Dakota?� Max nodded in the direction Gabriel had stomped off. �Maybe I should go with you.�
I gave him a rare smile. �Positive.� I could feel his eyes following me as I left the room. Before Salyer, I would have told Max what I was about to do. And he would have tried to stop me.
Gabriel had brought the vehicle to the front of the station and was waiting for me. The firm set of his jaw told me he wasn�t finished arguing yet.
I climbed in and buckled my seat belt. �Let�s go.�
Lights flashed and sirens blared as he screeched out into oncoming traffic.
�Are you trying to kill us before we get there?�
Gabriel didn�t answer, but he did let off the pressure on the gas pedal.
�We�ve both known this was going to happen eventually. Pretending Salyer was dead only delayed it.� I kept my face forward, checking out his profile with my peripheral vision. One thing I was sure of�Gabriel Browne was a cop�s cop. He believed in protect and serve. �We know he�s alive now, and we owe it to the public to make sure they know it too.�
�I could have done that,� he growled.
�You could have. You�re angry because you know I�m right. My not showing up would have added fuel to the fire that he was innocent. Or is it that you still believe he was my lover and I let him go?�
�You know I don�t believe that.�
�Hopefully after today, they won�t either.� I needed to stop talking, shut down, and pull up enough strength to do what had to be done. �How did the media pick up on it so fast? They knew before you did.�
�Anonymous call.�
�You need to find out who received that call and if it can be traced.� I expelled a deep breath. �Sorry, I didn�t mean to tell you how to do your job. I�m sure you�ve already thought of that.�
�If I were a better liar, I�d tell you I had.� He turned onto the road that would lead to his subdivision. �You sure you�re ready for this? They�re going to be vicious.� He parked behind a cruiser.
I unhooked my seat belt. �So am I.� I didn�t wait for him to open my door.
The medical examiner had already erected a tent and secured the body from sight. Officers had formed a line, keeping back curious spectators as well as the throng of bloodthirsty reporters. I held my head high and walked toward them at a slow pace, making a dramatic entrance into hell.
�There she is!�
Gabriel closed the distance between us as the crowd pushed and shoved, microphones thrust forward with a barrage of questions and accusations flying from all directions. I held up a hand to silence them. Christian had his trademarks, but so did I. Those who were familiar with my cases knew the signal and that I wouldn�t say a word until they remained quiet. A few of the older ones shushed the more eager.
�I know you all have questions, and I�ll be happy to answer those questions as soon as we�ve viewed the body.� I turned my back on them and walked toward the tent.
�Impressive, Dale.� Gabriel was sticking close to my side. �Someday, you�ll have to teach me that trick.�
�No tricks. They want to scream at me, but they also want answers. Most of them know I won�t talk unless they shut up.�
�You�d be better off saying �no comment.�� He lifted the front flap of the tent.
�That didn�t work for me last time.�
I�d steeled myself for what I expected to see when we entered. The one thing I hadn�t prepared for was disappointment. �That isn�t Bethany Phillips.�
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My body trembled as the lock on the cage clicked open. I�d grown too weak over the past week to fight him. �What do you want?� I whispered.
Christian knelt beside me and held up the belt. �I thought I�d give us both a treat today.� He raised me to a sitting position and sat on the floor behind me. �They tell me the near-death experience is as good as an orgasm.� He placed the belt around my neck and drew it tight.
My hands groped at the slick leather, and he continued to tighten his hold until my legs thrashed with a will of their own. �That�s it, sweetheart. You can make it stop. Whisper those words I want to hear.� He released the pressure enough to allow me to speak.
�I�d rather die.�
Christian laughed. �I won�t let you die, Dakota. You�re going to live a long, long time and spend all of it in a cage just like this one.�
�Is it Salyer�s work?� Gabriel was kneeling beside the body, but his eyes were riveted to my face. He�d asked the ME and the photographer to give us a minute alone.
�No. Another copycat and not a very good one. The color he used isn�t crimson. It�s scarlet.� I knelt beside him. �And he didn�t paint her nails. That�s one of the clues that was never released to the public.� I pointed at the marks around her neck. �The discoloration around her neck is wrong also. Christian never used a rope. He used a belt with soft padding so bruising was minimal.� I rose. �The ME said she was raped. Christian never raped any of the women he killed.� I met Gabriel�s questioning gaze. �And he never raped me. I think the ME will tell you this girl was choked to death. Everything else is window dressing to make it look like Salyer. He probably picked up his idea from Angelina�s murder.�
�Maybe it�s Jasmine Elam. The photo we looked at wasn�t all that clear.� He groaned slightly as he rose. �Hard on old knees.�
�Wishful thinking. If Salyer has Phillips and Elam, that isn�t her.�
�I don�t get it. Nine bodies were found, but you�re saying he had other girls. If that�s true, why weren�t their bodies discovered?�
�Because he had a wood chipper. I need some fresh air.� I stepped outside the tent, taking a deep breath to calm the anger beginning to build. Copycat killers had always been a pet peeve of mine. They muddied the waters, making it harder to catch the real killer.
Gabriel joined me. �Figured out what you�re going to say to them?�
�A different truth. One that won�t result in anger taken out on Bethany Phillips or Jasmine Elam. I don�t believe Salyer was involved in this murder. We can use that to stop the copycat killings and turn his anger against the killer.� I trudged slowly toward the waiting group. �If you still want to flush him out, get a lead on who did this. Maybe we can kill two psychopaths with one dose of poison.�
�Stay away from the blonde. I dated her once.�
Questions started bombarding us as soon as we were close to the line. I held up my hand again. �We need your help.� I waited until they quieted. �The young woman inside is not Bethany Phillips. At the moment, we don�t know who she is. That�s where we need your help. Someone out there is using Christian Salyer as an excuse for their dirty deeds. If the killer isn�t scared, he or she should be. If Salyer is still alive, he�ll consider this murder a mockery. In fact, anyone trying to copy his methods will be considered to be mocking his work. He isn�t going to be happy about that or let it go.�
�So you�re admitting Christian is still alive?� It was the same pretty blonde reporter I�d met earlier. She was young, and the excitement in her voice sickened me.
�Certain evidence found at the murder-suicide of James Day and Amanda Clark leads us to believe Salyer may still be alive. We�re waiting for verification of the samples taken from that scene.�
Rumbles went through the crowd. �What about the note that Christian Salyer was innocent?�
I faced the speaker. �In this case, Salyer is innocent. The killer should be ashamed of himself for trying to make someone else look guilty for his crimes.�
�Do you believe your life is in danger, Miss Dale?� The reporter was older and, from his question, a believer that Salyer was guilty.
�My life��I let my gaze stray to the young female reporter��and that of every woman that catches his attention.�
Gabriel stepped forward. �I believe Miss Dale has answered your questions for the moment. As soon as we have an identity, we�ll call you for another news conference.� He took my arm and turned me back toward the car.
�Miss Dale, is Detective Browne a better lover than Christian?� The hand on my arm tightened.
�Let it go, Dakota,� Gabriel whispered.
But I didn�t feel like letting it go. I shook off his hand. The reporter�s gaze was arrogant, and every eye in the crowd was fixed on the two of us. I glanced at the name tag. Gabriel had said he�d dated her. �Perhaps your fellow reporters should ask you that question, Rowena.�
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�You need to work on your people skills.� Gabriel opened my door for me.
I glanced back at the crowd, which was slinging questions at the pretty blonde. �I was nice.�
He chuckled and took his seat behind the wheel. �Don�t expect a glowing report from her news station.�
�I never asked for a glowing report. Just the truth.�
He started the car and drove away from the crime scene. �Truth doesn�t sell newspapers or advertising. We�ll head back to the station and see if we can get a hit on a missing girl that matches this one. We�ll also talk to Chief Sampson about visiting that naval base in Charleston.� He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of gum. �Want a piece?�
�No, thank you. Where are your cigarettes?�
He shot me a grin. �Somebody laid a guilt trip on me, so I�m trying to quit. Don�t get your hopes up, though. I seem to be failing at a lot of things lately.�
�My father always said failure is just an excuse for giving up.�
�Did you ever consider giving up when Salyer was holding you?�
It wasn�t a question I wanted to answer, but something in the tone of his voice told me it was a question he needed answered. �I was terrified when I first realized I was pregnant, and I prayed I�d lose the baby so he couldn�t get his hands on it. But when he found out, everything changed. He brought in a mattress and blankets for me to sleep on. I had all I needed to eat and drink. He didn�t beat me or prod me with that cattle prod or whatever it was.� I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. The memories were painful. �After the baby was born, he was still sweet and attentive to both of us. Then he told me she died, and nothing mattered anymore. That was when I gave up. I think that angered him. I was broken but not in the way he wanted. Some part of me still refused to give in to him. I think the final straw was when he shot Max. I stopped eating, drinking, talking, or responding to his torture. Christian became more and more agitated until one day, he strung me up, painted me, and shoved a knife in my stomach.� I twisted in the seat so I could see his face. �What made you give up?�
�Acceptance. I realized no matter how many people I killed, I couldn�t bring her back. When she died, no one wanting me to live was left.�
I couldn�t argue with his reasoning. After my father�s death, it would have been easy to give up again. Max wanted me to live, but in the end, my death would make his life easier. �You�ll have to settle for those who need you to live. Right now, Bethany Phillips is going through hell, and we�re the only two out here who know what he�s capable of. If Emma is alive, she�s in the hands of a madman, and he�ll raise her to be like him. I can�t let that happen.�
�You did a good job with the media. If I were the killer and knew anything about Salyer, I�d turn myself in.� He took his normal parking place behind the station. �I�m going to have a word with the chief about letting Max have access to our equipment and work with Calvin. He�s too damned good to be wasted.� Gabriel turned in the seat. �That wasn�t what you had planned to say today, was it?�
�No.� I unclipped my seat belt. �We need to take a look at that naval base in Charleston.�
�I�ll let you slide this time, but we�re gonna finish this conversation.�
�Of course we are.� I walked ahead of him, not waiting for him to lock up and follow. I did feel a certain bond with Gabriel. We had the same mission in life. And I needed him to live�in case I failed.
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�Dakota Dale, Chief Donald Sampson.� Gabriel made the introductions.
I shook Sampson�s hand. �Nice to meet you, sir.�
�And you. Have a seat.�
I sat in the armchair near his desk.
�Gabriel has been bringing me up to speed on Salyer. What are the odds he�s actually at this naval base in Charleston?�
�It�s feasible. Using I-95 and US 17 North, he could make it there in about two hours, which would fit in with the timeline for Angelina Clark�s murder. It�s only an hour and a half from Beaufort. One of the mistakes we made was expecting him to be local.�
Sampson rubbed his chin. �This is day six. If he�s behind Bethany Phillips�s kidnapping, do you think she�s still alive? And if she is, what�s she going through?�
�If she�s strong enough to survive the first five days, he�ll start the pain, emotional deadening, and humiliation. I believe she�s still alive. Otherwise, we would have found her body.�
Sampson frowned. �I know this has to be hard for you, and I hate to ask this, but can you explain that?�
�The murders he�s committed are his only claim to fame. He wouldn�t kill her without making sure her body was found and attributed to him.� I knew that wasn�t all Sampson wanted to know. �On day six, he brings in a full-size mirror and sets it up. He forces you to look at yourself and laugh. If you don�t laugh when he tells you to or stop before he tells you to, he uses a taser or a cattle prod. Once you�ve mastered laughing, he moves on to crying. He also forces you to say, �Please, Christian� and �Thank you, Christian.��
Gabriel grumbled something under his breath, rose, and began to pace. �If she survives that, how long before he kills her?�
�If she can endure the pain, she�ll last longer. He doesn�t kill you until he�s sure you�re broken. Which I think is why I�m still alive. He wasn�t sure, but after shooting Max, he had to get rid of me.� I had been a cop long enough to know where the conversation was going and the decision Chief Sampson was trying to make. �If you�re asking should we charge the base and try to save her or set up surveillance and try to catch Salyer, sir, I�m voting for surveillance. He�ll kill her before we even get close.�
Sampson rubbed his face again. �Gabe?�
�It�s your call, Chief. If we go in and he kills her, we�re to blame. If we wait and he kills her, we�re to blame. We�re going to have to live with the knowledge of one or the other.�
�Hell of a choice.� Sampson pursed his lips, his gaze coming to rest on me. �You know the man better than anybody. What do you want to do?�
�Once he watches the news, he�ll head for Savannah, if he isn�t already here. He won�t be able to resist the challenge of putting an end to someone mocking his work. If we leave soon, we can be in Charleston before dark. Get our bearings and scope things out.�
�And if he�s here, we can go in, rescue the girls, and wait for him to come back.� Gabriel�s voice was excited.
It did sound like a good plan, and I wished it were that simple. �Salyer eluded us for months. We also suspected he had an accomplice. Even if he�s here, he�ll have the place booby-trapped. Motion and light sensors will activate timers, and by the time we reach where the women are being held, the whole place will blow up.�
�So what�s the use?� Sampson slammed his hand on the desk. �Every angle winds up with the hostages killed. If we can�t save them, then we�re just wasting time when we could be looking for the killer of the girl we did find.�
�That�s why I said scope it out. He has to have a generator on the property somewhere to feed electricity to the areas he�s using. The sensors could be battery operated, but I doubt it if he�s been using the same place for the last two years. If we find the generator and cut the power, we might have a chance to save them.�
�Still too risky.� Sampson shook his head. �I can�t condone that kind of risk.�
Standing, I said, �I understand you can�t condone it for Detective Browne or any of your men.� I walked toward the door. �I don�t work for you, and I�m going to do it anyway, with or without your permission.�
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�That didn�t work out very well.� Gabriel flopped into the armchair Dakota had just vacated.
�Want me to arrest her? I can hold her seventy-two hours without a good reason or longer if I charge her with interfering with an ongoing murder investigation.�
Gabriel placed his elbows on his knees and lowered his head to his hands. �Damn it, Don, this whole thing has turned into a mess.� Dakota wanted to keep the information about her daughter a secret, but secrets were what had created most of their problems to begin with. �There�s a few things I haven�t told you.�
�Can�t say that�s a surprise.�
�Dakota believes she gave birth while in captivity. Salyer has her daughter. I can�t let her go alone, and I can�t in good conscience stop her.� He raised his head. �Do you want my badge?�
Don picked up a pencil and subconsciously tapped it on the desk. �She means that much to you?�
Gabriel snorted. �I quit smoking yesterday. The doctor said I had to quit for three months before they�d even consider surgery. It�s supposed to increase my chances of recovery or survival. There�s not really much of a chance of recovery, but it could add a few months to my survival.�
Don dialed a phone number. �Bring Max Winchester into my office, and don�t take no for an answer. If you have to, arrest him.�
�What are you doing?�
Smiling, Don said, �If she means that much to you, then she means that much to me. We�re gonna find a way to do this that protects you both. And if she has a child, we�re going to help find her.�
�Before Max comes in, there�s something else I have to tell you.� Gabriel drew in a deep breath and let it whoosh out, his shoulders slumping. �Karen thinks Dakota�s suffering from DID. I�ve seen the changes. We don�t really know what part of her memories are real. There may not be a child, but one thing I know for sure�the closer we get to Salyer, the worse she�s going to get.�
A sharp knock came at the door before it opened and Max Winchester was pushed inside. �What is this, Gabriel? Another betrayal?�
Don nodded at the officer and waited until the door closed. �This isn�t Gabe�s idea, Mr. Winchester. It�s mine. Either you can help us, or I�ll have you and Miss Dale locked up until we locate and deal with Christian Salyer.� He rose and walked around the desk. �What�s it gonna be?�
Max glared at Gabriel then back at Don. �You do that, and you might as well kill her.�
�We don�t, and she�s going to get herself killed. We�re trying to protect her and bring down Christian Salyer. And if she really does have a missing child, we need to find her before Salyer kills her too.� Don stuck out his hand. �We can�t do that without your help. Have we got a deal?�
Max stared at the hand. �She�s gonna hate me.�
Don nodded. �She�ll probably hate all of us for a while, but at least she�ll be alive.�
Max gripped the hand. �Tell me what you want me to do.�
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�Do you know how beautiful you are when you sleep?� Christian slid the knife below my right eye. �Should I destroy that beauty, Dakota? Leave you scarred for all the world to mock?�
I didn�t answer him. He didn�t want an answer.
�She walks in beauty, like the night of cloudless climes and starry skies; and all that�s best of dark and bright meet in her aspect and her eyes.� The knife traveled down my cheek and slid beneath my chin. �Lord Byron. He knew what the world has never accepted. A woman�s beauty isn�t on the outside. It shines from the inside. I�m going to make you ugly on the inside, Dakota. So ugly that everyone who looks at you will turn away in disgust.�
Not wanting to think about what was happening in the chief�s office, I studied the photos of the naval base as Calvin ran through them on the screen. �How many buildings in total are there?�
�Over thirty. I don�t see a good surveillance spot or a way to approach without being seen.� Calvin pointed at the interior pictures. �This is the most disturbing. They�re all falling in, and I didn�t see any notes of a basement in any of them.� The area behind his freckles flushed a delicate pink. �I know I�m just a clerk, ma�am, but I don�t think this is what you�re looking for.�
�I agree.� I chewed on my bottom lip. We�d underestimated Christian before, and it wouldn�t be the first time he�d led us on a wild-goose chase. �The phone pings, can you trace them back to see if Day�s phone ever goes near the area where Angelina�s body was found?�
Calvin went back to the sheets he�d printed, following the path from the first ping in Charleston. �Damn. We should have finished this. The phone never leaves Charleston.�
I�m too close to this case. I studied Calvin. He was young, but he was also smart, and his mind worked fast. �How much do you know about this case, Calvin?�
�Mostly what Gabriel told me. You suspect Christian Salyer is still alive, but the murders so far have been copycat killers.�
I wasn�t the only one too close to the case. So were Gabriel and Max. The hatred we felt was blinding us. �If you were searching for Salyer, where would you look?�
�I guess I�d go back to the beginning, ma�am. Look at all his murders, his background, and where he grew up. Map out everything I could find about him and his victims. The answer is usually in there somewhere.�
�I see why Gabriel likes you so much. You�re brilliant.�
Calvin flushed and turned his attention back to the screen. �I kind of like to think outside the box, ma�am.�
�How long would it take you to pull all the murder files on Salyer and start that map?�
�Do you want me to work forward or backward?�
�We need to find Bethany Phillips. I�ll leave it up to you on which way you think is best.�
�I�ll start on it tonight.�
The door opened, and Gabriel entered, followed by Max. One look at Max�s face told me all I needed to know. I can�t trust him anymore.
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�You guys need to see this.� Calvin switched on the TV in the conference room.
�Is Dakota Dale following the body count, or does the body count follow Dakota Dale? That�s the question this news reporter is asking.� Rowena smiled at the camera. �Rowena Sparks reporting for CRQ News. I�ll be watching her, and you should too.�
�Turn it off.� I pushed back my chair. �Personally, I think someone should be watching her. She�s far too interested in Christian Salyer and not in a good way.�
�Good thing she doesn�t fit the profile.� Max shook his head. �Stupid bitch. If she goes missing, I won�t lose any sleep over it.�
�She doesn�t have to fit the profile to be used by Salyer.� I walked to the table along the wall and refilled my coffee cup. �The girl he used when he was holding me was blonde.� I met Max�s curious gaze. �I might agree with your assessment, Max, but no one deserves to die or suffer what Salyer puts them through. Not even her.�
Gabriel ended the call he was on. �That was the ME. We�ve got an identity on the victim�Cindi Johnson, and she�s local. Calvin, go to work and pull everything you can find on her. I�m going to head over and talk to her family. Dakota, Max, care to join me?�
Max shook his head. �I�ll stay here and help Calvin.�
�You go with Gabriel. I�ll stay and help Calvin. It�s not a good idea for me to go with him.� I sipped my coffee. �Things tend to get ugly after a news report like that one.�
Gabriel frowned. �What do you mean, �ugly�?�
�Mobs come out. Things are thrown and not just accusations. Garbage dumped. Cars vandalized.� I turned away from him. �I�m used to it. You�ll be better off if we�re not seen together.�
The room was quiet, but I could feel the ripples of anger emanating from both Gabriel and Max. They were waiting for me to turn around, and I wasn�t going to give them that satisfaction. What I�d said was true, but it wasn�t the reason I wasn�t going. I can�t trust either of them.
�Let�s go, Max.� Gabriel stomped to the door, and seconds later, it slammed behind them.
I turned and smiled at Calvin. �Let�s go to work.�
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Gabriel climbed into the passenger seat of the van. �You can drive, Max. I need some time to pull myself together. If I don�t get a cigarette, I may wind up killing Rowena Sparks with my bare hands.�
Max pushed buttons and levers to lower the lift and move the front seat out of the way.
Gabriel shook his head. �I�ve never seen a van like this.�
Max grinned. �I modified it. All it took was taking out the back seat and installing runners for the one in the front. I�m waiting on the patent for the design to make me rich.� He moved into position behind the wheel and started the van. �Let me have one punch before you do Sparks in. I saw what the media did to Dakota before. She acts like it doesn�t bother her, but it does. Type in the address in the GPS, and let�s get this over with. Always hated this part of the job.�
�At least we�ve got that much in common.� Gabriel punched in the address and read over the notes he�d taken from the ME. �Father�s in construction. Mother�s a housewife. Cindi was their only child.�
�You�re just a little bluebird of sunshine, Browne.�
Gabriel glanced up from the notes. �I know you�re pissed about the chief�s plan, but get over it. Bottom line here is protecting Dakota and finding Salyer. Karen will be here tomorrow.�
Max made a sharp right. �She�s already screwed up. She doesn�t need another shrink messing with her head.�
�She knows where he held her. With the right therapy, she�ll remember.�
�Did it ever cross your mind she might be better off not remembering?�
Gabriel sighed. �I read the physical injury file. I know what Salyer did to her.�
Max slammed a hand on the steering wheel. �You don�t know shit, you son of a bitch.� Tears filled his eyes. �I knew about Emma. Salyer killed her and videotaped it. He set up mirrors around the cage and played it day and night. That�s how he broke her, and if you do this, you�re gonna break her all over again.�
�Pull over.�
Max eased over to the side of the road and stopped. Gabriel hopped out, retching, then vomited up the coffee and liquor he�d consumed earlier. Minutes that felt like hours passed before Max tossed him a roll of paper towels and a bottle of water.
�How did you know? That wasn�t in her file.�
�I hacked into her medical records and removed it. You can lock me up if you want to. It�s not the only thing I destroyed.�
�What else?�
Max waited until Gabriel was seated then moved back onto the highway. �There were several tapes.� He swiped at a tear. �It�s why she can�t stand to have mirrors around.� He pulled up in front of a two-story frame house. �I destroyed all of it so she never had to see it again, and if God is merciful, she�ll never remember it either.�
�What about the picture in the video? Dakota was positive that was Emma.�
Max shook his head. �I think that�s an early picture of Dakota. I think she�s still hiding things from me too. Things she�s remembered.�
�I�ll talk to Karen and have her steer clear of the baby. We�ll concentrate on where she was kidnapped and where he took her.� Gabriel clenched his fists. �And until we know for sure, we�re going to go forward as if Emma is still alive. Because if she is, we have to find her.�
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�Miss Dale, there�s a guy up front that says he needs to talk to you.� Calvin hung up the phone in the conference room. �You want me to go with you?�
A cold chill washed over me, and the scar along my abdomen felt icy. �Did they say who he was? I don�t really know anyone here.�
Calvin shook his head. �Guy wouldn�t give his name. Said he would only talk to you.� He fiddled with the computer and brought up a picture of the front desk. �That�s him. Do you know him?�
I studied the man pacing in front of the counter. He was young, possibly early twenties, tall, and had wavy black hair, but what made him really stand out were the muscles bulging beneath his T-shirt. �I�ve never seen him before. Call them back and tell them if he doesn�t want to give his name, then I�m not talking to him.�
�We could have him brought back here. I�ll stay with you if you want me too.�
I glanced at the board the two of us had set up with pictures of Cindi Johnson and the information we�d gathered so far. �Okay, but turn the board around. I don�t think he needs to see that. I made a fresh pot of coffee. Do you want some?�
�No, ma�am. Never could stomach the stuff.� He made the call. �They�re going to search him for weapons then bring him back.�
�With the muscles he�s sporting, I doubt he needs a weapon. We�re going to stay on the opposite side of the table from him.� I moved my chair around and unclipped my holster. �If he decides to attack, let me handle it.�
Calvin gulped and nodded as he moved his chair to sit beside me. �Yes, ma�am.�
The door opened, and a uniformed officer escorted the man in. �You want me to stay, Miss Dale?�
�No, we�re fine.� A closer look showed he was older than I�d first estimated, more like mid to late thirties. �You know my name. What�s yours?�
He nodded at Calvin. �I said alone.�
�No, he stays, or you can leave.� We locked gazes until he looked away. �Your name?�
�Sal Merck.�
I waved him to the single chair across the table. �Have a seat, Mr. Merck.�
He turned the chair around and straddled it. �You got a lot of nerve, lady.�
�So I�ve been told. What did you want to talk about?� I took a sip of coffee and continued to stare at him.
�You said you killed Salyer. Now you�re out here riling him up against people. You think that�s some kind of joke? You messed with my life, bitch, but you ain�t gonna mess with nobody else�s.� In a fluid movement, he leapt to his feet and flung the chair at Calvin. �Because I�m gonna kill you.�
The room was large, but the sound of a Glock in any enclosed space was loud. �The next one, I�ll put between your eyes, Mr. Merck.�
Sal�s gaze was locked on my finger around the trigger.
�Calvin, would you call for backup, please? And if Mr. Merck moves again, we�ll also need the coroner.�
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Gabriel hoped the Johnsons viewed his sick paleness and Max�s teary expression as grief for their daughter. �Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt Cindi?�
�No one,� Mr. Johnson replied, his arms wound tightly around his wife. �Everyone loved Cindi.�
His wife�s wails stopped for a moment as she leveled hate-filled eyes at Gabriel. �It�s the Dale woman. You brought her here, and now my baby is dead. I hope that monster finds her and she rots in hell.�
The wails started again, and Gabriel rose. His cell had been buzzing for the last five minutes, and Max had gone up front to answer his phone. He was getting a bad feeling in his gut. �Is there someone we can call for you?�
Mr. Johnson shook his head before lowering it to his wife�s. �My wife didn�t mean that. I hope you understand.�
�I do.�
�The station is trying to reach you, Gabriel.� Max turned eyes filled with pain and compassion on the Johnsons. �Do either of you know a Sal Merck?�
�He�s a former employee.� Mr. Johnson raised his head. �I fired him last week for drinking on the job.� His eyes widened. �Did he do this?�
�I�m afraid so. He just confessed.�
Sobs shook the older man�s shoulders. Gabriel felt his pain in the way only another person who�d lost someone they loved because of the job could feel. �We�ll let ourselves out.�
�Is the station really trying to reach me, or was that just your way of getting me out of there?� Gabriel asked as soon as the door closed behind them. He held out his hand. �I�ll drive, but you�ll need to fix the seat.�
Max switched things quickly. �We need to move fast. Calvin called me when he couldn�t reach you. This Merck guy showed up and wanted to talk to Dakota. She must have had some kind of premonition or something, because she set them up to where the guy had to cross a table to reach them. He went after her, and she shot him.�
�Is he dead?� Gabriel started the van, backed out, then sped away.
�No, but from the way Calvin�s talking, it may not be the Dakota we know he�s dealing with.�
�You think she�s switched personalities?�
�He was kind of excited. Said he�d never seen anyone draw a gun that fast, shoot that straight, and stay so dead calm. He kept chattering that she never blinked, and after she shot Merck, she just sat there sipping her coffee.�
�Is there a light or a siren for this thing?� Gabriel studied the dashboard.
�We�re not cops, remember. They don�t let us have lights and sirens.� Max ran a hand through his hair then over his face. �Damn it, I don�t know. I don�t understand this psychological stuff, but I know whatever happened in her mind saved her from Salyer, and that�s all that matters to me.�
�Blocking her memories saved her then, but she�s remembering whether we help her or not. The closer we get to Salyer, the more she�s going to remember. The more she remembers, the more dangerous she�s going to become.� Gabriel drove as fast as he could without killing someone. �If she�ll agree to work with Karen, we can control that in a safe environment.�
�And what if it pushes her to a place we can�t get her back from?� Max asked.
Gabriel whipped into the lane leading to the back of the police station. �That�s a chance we�re going to have to take. She doesn�t just plan on killing Salyer. If Emma really is dead, she plans on killing herself once she knows for sure he�s dead.�
�How do you know that?� Max unhooked his seat belt.
�Because it�s what I planned to do too. It�s the only way to end the nightmares.�
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I handed my gun to the officer and placed my hands on the table. I�d been moved to an interrogation room, and Merck had been carted off for treatment after confessing to Cindi Johnson�s murder. His fear of Salyer was stronger than his fear of jail time. I wondered what it was like to fear something more than you feared yourself. The change had come on so quickly I�d barely had time to take control and nudge the gun so he was shot in the arm and not the heart. The shock in Calvin�s eyes when he�d looked at me had been alarming. My mind is damaged, and eventually, I won�t be able to control that. I need to get away from everyone.
The door opened, and Gabriel came in, followed by Chief Sampson. �Would you like something to drink?�
�No, I�m fine.�
The two pulled out chairs and sat staring at me. �Calvin told us what happened, and Merck is going to be fine. We�d like to hear your side of what went on in there.� Gabriel said.
�Not much to tell. He came in, took a seat, and went off about me riling up Salyer to kill people. The next thing we knew, he was throwing his chair at Calvin and diving over the table at me. I shot him.�
�Did he threaten you?� Chief Sampson asked.
�He said he was going to kill me. I believed him.�
Sampson rose. �That�s good enough for me. Gabe?�
�Give us a few minutes.�
�I�ll be in my office if you need anything.�
�Where�s Max?� I asked.
�He preferred not to be here at the moment.� Gabriel�s eyes focused on my face, questions reflected there. �So which part of you shot Merck?�
�Me.�
�You didn�t change personalities at all?�
�I didn�t say that. I answered your question. I shot Merck.�
�You can�t keep controlling this, Dakota. The memories are getting worse, and so are the nightmares. When was the last time you had a really good night�s sleep?�
�The night before Salyer kidnapped me.�
Gabriel chuckled. �At least you haven�t lost your sense of humor. Karen will be here tomorrow. We want you to work with her.�
�And if I refuse?�
�Then we want you to go home. I can�t stop you from searching for Salyer, but I won�t let you do it here.�
I rose. �Then I guess I should start packing.�
�Remember when you told me if we didn�t have anyone who wanted us to live, we had to settle for those who needed us to live?� Gabriel stood and faced me. �I need you to live, Dakota. Even if I succeed in stopping smoking and have the surgery, there�s still a good chance I�m not going to make it. I know you want to find your daughter, but Salyer has to be stopped. I don�t think anyone can do that but you or me.�
�Thank you for your hospitality, Gabriel. Max may decide to stay, but I�ll be going home this evening.� I opened the door, stopped for a moment, then walked through it.
Gabriel was only doing what he thought was best for me, and I would miss him. Emma�s alive. I know she is. Once I know she�s safe, I can put an end to all this.
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I stopped at the front desk long enough to retrieve my gun, left the station without looking for Max, and hailed a taxi. With everything that had happened that day, I needed time alone in a safe place where I wouldn�t hurt anyone else if I lost control. �Do you know a good car lot?�
The taxi driver met my gaze in the rearview mirror. �New or used?�
�New.�
�Preference on model?�
�Not really. Maybe something a little more rugged than just street driving. Price isn�t an issue either.�
�I�d go with a Nissan. Pathfinder is a good model for both. Dealership right up the road, but they tend to take advantage of females. You want me to dicker with them?�
�No, I can handle it.�
The driver drove onto the car lot and stopped by the front door. �Talk with Denny. He�ll get you what you want.�
I took a hundred from my billfold and passed it to him. �That�s for the ride and the information.�
His eyes lit up. �Thanks.�
I spotted the Pathfinders and walked toward them, not surprised when three lot lizards headed my way. I glanced at the name tags. No Denny, and what irritated me the most was the leering smile of the tall, dark-haired leader. He was handsome and knew it. I had little doubt they took advantage of females in more ways than one.
�What can we do for you today, beautiful?� He tilted his head a little to the side, I supposed trying to look like an adorable puppy.
�Is Denny here?�
The smile stuck, but lacked its earlier brightness. �He�s a little busy right now.�
�I�ll wait.� I walked around the cars until I found a neutral color with all the extras. A short, slightly chubby older man approached.
�You asked for me, ma�am? I�m Denny.�
�You came highly recommended. I want this one unless you tell me there�s something wrong with it.�
He glanced over his shoulder and stepped closer. �Overpriced by about five thousand dollars. The owner will be glad to make you a deal.�
Honesty on a car lot was a rare quality, and I was glad I�d overtipped the cabbie. �You work on commission, Denny?�
�Yes, ma�am.�
�Write it up. If you can find a GPS jammer for me and get me off your lot in fifteen minutes, the extra five thousand is yours.�
�I�ll need to get a little information from you. If you�d follow me to the office, I�ll have the vehicle gassed up and ready for you.�
Fifteen minutes later, I waved at a beaming Denny as I weaved my way into traffic and headed home to Beaufort. I would need clothes and cash. Sleeping pills and alcohol and a safe place. Calvin had the right idea. I needed to start at the beginning. I didn�t know exactly where that was, but if Gabriel was right, four years ago, Christian Salyer had been in New York, killing Colleen Browne. After a good night�s sleep, I would start there.
My phone buzzed, and I glanced at the ID�four missed calls from Max and three from Gabriel. Eventually, they would give up, but I needed a new phone.
I called home. Mrs. Dickson answered immediately. �It�s me. I need you to pack a couple of suitcases. Enough to last, say, two weeks. Mostly jeans and shirts with a couple of jackets and the essentials. I should be there in about an hour, but I can�t stay.� I listened as Mrs. Dickson recited the list back to me. �Perfect, Mrs. Dickson. Thank you. If anyone calls for me, even if it�s Max, you haven�t heard from me.� I ended the call, pulled to the side of the road, and switched the phone to airplane mode. It was probably still possible to track it, but it would make it a lot harder and would stop the incoming calls and texts and the phone lighting up every few minutes.
I mentally checked off the things I wanted to pick up at home as I pulled onto the highway. Once I�d loaded the suitcases, I would take a couple of extra weapons. I had copies of all of Salyer�s cases in the basement, and I would take those too. Calvin might be able to do it quicker, but he wasn�t the only one who knew how to develop a database.
Charleston. The whisper came from nowhere but flowed around me with a dark aura. We�d dropped the notion that he�d used the naval base, but he�d led us to Charleston for a reason. It was only about an hour out of my way. I might as well check it out.
I flipped on the radio and found my favorite easy listening station, placed the vehicle on cruise, and relaxed. I had a plan. Everything worked better when I had a plan.
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�She�s not here.� Max rolled into the second bedroom. �And I don�t think she�s been here.�
�No clothes appear to be missing. Have you tried calling home? Maybe she went there.� Gabriel closed the closet door.
�I talked to the housekeeper. She said she hadn�t heard from her. I told her to give me a call if she did, but I don�t think she will. The staff is loyal to Dakota.�
Gabriel�s cell rang, and he jerked it from his jacket pocket. �It�s Calvin.� He passed the phone to Max. �Do you know how to put it on speaker?�
Max laughed, hit the answer key then the speaker button, and handed it to Gabriel. �Go ahead, Calvin. We�re both here.�
�I found her. Well, I didn�t find her, but I know where she went. Gino�s Taxi usually has a cab near the station, so I figured she got a ride, and I called the cab company. Their driver said he dropped her at a Nissan lot on Abercorn, so I called them. She bought a brand-new Pathfinder.�
�Good work, Calvin. Any luck on tracing her phone?� Gabriel asked.
�No, sir. Either it�s dead, or she turned it on airplane mode.�
�We�re heading back in now. We should be there in thirty minutes. Have Merck set up in an interrogation room.�
�Yes, sir.�
Gabriel ended the call. �You want to sit in on Merck�s questioning?�
�So that�s it? We�re giving up on finding Dakota?� Max headed up the hallway. �I told you the damn shrink wouldn�t work.�
�We�re not giving up.� Gabriel closed the bedroom door and followed him. �We�re finishing up what has to be done before I take a couple of days off and we hit the road. We�ll find her.� He groaned and hunched over.
Max slowed and glanced over his shoulder. �You okay?�
�Yeah, or I will be in a minute.� Gabriel walked to the kitchen and poured a glass of water. He hated the pain pills, but if he didn�t take them, in a few hours, he wouldn�t be able to function at all.
�Any bright ideas on where we�re gonna start looking?� Max asked as Gabriel passed him and opened the front door.
�Let�s talk to Merck. I want to know why he put that sign around Cindi Johnson�s neck.�
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Gabriel studied Sal Merck. He�d run across a lot of the type in his career�bullies who couldn�t keep a job and blamed the world for all their problems. �You�ve been read your Miranda rights, so you know you have a right to have a lawyer present during any questioning. Do you want to talk to me without a lawyer?�
�I don�t need no stinking lawyer to plead guilty.�
�I�ll need you to sign this.� Gabriel slid a waiver, a notepad, and a pen across the desk. �Once you�ve signed the waiver, write out your statement and sign it, and I�ll witness it.�
Merck signed the waiver, wrote, �I killed Cindi Johnson� in all caps on the notepad, and signed his name. �That good enough for you?�
�It�s a start.� Gabriel wrote his name below Merck�s as witness. �Care to explain why you killed her?�
�The son of a bitch took something from me, so I took something from him.�
�He fired you for drinking on the job, Mr. Merck.�
�Yeah, and my wife packed up the kids and left me. I lost mine, so he lost his.�
Gabriel flexed his fingers. �You raped her then choked her to death. Why paint her body?�
Merck shrugged. �Seen the news on that Clark woman�s murder.�
�So why put the sign around her neck saying Christian Salyer was innocent?�
�What sign? I didn�t put no sign around her neck.�
Gabriel retrieved the pictures taken at the scene before the ME removed the body to the tent. �This sign.�
�Nah, I didn�t do that.�
�Who did you call?� Gabriel placed the picture back in his file along with the statement and the waiver. �The media was there before we got the call.�
Merck sneered. �That cute little reporter at CRQ. Don�t know her name, but sure would like to spend some time with that nice round butt.�
Flexing his fingers wasn�t going to work much longer. Eventually, those fingers were going to curve into a fist, and he was going to knock Merck�s teeth out. �Rowena Sparks?�
�Yeah, that�s her.� His sneer widened. �Heard you tapped her a few times. She as good as she looks?�
Gabriel shoved back his chair and headed for the door. �Take him back to holding,� he said to the officer standing guard.
Max was waiting for him outside the door. Gabriel nodded and walked toward his office.
�What�d he say?� Max asked.
�Wait a minute.� Gabriel opened the door to his office, let Max wheel through, and closed it behind him. �He said he didn�t put the sign around Cindi�s neck and he called Rowena Sparks.� He walked to his desk and grabbed the phone. �I�m going to get a subpoena for her cell phone records as well as searching her office and her home. She may have just been trying to stir up a ruckus, but Dakota thought she knew Salyer.�
�I�m going with you when you serve that subpoena.�
Gabriel gave him a brief smile, passed along to Calvin the information of what he needed, and hung up the phone. �I need to go talk to the chief and arrange some time off. Keep trying to call Dakota.�
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Beaufort, South Carolina
Mr. Dickson loaded my suitcases and the box containing the files on Salyer while I retrieved ammunition and an extra Glock as well as a rifle with a scope. Mrs. Dickson was standing close, wringing her hands. They had been with my father as long as I could remember.
�Mr. Winchester called.�
�I knew he would.� I placed the ammunition and the Glock inside a backpack. �If he calls back, you can tell him I stopped by and grabbed some clothes and you don�t know where I�m going.� I hugged her. �Which is true. I�m sorry you had to lie for me.�
�Is everything okay? Your father would expect me to look after you.�
�Everything�s fine. I�ll stay in touch to let you know I�m okay and check on things. I�m picking up a new phone, and once I have it, I�ll call to give you the number, but that�s something I�m going to ask you not to give Max.�
I picked up the backpack and the rifle. �I may be gone a couple of weeks.�
�You�ll be careful?� Tears filled her eyes. �We lost you once. I couldn�t bear to lose you again.�
�I�ll be careful.� I hugged her again and headed for the door. �If Max does come home, take care of him for me.�
�Oh, I almost forgot.� Mrs. Dickson reached into her apron pocket. �This came in the mail for you today.�
I stared at the writing. No return address, but the postmark was Charleston. �Thank you.�
Time was passing quickly, and I needed to be on the road. The problem with working with good detectives was they figured things out quickly. By that point, they would have talked to the cab driver and the car lot. Denny would have told them about the GPS jammer. I didn�t know if there was a way to get around that, but if there was, Max would find it.
I waved, unsure if I�d see the only two people in the world who loved me again. My mother had died when I was five, and Mrs. Dickson had filled the role when my father was absent. Mr. Dickson had been our gardener and taught me about plants. I knew all the good ones and all the poisonous ones. I�d thought often about poisoning Salyer, but it would take too long for him to die. I didn�t want to torture him, not that he didn�t deserve to hurt the way he�d hurt me. I just wanted the light to go out of his eyes and his heart to stop beating.
I punched in the coordinates for the cabin I�d rented on James Creek. It would be nearing dark by the time I got there. I needed sleep, and I didn�t want to check out the naval base after dark. A good night�s sleep and some strong coffee, and tomorrow, I�ll be ready.
My gaze fell on the pink envelope I�d tossed in the passenger seat. It was the size of a card and probably contained late condolences for my father�s death. Open it. I kept one hand on the wheel as I placed the card on my lap and ripped open the top. A photo fell out, and my heart raced as I pulled to the side of the road. �Emma.� She was almost two, and her hair fell to just below her shoulders. Her face was creased in a chubby smile as she looked up at something above her. She was more beautiful than I could have imagined. I flipped the picture over, and the tears I�d held in trickled from beneath my lashes. She would die for you. Would you die for her? I�ll be waiting for your answer.
I didn�t have to think about my answer. I would die for her. If that was all Christian wanted, then I could gladly give him that. But Emma had to live, and I only trusted one person to raise her and love her the way she deserved. I placed the picture on my visor then pulled back onto the highway and headed for downtown Beaufort. It wouldn�t take that long to have a new will made out. I could still make Charleston before nightfall.
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Gabriel patted his pockets and reached into his jacket. �I picked a hell of a time to stop smoking.�
Max passed him a pack of gum. �Can�t expect anyone else to make changes if you�re not willing to make some yourself.� He nodded at the interrogation window. �Did you really date her?�
�Yeah, but not because I liked her personality. She followed the Christian Salyer stories and seemed to have inside knowledge. I thought she could tell me something I didn�t know.�
Max glanced through the window at the snooty blonde. �Did she?�
�Are you kidding? The only thing she wanted to talk about was herself.�
Calvin knocked on the door and stepped inside. �They found these at her house.� He handed Gabriel a ribbon-tied pack of greeting cards. �They�re all signed CS. Do you think they�re from Salyer?�
�How many people have touched them?� Gabriel asked.
�Just me. The officers were wearing gloves.� Calvin flushed. �I took them out of the evidence bag to check the signatures.�
�Have them fingerprinted. Text me when you get the results.�
�Yes, sir.� Calvin took the cards and left.
�Poor kid.� Max shook his head. �I know how he feels. The same way I felt the first time I made a stupid mistake that messed up a case.�
�He�ll get over it.� Gabriel popped a piece of gum into his mouth. �Let�s go see what Miss Sparks has to say for herself.�
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Rowena turned and glared at them as they entered. �This is an outrage, Gabriel.� She waved a perfectly manicured hand at Max. �What is he doing here?�
Gabriel took a seat and waited until she flounced into the one across from him. �Max is helping me with a murder investigation.�
She raised a shapely shoulder. �And what does that have to do with me?�
He dropped the photo of Cindi Johnson�s body on the table. �Tampering with evidence is a crime. Sal Merck didn�t put that sign around her neck. You did.�
Rowena gave an unladylike snort. �Prove it.�
Gabriel smiled. �We will. It�s being fingerprinted as we speak. Results should be in shortly.�
Her faced paled slightly. �So what if I did? A part of reporting news is drama. I didn�t destroy any evidence.�
�We�ll let the jury decide that. You had to touch the body to place the sign. You may have messed up something vital that Merck can use in his defense.�
Her eyes widened. �You can�t be serious. You�re not going to prosecute me for that.� She blinked and peered at him from beneath her long, lovely lashes. �After all we�ve been to each other?�
�Where�s Christian Salyer?�
Rowena licked her lips and smiled. �Why don�t you ask your girlfriend? She was the last one to see him.�
�We searched your house and found the cards. You might as well start talking.�
Her lips pulled down as her eyes turned into tiny pinpoints of hatred. �I�ll destroy you. What do you think people will say when I tell them you�re making this up because I dumped you? The same way she did to Christian.�
�I�d say your memory is faulty. We met three times for dinner and drinks. You bored the hell out of me, so I dumped you.�
�I want my lawyer.�
�Suit yourself.� Gabriel pushed back his chair. �Let�s go, Max. I�ll send someone in to take her to booking.�
�Wait a minute!� Rowena was on her feet. �I don�t know where he is. I did a news story after his death. A month later, I started receiving the cards. No return address, just his initials. The envelopes are there. You can see for yourself.�
Gabriel�s phone buzzed with a text, and he glanced at the message. �Fingerprint results are back from the cards. Looks like you�ve got a secret admirer. They�re not from Christian Salyer.�
She gripped the edge of the table. �But� then who are they from?�
�Prints aren�t in the system.� He turned and opened the door. �Make yourself comfortable. Someone may have other questions after your lawyer gets here.�
Max was close on his heels when he closed the door. �You really gonna prosecute her for that sign? She strikes me as the type to get ugly.�
�I�ll let her stew for a while then turn her loose. Let�s go talk to the chief, clock me out, and find Dakota.� A dizzy spell hit, and he stumbled against the wall.
�Gabriel, are you okay?�
�Give me a minute. It�s probably just the pills.� Another wave hit, and he slid slowly to the floor.
�We need an ambulance here!� Max yelled.
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Max was in a whispered conversation with Dr. Neil when Gabriel woke. �Where�s my clothes?�
�Good, you�re awake.� Dr. Neil approached the side of the bed. �We�ll move you to a room in a just a minute.�
Gabriel sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. �You don�t need to move me to a room, because I�m not staying.�
�You need to listen to him, Gabriel.� Max�s voice held an edge of sadness.
�All right. I�ll listen, but I�m still not staying.�
�We ran some tests. The cancer has spread and is still spreading fast. It�s too late for an operation. The best we can do now is keep you as comfortable as possible.�
Gabriel wasn�t surprised by the information. The increase in the area of his pain had told him as much. �How long do I have?�
�You know I can�t tell you that, Gabriel. Guessing, I would say weeks, a month at the most. I can give you something stronger for the pain and portable oxygen, but it would be easier to monitor you here at the hospital.�
�Give me my clothes, Max.� He met Dr. Neil�s concerned gaze. �I�m dying. Write a prescription for whatever you can that will keep me going a little longer. I have something I have to finish.�
Dr. Neil passed him a bag containing his clothes. �I�ll have it ready for you when you�re ready to leave.�
Gabriel dressed slowly, pulling deep on an inner well of strength. �I�ll be okay, Max. We�ll find Dakota, and we�ll find Salyer.�
�I don�t know if she�s strong enough to stand this.�
�What?� Gabriel picked up his jacket.
�Losing you.� Max turned his wheelchair toward the door. �You gave her hope.�
Gabriel walked toward the door. �I�m not dead yet. And I�m not going to die until Christian Salyer is dead.�
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Charleston, South Carolina
It was almost nine by the time I parked in front of the cabin. The advertisement had called it the perfect getaway, �alluring and secluded.� �They need to add dark and creepy to that page.�
I left the car lights on as I checked the door and entered the alarm code then the door-lock code. The front door opened easily, and I examined it before flipping on the light. I hadn�t expected much, and that was exactly what I found. A small kitchen was to the left, a bedroom to the right, and a combination dining room and living room straight ahead. At least it didn�t have a back door for me to worry about.
I left the door open as I debated bringing everything in or just what I needed for the night. I hated having to carry it all in then carry it all out again the next morning, but I also hated the thought of waking up to a looted vehicle, so I lugged in the two cases and dropped them on the bed before going back for the files, my extra guns and ammunition, and the bag of groceries I�d picked up on the way. Max wouldn�t call it groceries, as all it contained were coffee, filters, a gallon of orange juice, a bottle of whiskey, sleeping pills, and a few basic cleaning supplies. I�d managed to gag down half a salad at the bar next to the grocery store before I left, and I would be lucky if that stayed down all night. I still needed a new phone, and I would stop in Charleston in the morning and pick one up.
An owl hooted as I locked the vehicle, and a larger animal crashed through the brush to my left. It wouldn�t have been any better at a motel. There�s no place safe as long as Salyer is alive. At least here I can�t hurt anyone but myself.
I took the picture of Emma from the visor and forced myself to walk inside slowly then closed and locked the door. My hands shook as I located a glass, poured in whiskey, and turned off all the lights. It only took a moment for my eyes to adjust. I closed the drapes on the picture window overlooking the back lawn and flopped onto the couch. My eyelids were growing heavy from lack of sleep the night before, the stress of everything that had happened that day, and the long drive. I need to sleep. After downing the liquor, I placed the glass on the floor and stretched out, my fingers wrapped around the picture of Emma. If the nightmares came, I was ready for them.
�You�re not doing it right.� Christian grabbed my wrist and dipped the brush into the paint. �Didn�t Mother teach you anything?�
�She died when I was five.� He was holding Emma too tightly. �Please, Christian, let me hold her.�
He raised her up and smiled. �We�ll teach you how to do it right the first time.� He transferred her to his hip and held out the knife. �Kill her.�
�I can�t.�
He placed Emma on the floor, grabbed my hand, and wrapped my fingers around the knife. �Kill her, or I�ll kill Emma.�
I lifted my eyes to the body swaying in front of me. She was already dead. All I had to do was shove the knife in and walk away. �I can�t!�
�Wake up!�
The scream reverberated inside my head as I rolled off the couch onto my hands and knees and vomited until nothing was left but dry heaves. I leaned against the couch, pulled my knees to my chest, wrapped my arms around them, and rocked. �Don�t look at me.� Tears began to flow. �I�m ugly inside.�
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�Take all the time you need, Gabe.� Don Sampson held out a sheet. �This just came over the wire. I think you need to see it.�
Gabriel read the sheet related to bones discovered in a grave near the Broad River. �It can�t be Salyer. Dakota said he fell into the river and swam to shore.�
�The body was never found. I know you care about this woman, but you need to face the fact that she�s not stable and she could have lied.�
Gabriel tossed the paper onto the desk. �It doesn�t make sense. If she killed and buried him, then why is she still looking for him?�
�You said she suffered from DID. Maybe she�s remembering what some part of her wants her to remember.�
�There�s the video with James Day and the paint on Amanda Clark�s nails. The report showed it matched the same paint Salyer used on the women he killed.�
�Take the report with you. I�ll call you once the DNA results on the bones are in. If it is Salyer��
Don didn�t finish the sentence, but Gabriel knew what he was thinking. If the bones were Salyer�s, then Dakota had lied about everything. She could even be involved in Angelina Clark�s murder. The thought sickened him. If Dakota was involved, then Max would be too. So who the hell do I trust?
He picked up the sheet, folded it, and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. �We�re heading to Beaufort as soon as I pack. I�ll let you know where we�re going from there.�
�Gabe, be careful. There�s a killer out there, even if it isn�t Salyer.�
�You know me, Don. I�m always careful. Karen�s due to arrive later tonight. She can stay at my house. I�ll call her when I can.�
He clenched and unclenched his hands as he headed for the front, where Max was waiting. He needed two things before they left town�a carton of cigarettes and a bottle of whiskey.
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The sun was rising when I raised my head and gently stretched my arms and legs. My body was stiff and painful from the tight tension and cramped position. I took a moment to get my bearings, my gaze drifting around the room and coming to rest on the vomit next to me. The nightmares weren�t really nightmares that time. I knew why Christian had led me to Charleston. He�d taken me there after Emma was born. A body was buried somewhere out back, a young jogger that had crossed our path. She was another innocent victim of his need to destroy anything pure and innocent. He�d made me watch as he butchered her. I�d vomited then, too, and the next day, Emma was gone.
I massaged my hands and legs until I felt strong enough to walk then stumbled to the kitchen, cleaned the coffee maker, and started a pot. A hot bath would take care of the rest of the aches and pains. I didn�t kill her. I didn�t kill anyone.
After pouring a cup of coffee, I walked outside. It didn�t look quite as eerie in the daylight. I would have to call in the murder, though I would be considered an accomplice since I�d never reported it. No one would believe I�d forgotten something that horrible, especially since they knew Salyer was still alive. I forced myself to walk around the cabin. At least I knew why I�d buried that memory. I was afraid of what they would find when they found the body, afraid that Emma was buried there too. She isn�t. She�s alive.
I scanned the area around the cabin. Salyer was there somewhere, watching. I could feel him. �You were wrong, Christian. Bringing me back here didn�t break me or send me back to hell. I�m not scared anymore. I faced the ugliness inside me, and I won. You lose. Yes, I will die for my daughter.�
Returning to the cabin, I left the door unlocked. I knew him better than he knew me. He wouldn�t come, not yet. The landlord had promised to remove all mirrors, but people didn�t always do what they promised. I might have faced the ugliness inside, but I wasn�t ready to face the images in the mirrors, even though I knew the images weren�t real. I flipped on the light in the bathroom and breathed a sigh of relief. No mirrors. I did a quick scrub of the bathtub, started the hot water running, and poured in bath oil. I would clean the vomit, grab another cup of coffee, and relax until the last of my muscles stopped aching. After that, I would call Max and Gabriel. The press would be cruel, and I didn�t expect the local authorities to handle me with kid gloves. I�ve survived worse. I�ll survive this too. I have to, for Emma.
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Gabriel forced himself to finish the breakfast Mrs. Dickson had prepared. Max was antsy, and Gabriel could tell he wanted to talk, but they had agreed to say nothing in front of the staff.
�That was delicious, Mrs. Dickson. Thank you.�
�Would you like more coffee?� The older lady smiled at him. �Isn�t often we get to cook for more than ourselves anymore.�
�Make it to go,� Max said. �We really need to get on the road.�
�Be ready in just a minute.� Mrs. Dickson left then returned a few minutes later with two thermal cups of coffee and a picnic basket. �Fixed a little something for lunch for the two of you in case you didn�t have time to stop. Enough in there for Dakota, too, if you find her. Figure that�s where you�re going.�
Gabriel laughed. It had been after midnight when they�d arrived, and Mrs. Dickson had shown him to a guest room, and Max had gone to his suite. �I can see we haven�t fooled you. I don�t suppose you have any idea where she went?�
Mrs. Dickson shook her head, but she had a twinkle in her light-grey eyes. �She said you�d probably ask, so she didn�t tell me. That way, I wouldn�t have to lie to you. She didn�t tell me I couldn�t tell you she made a couple of calls from the house phone while she was here, though.� She smiled at Max. �I guess if you wanted to, you could figure out who those calls went to.�
�You�re an angel, Mrs. Dickson. If I wasn�t afraid your husband would whop me with something, I�d kiss you.� Max pushed away from the table and headed for his suite. �Give me a few minutes, Gabriel.�
�I�ll start putting everything into the car.� Gabriel headed to the guest bedroom. He�d packed everything up before coming down, so all he had to do was grab his overnight bag. His cell rang, and Don�s ID popped up. He hesitated in answering. Salyer�s case was big, and it was possible they�d pushed through the DNA testing. I don�t want to know. �Damn it.� Gabriel swiped the answer key. �What�s up, Don?�
�Wanted to let you know we have the DNA test back. Whoever buried that body knew a lot about forensics. The DNA was degraded because the bones were burned and blood was poured on top of the bones, not all of it the victim�s.�
�What you�re saying is they can�t verify it was Salyer.�
�And they can�t verify it isn�t, either. You need to keep an open mind, Gabe. A good detective would know how to destroy those bones and make sure any DNA was degraded.�
�I�ll keep that in mind. Anything else?�
Don emitted a long, drawn-out breath. �I don�t suppose you�ve found her yet?�
�We may have a lead on where she�s headed. I�ll let you know how things turn out.�
�Get back here as soon as you can. Bethany Phillips�s parents arrived this morning. I�d like to give them some hope.�
Don ended the call, and Gabriel shoved his phone into his jacket pocket. With every passing hour, the chances of finding Phillips alive diminished. He grabbed his case and walked toward the front of the house. Max was already there waiting for him.
�Anything?�
Max nodded. �I�ll let you know when we�re on the road.�
�Then let�s get moving.� He thanked the Dicksons again for their hospitality and promised to have Dakota call as soon as they found her.
�She�s in Charleston, or she was last night.� Max offered the information as soon as they were away from the house. �She took an extra Glock, a crapload of ammunition, and a rifle with her.�
�Where in Charleston?� Gabriel lit a cigarette and rolled down his window. �It�s a big place.�
�She called a cabin rental office that has cabins along the James River. We�ll have to stop by the office and coerce them into telling us which one.� His cell rang as he turned onto the main highway. �Damn, always happens.� Max glanced at the caller ID. �It�s Dakota.� He swerved to the side of the road and parked. �What do you want me to do?�
�Put it on speaker, and whatever she says, go along with it.�
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I stared out the front door as I waited for Max to answer.
�Hey, partner. I�ve been trying to call you.�
�I needed some time alone. I�m in Charleston. The Oglevee Cabins near the James River. Is Gabriel with you?�
�Yeah, he�s here.�
�I�m in a one bedroom. Stop by the office and see if they have something bigger available. Tell Gabriel to have Karen come here. We have a lot of work to do.�
�Okay. Are you all right?�
�I�ll be fine.�
�Which cabin are you in? The office probably isn�t going to give us that information.�
�The dark and creepy one at the end of the road. Hang on a second, and I�ll give you the coordinates.� I flipped through the paperwork and read off the directions. �You might want to stop and pick up some groceries before you come.� I glanced in the refrigerator. �All I have is orange juice.�
�Any idea how long we�re staying?�
�I think we�ll be here for a while. Salyer is here.�
�Damn it, Dakota, get out of there now. Go into town. We�ll meet you there.� Max�s voice held fear. It was a partner thing�knowing your partner was in trouble, perhaps close to death, and wondering if you could get there in time to save them.
�I�m not afraid of him anymore, Max.�
�Maybe you�re not, but I am. Humor me, okay? Go to the office and wait for us.�
�I�ll see you when you get here.� As I ended the call, laughter drifted through the open doorway�Christian�s laughter. I followed it outside.
�You can�t kill me, Dakota. If you do, you�ll never find her.�
�That didn�t work last time, Christian. I will kill you.� The wind rustled the leaves. My arms ached, and I could feel her tiny heartbeat as she lay on my chest. The memory was more painful than the physical pain he�d put me through. �Where is she?�
�You shouldn�t have tried to kill me, Dakota. Would you die for her?�
I rushed through the trees surrounding the back of the cabin. �Yes, you son of a bitch. Where is she?�
Branches slapped at my face as I followed the flow of laughter. �No!� The scream erupted from deep inside me as I tripped over a fallen branch, my hands clutching at the dirt. A tape recorder hooked to a speaker system lay two feet away. �Say hi to Mommy, sweetie?�
�Hi, Mommy.�
The river of tears I�d held inside began to flow. �Please, Christian. Please tell me where she is.�
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Gabriel lit a cigarette. The earlier conversation with Dakota had left a knot in his gut. Something drastic had happened the previous night. Then there was the phone call from Don. �Tell me again what Dakota told you about killing Salyer?�
Max gave him a quizzical glance before answering. �The same thing she told you. She shot him in the chest, and he fell from a fifty-foot cliff into the river. It wasn�t until the other night that she admitted he was still alive. Don�t tell me you�re starting to doubt her too.�
�What were they doing out there?�
�She got a card telling her to meet him there and he�d turn himself in and confess to everything.�
�Did you ever see that card?� Gabriel took a deep drag, held it in, and let it go slowly.
�No, but damn it, I believe her. What are you getting at?�
Gabriel turned in the seat, facing Max. �After everything he put her through, she didn�t call anyone or ask for backup. She went out there alone to meet the man who�d destroyed her life and, if she�s telling the truth, stole her child.�
Max grumbled something under his breath. �She went out there to kill him. If you want to judge her for that, then go ahead, but after all that son of a bitch did to her and the others, it�s what he deserved.� Reaching an intersection, he turned left into a parking lot. �And you�re not going any further with me unless you tell me what your intentions are when we get there.�
Gabriel pulled the sheet from his pocket. �You need to read that.� He waited as Max scanned it. �Whoever buried that body burned the bones to degrade the DNA and poured other people�s blood over them. They�re going to keep looking and testing, and if there�s something there to connect those bones to Salyer��he rubbed the back of his neck��they�re going to come after her hard.�
Max�s shoulders slumped. �What do we do?�
�There�s another major problem, Max. If that is Salyer, who has Bethany Phillips and Jasmine Elam?�
Max threw the paper back in Gabriel�s lap. �She�s not insane, and she�s not a killer. If those bones belong to Salyer, then the person behind this is someone that knew him well enough to know everything he did to his victims. We thought he had an accomplice.�
�You hit the nail on the head of what�s eating me inside. The one person that has the most knowledge about where he kept them and what he did to them is Dakota Dale.�
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Christian smiled and dipped the brush into the paint. Then he slid it over my abdomen and down my legs. �You�re going to be a beautiful work of art. My final masterpiece.�
My silence angered him. I hadn�t spoken a word in over a month.
�Nothing to say, Dakota?� His eyes blazed with madness, and he slapped me. �It didn�t have to be this way. We could have been a family.� He flipped me around and painted my back, hips, and legs. �I don�t need you anymore. I have Emma now.� His voice changed, an edge of sadness behind the words.
�Emma�s dead. You killed her.�
Christian laughed, pleased he�d finally gotten a response from me. �I�m not a monster. I would never kill a child.� He turned me around. �You know why you couldn�t catch me, Dakota? Because I didn�t kill those women, either. But you knew that, didn�t you?�
�Organize first.� I started a pot of coffee, gathered notepads and pencils, took a final trip to the bathroom, then pulled the first file from the box. I�d organized my files by the victims� first names. They weren�t just dead people to me. They were sisters who had suffered the same pain and humiliation at the hands of a madman that I�d gone through. I placed the file on the small dinette table then poured a cup of coffee and took my seat. �Okay, Donna, talk to me.�
I opened the file and gazed at the pretty young woman staring back at me. Like Angelina Clark, Donna could have been my sister. Long black hair surrounded a heart-shaped face, and her blue eyes were soft and clear. She�d been happy when that picture was taken, a far cry from the final photos in the file. Sipping my coffee, I began to read and make notes. She�d been twenty-five and single. Although not rich, her father owned a chain of fast-food restaurants, and they were upper middle class. Donna had worked as a manager at one of those restaurants. She�d disappeared on Christmas Eve after leaving her parents� home in Beaufort. Her body had been discovered three months later, hanging from the oak tree in her parents� backyard.
I studied the pictures taken by the police department. It was the first murder we were aware of with crimson paint covering a victim from neck to toe. The markings around Donna�s neck were similar to the other victims�, and the condition of her body showed she�d been starved and tortured for weeks. Just like me. And none of us were raped.
The time I�d spent lying in the forest had opened up thoughts and memories I�d been afraid to delve into or dwell on. All the women killed looked like me. After my kidnapping, the killings had stopped. Didn�t Mother teach you anything? He didn�t say �your mother.�
I closed the file and placed it back into the box. Max and I had been getting close to the truth. Christian Salyer didn�t kill the nine women we�d found. I�d always thought he planned on killing me, too, but he didn�t. He planned on me joining him. He tortured the others until they were broken then had them kill for him.
The idea that was forming in my head made me nauseous, but it was the only thing that made sense. My mother didn�t die when I was five. Christian Salyer was my brother.
The sound of tires crunching on gravel had my fingers poised above my gun. I leapt from the chair and rushed to the door. The van came into view, and I relaxed. Gabriel hopped out before Max had totally stopped. His eyes were scanning everything as he walked toward me. �What happened to your face?�
I�d cleaned the scratches but had no way to cover them up. �I took a run through the forest after Salyer.�
Max was lowering the ramp.
�I�ll make some coffee.�
�How do you know it was Salyer?� Gabriel followed me inside the cabin.
I pointed at the tape recorder on the counter. �He left me a message.�
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I packed my suitcases and loaded everything into the car while Max and Gabriel listened to the tape.
Max was beaming when I came in for the last load. �Now we have proof the bastard is still alive. I don�t care whose bones were in that grave.�
�What grave?� I asked.
Gabriel pulled a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket. �This came across the wire before we left Savannah.�
I scanned the note. �Why didn�t you just ask me?�
�You weren�t exactly talking to us then.� Gabriel gave me a sheepish grin. �If it helps, I did tell Don Sampson that I didn�t believe it.�
�Wagner will. He never believed anything I told him about Salyer.� I pointed at the tape recorder. �Even if we play that for him, he�ll come up with some excuse that it can�t be validated to prove it�s Salyer because he�s dead.�
�It also proves your daughter is alive. We�ll find him.� Gabriel picked up the box of files. �So where do we go from here?�
�Did you call Karen?�
�She�ll be on her way later this evening. We didn�t stop to rent a cabin, though. When you said Salyer was here, all we could think of was getting here as quick as we could.�
�Let�s go back to the office and see if we can rent a four bedroom. Salyer may not be here now, but I think he is. We can check out that naval base, and I have a lot to tell the three of you.�
Max ejected the tape from the recorder. �I�m hanging on to this, and the first one that says he�s dead is gonna get an earful from me.�
Gabriel was staring at the picture I�d left lying on the coffee table. He picked it up and turned it over. �When did you get this?�
�Mrs. Dickson gave me the envelope when I was leaving. I opened it on the road.�
�Do you still have the envelope?� Gabriel asked, slipping on a pair of gloves before picking up the tape recorder.
�It�s in the car.�
�We�ll turn it and the tape recorder over to Forensics in Savannah to see if they can lift any prints.�
�I�ll be going back to Beaufort as soon as I�ve worked some things out with Karen. We can turn it in there.�
Gabriel shook his head and reached for my keys. �If Wagner didn�t believe anything you said about Salyer, we�re going to keep any evidence we find to ourselves.�
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The naval base had an alluring yet haunting quality. The once-snow-white buildings were speckled with red, giving the appearance of blood splatter from a distance. The paint had slowly peeled, revealing the red bricks beneath. We�d managed to rent a four-bedroom cabin and unload our gear before heading out for groceries and a quick view of the base. A call from Karen had advised she wouldn�t be there until later that night.
I placed my hands in my pockets, a chill running through me as a feeling of overwhelming sadness sank into my bones. I can almost hear the cries of the wounded. The screams of the dying.
�Getting anything?� Gabriel asked.
�Just the creeps,� I answered. �Look for a place that might have a basement.�
�The two of you should go on without me.� Max wheeled back to the van. �I can wait here. My coming was a bad idea. There�s no way I could maneuver all those stairs.�
Gabriel pointed at the main building. �It looks like there�s stairs going down along the side. Stay here with Max, and I�ll check it out.� He took off at a fast jog.
�You should have left me at the cabin.� Max lowered the lift. �I�m useless. And he shouldn�t be running or going off alone.�
�Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Max.� I was torn between wanting to see for myself and my need to protect Max. �Without you and Calvin, we�d never have found this place. I don�t think this is it, anyway. I�d know if I�d been here.� Then his last words hit me. �What do you mean, Gabriel �shouldn�t be running or going off alone�?�
�He had a spell before we left the police department. His cancer is spreading. The doctor is giving him weeks, a month at the most. How long do we wait before we start worrying?�
I laughed, the sound odd to my own ears. The expression on Max�s face, jaw-dropping confusion, told me it was odd for him too. �I started worrying the second he sprinted in that direction before you told me about the cancer. I suspected as much. He�s losing weight and muscle tone.�
�That�s the first time I�ve heard you laugh since Salyer.� Max reset the lift and rolled the wheelchair next to me. �You�re acting like your old self. It�s good to have you back, partner. We�ll find Salyer and Emma.�
�I�m not really back, Max. I�ll never be the same as I was before.� I glanced down at him. �I wanted to talk to you alone, anyway.�
�I don�t think I like the sound of that.�
�You won�t, but I need you to hear me out.� I leaned against the van. �I made a new will before I left Beaufort. In the event something happens to me, everything goes to you on one condition.�
He turned away. �I don�t want to hear this. Nothing is going to happen to you.�
I pulled the picture of Emma from my pocket. Gabriel had passed it to me without Max seeing it. �You didn�t see this earlier.�
He glanced at the picture and smiled. �Her hair is Tristan�s, but she looks like you. A chubby you.�
I turned it over so he could read the back. His face paled. �No. I know what you�re thinking.�
�Please, Max. You�re the only person I know that I trust to raise her and love her the way I would have before Salyer. I need that promise so I can sleep at night.�
He cleared his throat and blinked rapidly. �Damn it, Dakota.�
I bent down and placed my arms around his neck. �Promise me.�
He nodded, wrapping his arms around me. �I promise.�
I hugged him then backed away. �Should I go look for Gabriel?�
Max rubbed his eyes and sniffed. �He�s only been gone about five minutes. The creepiness of this place makes it seem a lot longer.�
The building was huge, and if the basement was the same size, it could take an hour to really go through it. �I�ll give him ten more minutes, then I�m going in after him. These buildings don�t look very stable.�
Max cleared his throat again. �I�ll keep my promise, but what about Tristan�s family?�
�He didn�t have any. One sister, but she died last year.�
I�d tried to ignore the slight grayish tint to Gabriel�s skin and the fact that he was losing weight. I stared at the stairs he�d gone down. �All Gabriel wants is to kill Salyer before he dies. I think we can help him with that.�
�You don�t want to kill him?�
�I do, but it�s not something I need anymore. Gabriel needs it more than me. I just need to know Emma is safe.�
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Gabriel silently cursed himself for not bringing a flashlight. The windows around the main room provided enough light to show the dire conditions, but unless the rooms beyond also had windows, his view would be very limited. �At least the floor is concrete.� He stepped inside gingerly, checking for ceilings that were falling in. A quick glance in the doorway to the right showed another empty room, not as large, with windows surrounding it. �Maybe they�ll all have windows.�
He walked slowly across the main room, glancing in the small rooms to the left as he went. The doorway straight ahead was darker, and he took a deep breath before stepping through to find another large room with only one window near the end. He was ready to turn around and leave when an oddity struck him. There�s no spiderwebs. He�d been in abandoned buildings before and had to hack his way through the sticky messes.
Gabriel turned his attention to the floor, which was littered with old debris and pieces of insulation and ceiling tiles. �There�s not a lot of dust, either. And no rats.�
The sinister feeling of someone watching washed over him. Dakota�s paranoia was getting to him.
�Gabriel!� Dakota�s voice drifted through the empty rooms.
�I�m coming out. Stay where you are.�
He headed to the front of the building at a fast clip, eager to escape the creepy sensation raising the hair on his neck.
When he reached Dakota, he said, �Empty rooms off two larger ones, which both have windows. I don�t see any way Salyer could use this to hide someone. There�s also graffiti on the walls, so it�s probably a teenage hangout. I think he considered it, though. There�s no cobwebs and not as much dust as there should be.� He glanced behind her. �Where�s Max?�
�He stayed with the van.�
They climbed the steps and reached the top together.
�This must have been a beautiful place at one time.� Dakota admired the tall columns in the front of the building. �I don�t understand why someone hasn�t done something with it.�
�Historical value versus monetary liability and gain. Let�s grab some groceries and head back to the cabin.�
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A red Fiat was parked in front of the cabin when we arrived, and a pretty blonde climbed out of the driver�s seat and smiled.
�Karen?� I asked.
Gabriel nodded. �I should probably warn you she�s a little different.�
We exited the van, and Gabriel made the introductions. �You�re early.�
�It was that or go grocery shopping. Honestly, Gabriel, I�m not surprised you don�t have any mice. The poor creatures would starve to death in a week.�
I watched the interaction between them. They look like the relationship was more than doctor-patient. �Max, you can keep Karen company while Gabriel and I check out the cabin.�
Karen frowned. �Something wrong?�
�We�re just being careful.� Gabriel followed me to the door. �Shouldn�t take but a minute. I saw a grill out back, and Max makes a mean steak.�
I opened the door and stepped inside. �He hasn�t been here.�
�Let�s make sure. I�ll check the bedrooms.�
�Does Karen drink coffee?� I asked.
�Like a fish. I hope we�ve got enough.�
Gabriel checked the bedrooms and did a quick walk around the living room and the dining room. �Doesn�t look like anything is out of place.�
�I told you, he hasn�t been here. He leaves behind some type of evil energy level. I can�t explain it, but it�s something I can feel.� I filled the pot and turned it on. �She�s pretty.�
�Karen? Yeah, I guess. I�ll go bring in her luggage and grab the groceries.�
He didn�t bring in my luggage. The thought irritated me because I wasn�t sure where it was coming from. I�d never been the type of woman who needed a man to carry her luggage. The sound of the three of them laughing as they came through the front door irritated me even more. What the hell is wrong with me? Gabriel�s dying. If Karen makes him happy, I should be happy for him.
�I�ll fire up the grill.� Max wheeled to the back door as Gabriel placed two bags of groceries on the counter. �Keep out some steaks, Dakota, and make one of those fantastic salads of yours.� He smiled at Karen. �We�ll have you fed in no time.�
�What can I do to help?� Karen joined me in the kitchen.
�What are you good at?� I asked.
�Not cooking, that�s for sure.� Karen laughed. �But I can wash vegetables and potatoes.� She glanced around the kitchen. �Ooh, you made coffee. I could kiss you.�
I could cut your throat with the knife I�m about to use. I unloaded the groceries, keeping out the steaks and what I needed for the salad. �You had a long drive. Have a cup of coffee and relax. I�m sure Max would love some company.�
�I�ll do the dishes and clean up.� Karen poured a cup and walked away. �That�s something I�m good at, at least.�
I washed the potatoes, wrapped them in foil, and set them on the counter for Max to place on the grill along with the steaks. The dark thoughts that kept springing up were bothering me. Some part of me had feelings for Gabriel, and jealousy could be a part of it. �It�s stupid.�
�Need a hand?� Gabriel leaned on the counter as I viciously sliced vegetables.
�I�ve got it. Go play with the others.�
�Something bothering you?�
He was watching me intently. �I thought about cutting her throat. Should that bother me?�
Gabriel laughed. �I told you, she takes some getting used to. Anything in particular piss you off?�
�Hey, Dakota, bring out the steaks and potatoes. Grill is ready,� Max yelled from the back porch.
I glanced up, meeting Gabriel�s gaze. �That. You might want to take those out. I just might wind up cutting both their throats.�
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Gabriel remained silent during dinner. He preferred watching and remaining vigilant. Karen and Max were hitting it off, and Dakota was toying with her food. The thought Dakota was jealous of Max was like a boil beginning to fester. You�re dying, dumbass. At least with Max she�d have a future. He pushed away his plate and rose. �I�m going to take a walk.�
�I�m stuffed. I�ll go with you.� Karen stood. �Leave everything, and I�ll clean it up when we get back.�
Gabriel held the door for her. Evening was descending into night and the moon beginning to rise, casting eerie shadows near the lake. �We�re not going far. It�ll be dark soon.�
�You think he�s here, don�t you?�
�Dakota does, and in that regard, I trust her intuition.� He dug through his pockets for a piece of gum. Giving up cigarettes was hard all the time but worse after a meal. �You need to tone it down a little, Karen.�
�I was just conducting a tiny experiment. I think I know what I need to know now.�
�Which was?�
�Whether she was interested in you, Max, or me.� Karen smiled. �I was hoping it was me, but it turns out it�s you. Her green-eyed monster comes out every time I get close to you.�
�She did say something about wanting to cut your throat. I thought it was Max.�
�Dakota cares about Max, but it�s more a sisterly thing.� Karen knelt beside the lake. �Other than wanting to kill me, how is she?�
�Different. Stronger in a lot of ways than she was before. She said she had a lot to tell the three of us. Salyer made contact with her. Her daughter is alive. He sent her a photo.�
Karen nodded. �Sounds like the parts are coming together. We should head back. Now that I�ve broken the ice, I�d like to get started right away.�
�You�re not going to wait until morning?�
�Not for the preliminaries. I want to scope out how much she remembers and what�s bothering her the most about remembering. Also, if Christian Salyer is out there, we need to find him, especially if he has her daughter.�
�One more thing.� Gabriel waited until she turned to look at him. �Take it easy with Max. He may be in a wheelchair, but he�s still a man, and I don�t want to see him hurt.�
�Gabriel Browne, there�s a heart under that cold exterior after all. You know, you�re one of the few clients I had that didn�t put me through transference and vow your undying love for me. Don�t worry. I�ll handle Max. I actually like him. He�s fun, cute, and more intelligent than most of the men I meet today.�
Gabriel kept his eyes vigilant, scanning the area as they walked slowly back to the cabin. �I told you Salyer has another girl, didn�t I?�
�Bethany Phillips.� Karen sighed. �I�ll do everything I can to find out if she knows where she was being held, but it may take some time. She has to learn to trust me. He held her for more than a year. There may be some part of her that suffers from Stockholm syndrome and doesn�t want Salyer caught. If that�s true, we may never be able to crack that barrier.�
�I could see that if the captors weren�t abusive to the victims, but I can�t imagine anyone loving Salyer after what he puts them through.�
�Love is a strange emotion, Gabriel. If Dakota is right and he has her daughter, then she�ll do whatever she has to do to get her back. Even if it means going with Salyer.�
Would you die for her?
Gabriel knew what Salyer�s plans were. He also knew Dakota would do anything to get Emma away from him, even die for her. He coughed, the sound a deep rattle. I don�t have anything to lose. If Salyer will make a deal, maybe I can die for both of them. I�ll make damn sure I take Salyer with me.
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I was putting away the last of the dishes when Gabriel and Karen walked through the door. Neither of them looked very happy. �Lovers� spat?�
Gabriel glared at me, but Karen laughed. �Trust me, honey. We were never lovers. Gabriel isn�t my type.� She walked to the counter and poured a cup of coffee. �Thank you for cleaning up. I would have done it.�
�No big deal. Max washed. I dried.�
�Grab a cup of coffee, and let�s sit down and get to know each other.� Karen walked into the living room and opened the briefcase she�d placed there earlier. �I usually tape my sessions. If that bothers you, I can just take notes.�
�I think you should tape this. It may come in handy in the future, although it may also implicate all of you in a crime.� I took a seat on the couch and glanced at Max then Gabriel. �Remember I told you I woke up and Emma was gone?�
Max nodded.
�Last night, I realized why Salyer led us to Charleston. I was here before. The same cabin I stayed in last night. There�s a body buried behind that cabin. I don�t know who she was, but he made me paint her, telling me if I didn�t, he would hurt Emma. I wasn�t doing it the way he wanted, and he kept getting angry. When I finished painting her, he handed me a knife and told me to kill her.�
I stopped to take a deep breath. �I couldn�t. She was already dead, but I couldn�t do what he wanted me to. It�s one of the things I�ve been terrified of since I woke up. I couldn�t remember what I�d done. I didn�t kill her, but he made me watch as he butchered her. He must have put some drug in my drink, because when I woke the next day, he told me Emma had died and he buried her.�
�You just remembered this?� Karen was taking notes. �But you didn�t call it in?�
�I considered it, but with the picture of Emma and the tape, I knew they�d lock me up, and I have to find my daughter first.� I�d memorized the cabin in case I needed an escape route. I didn�t think Max would try to stop me, but I wasn�t as sure about Gabriel, and I didn�t know Karen at all.
Karen glanced up from her notepad. �No one mentioned a tape. What�s on it?�
�I�ve got it,� Max said. �You can listen to it later.�
�Go on, Dakota. I think there�s more, right?� Karen smiled at me. �If you need a break, just ask.�
�I�m okay.� I glanced at Max. �When did we realize Salyer wasn�t killing the women we were finding?�
�Not until the eighth victim. We started to suspect it was a woman.�
Gabriel cursed under his breath.
Karen gasped. �Are you telling me Christian Salyer didn�t kill those women?�
�I�m not sure about Donna. She was the first one, but after that, I suspect the woman he was torturing killed the next one, and on and on until he came to me.�
�Max, would you get Dakota a glass of water or a cup of coffee? Let�s take a two-minute break.� Karen stood, stretched, and sat back down.
�I�ll get it.� Gabriel rose, walked to the kitchen, and poured a shot of whiskey and a cup of coffee. He brought both back and set them on the coffee table. �I figured you could use that.�
�Thanks.� I downed the whiskey, closed my eyes, picked up the coffee, and took a small sip. �I�m ready if you are.�
�Let me recap. Christian Salyer kidnapped nine women that we know of, possibly killed the first one, then tortured the next one until she was willing to kill for him. Do you know why he obsessed over you or women who looked like you?�
�I was getting there. It was me he wanted all along. The others were, I think, practice runs of a sort. A tortured mind will accept things as truth, even though they may not be true. Once he�d broken them and they would kill for him, he moved on to the next one. There were small inconsistencies, so he was trying different things and seeing how long it took to break different personalities and women from different lifestyles.� I bowed my head. �Because I was a cop, he probably knew it would take longer with me. After he kidnapped me, the killing stopped. He never intended to kill me. He wanted me to join him and be like him. He wanted a family.�
�Crazy son of a bitch.� Max shoved his wheelchair around, wheeled to the kitchen, and poured a glass of whiskey.
�You�re doing great, Dakota. Is there more?�
The next bit would be the hardest part. �After the tape, I remembered the day he painted me. He told me he didn�t need me anymore. He had Emma. That was when he told me she was alive.� I downed half the coffee, wishing for another glass of whiskey. �I�m sort of jumping around. I�m sorry.�
�You take all the time you need and tell it however you want.� Karen�s voice was soft, encouraging.
�Earlier when he was making me paint the woman, as I said, he got angry and he said, �Didn�t Mother teach you anything?��
Karen frowned. �I don�t get it.�
I could tell from Max�s dropped jaw and Gabriel�s knitted eyebrows that they�d both caught the significance. �My father told me my mother died when I was five. I never saw her again, and no one ever talked about her. Christian didn�t say, �Didn�t your mother teach you anything?� He said, �Didn�t Mother teach you anything?� I think Christian Salyer is my brother, and I think my mother was his accomplice.�
�Shit.� Karen dropped the notepad and sat back. �I didn�t see that one coming.�
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�So what now?� Max asked, staring at the closed bedroom door. He could hear the water running full force and knew she had it as hot as she could stand it. �She�s right about the body. If we call it in, they�ll arrest her. They won�t believe she just now remembered this.�
�Gabriel?� Karen asked.
�It makes all of us guilty of something, but I agree with Max. Our priority has to be finding Christian Salyer and Dakota�s daughter. I could pass the information along to Don, and he could call it in as an anonymous tip. It would help if we knew who the girl was.�
�I�ll do some research for missing persons around that time. Maybe we�ll get lucky.� Max wheeled to the table. �What about you, Karen? Does your oath cover this?�
�No, but until we find her daughter and the other women, we need Dakota with us, not behind bars. I�ll deal with the fallout if I have to.�
Max shot her a look of appreciation. �I understand why he stopped killing while he had her, and maybe even after that because he had Emma, but why start up again now? He could have stayed hidden, and we would never have found him.�
The bedroom door opened, and Dakota stepped out. �Because he�s moving toward his endgame. He knew I was remembering, and he knew if he brought me here, I�d remember the body buried behind the cabin.�
Gabriel nodded. �And he knew your moral code. He figured you�d call it in and go to jail.�
�I almost did. If he hadn�t left the tape and I hadn�t heard Emma�s voice, he might have won.�
Max slammed his hand on the table. �Which is why that grave and those bones were suddenly discovered. He set it up that way, and I�d bet that before it�s over, they�ll discover enough DNA to say it�s his body.�
Karen stared at them. �You lost me. What grave and what bones?�
�They discovered a grave near Broad River where Dakota shot Salyer. Someone burned the bones and poured different types of blood over them to degrade any DNA that might be left. They think it�s Salyer.�
�If Wagner has that report and they do find Salyer�s DNA, he�ll arrest Dakota the second she sets foot back in Beaufort.� Max shook his head and clenched his hands. �I don�t know what got into him, but from the moment Dakota disappeared, he messed everything up. He wouldn�t even try to find her. Said she called in and said she was quitting and getting married.�
�He should have known that wasn�t true when Tristan�s body was found.� Dakota stared at Max, questions in her eyes. �Unless there�s something you didn�t tell me.�
�Tristan was shot with your gun. If your father wasn�t influential, he would have arrested you for his murder.� Max lowered his head. �I never told you that because it never seemed the right time.�
�He told me once that I�d spend the rest of my life in a cage, just like the one he had me in.�
Karen was flipping through her phone. �I�m going to call Don and get some backup information just in case that DNA does come back positive for Salyer. He can call in a forensic entomologist.�
Dakota frowned. �A what?�
�It�s the study of bugs in a gravesite. It tells them a lot of things, but one of the most important would be how long a body has been there. Since this grave was conveniently discovered after Dakota was well and Salyer started killing again, I�m willing to bet it hasn�t been there that long.� She rose and walked toward her bedroom. �Don�t talk too much without me. I�ll make the call, then we�ll go back to work.�

27

�Would you be more comfortable if Max and Gabriel weren�t here?� Karen asked.
�No, I want them here.� I lay back on the couch, as she�d instructed.
�Okay. I�m going to start the tape recorder, then we�re going to talk for a while. Any time you feel uncomfortable, tell me, and we�ll stop.�
I sat up. �We can talk if you want, but we need to hurry this up. When Calvin said go back to the beginning, I thought he meant the murders, but to find Salyer, we have to go back to the day I was kidnapped. If I have information about where he held me, that�s where it is.�
Karen jotted down notes. �Lie back down and close your eyes.�
I stretched out again. I hated all the mumbo jumbo all psychiatrists and therapists thought they had to go through. Why can�t she just ask me the damn questions?
�Take a few deep breaths and tell me about the day you were abducted. What were you doing, where were you going, and where you had been?�
�Do I have to close my eyes?� I shifted.
�Yes. If for no other reason than to humor me, okay?�
I closed my eyes. �I was home. It was a Saturday, and Dad wanted me to go fishing with him.� I rubbed my nose. �I got a call from a woman who said there was a man lurking outside her window and she was afraid, so I jotted down her address and told Dad I�d be back in an hour or so.� I looked at Max and frowned. �I called you, but you didn�t answer, so I left a message.�
�Do you remember the address?� Karen asked.
�No. When I got there, I knocked on the door, and it creaked open the way doors do when they�re not totally latched. I called out, and when no one answered, I stepped inside.� I shivered and stopped talking. I could see the room as if I were standing there again. �There�s blood on the carpet and bloody handprints down the hallway. I see a foot sticking out from a doorway and run toward it.� I stopped talking again.
�What�s happening now, Dakota?� Karen asked.
�Someone is dragging me down a set of steps. Something is covering my mouth.� I licked my lips. �It tastes and smells funny.�
�Where are you?�
�I don�t know. Everything�s turning black.�
�Listen closely. Tell me what you hear.�
�Voices.�
�Male? Female?� Karen asked.
�Both.� I yawned. �I�m tired.�
�Just a few more minutes, then you can sleep. I want you to go back upstairs. You were walking toward a body. Did you see it?�
�I don�t want to talk anymore.�
�One more question. The voices you heard, do you know how many there were?�
�I don�t know.�
�All right, Dakota. You can sleep now.�
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Gabriel removed Dakota�s boots and placed a blanket over her then trudged back to the dining room, where Max and Karen were busy typing notes. He was tired, and he wanted a cigarette, a drink, and one night without dreams. �Did you know about the call, Max?�
�Not until it was too late. Monica, my wife, had turned off my phone. I didn�t know it until three hours later when I checked the phone and saw Dakota�s missed call. I called her dad, and he told me he was getting worried because he hadn�t heard from her.�
�The body she saw, do you think it was real?� Gabriel addressed his question to Karen.
�I think so, and more importantly, I think the voices she heard were real.�
Gabriel frowned. �Are you saying Salyer has more than one accomplice?�
Karen nodded. �That, or he had other captives there. This house she went to may be where he�s keeping them. She said he dragged her down steps. That could have been to a basement.�
�Her memory is faulty. He could have knocked her out upstairs and taken her anywhere, and she woke up when he was carrying her downstairs.� Gabriel flopped into a chair and held his head in his hands. �I thought this would help, but all we�re doing is screwing her up more than she already was.�
�You�re wrong, Gabriel. She gave me the key to open the doors, but I can�t use it right now. She isn�t strong enough yet.� Karen gave him a sympathetic smile. �She may never be strong enough for that.�
�What key?�
�The body in the room off the hallway. It was someone she knew or recognized. Whoever it was, she doesn�t want any memory of it. Which is also why she doesn�t remember the address of the house. That�s probably the moment she started splitting her psyche into compartments. It may also be what made her vulnerable enough for Salyer to sneak up on her and take her.�
�I was in agreement with Gabriel that she�d had enough, but we�re going to have to finish this. Where do we go from here?� Max asked.
�I keep working with her slowly. Adding small memories and putting things back together until she�s strong enough to remember all of it.�
�And what happens if that doesn�t work?� Gabriel asked.
Karen�s gaze drifted to the couch. �The memory may send her back inside forever where we can never reach her.�
�You mean she�ll go insane and live out the rest of her life as a mental vegetable.� Gabriel shoved back his chair, rose, and poured a cup of coffee. He could hear Salyer�s laughter in the back of his mind. This is your fault. You brought her into this mess with your need for revenge.
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I lay perfectly still, listening to the voices in the dining room. So much had happened since the day I�d been abducted that I�d never given it a second thought. How do you wipe something like that out of your mind? Did I look at the body?
The information was there somewhere behind one of the barriers. I�d truly thought I�d broken through all of them. The thought of disappearing again or going insane horrified me.
Karen said she wouldn�t help me remember. If I don�t remember, Bethany Phillips is going to continue to suffer and die, and Emma will be raised by Salyer. I can�t have more blood on my hands.
Bedroom doors closed, and silence filled the cabin. I continued to lie still until the sound of snoring filled the air.
I sat up slowly, careful not to make any sounds. If I were lucky, I could grab my keys and be on the road before any of them woke up. I had to find the answers, and the only way to do that was to go home. I�d refused to look at the body, but I knew who it was�who it had to be. The Dicksons would be able to answer my questions. They would hesitate at first, faithful to my father, but once I told them about Emma, they would tell me the truth.
Moonlight streamed through the windows, and my eyes adjusted to the dim light of the cabin. I picked up my boots then tiptoed to the kitchen and felt around the counter for my keys. Damn it, I know I left them here. Frustrated, I flipped on the light over the sink.
�Looking for these?�
Keys clinked, and I turned. Gabriel was sitting at the far end of the dining room table, holding my key ring.
�Do you always sit in the dark?� I emptied the coffee pot. �I was just going to make a pot of coffee.�
He laughed softly. �You�re as good a liar as I am.�
I finished making the coffee then filled two cups and joined him at the table. �You�re as good a sleeper as I am.�
�Care to share where you were going?� Gabriel sipped the coffee.
�Home. I heard what Karen said earlier. She acts like we have all the time in the world. We don�t, and neither do those poor women Christian is torturing. I think the woman was my mother. I need to talk to the Dicksons.�
�Don said you were a good detective before this happened. You�re also a good person, Dakota. You can�t keep blaming yourself for what Salyer does.�
�Look who�s talking.� I met his gaze, intrigued by the changes in color as light hit the golden highlights of his hazel eyes. �I heard the guilt in your voice earlier. You can�t keep blaming yourself for my being here. I would have been here anyway, even if you hadn�t agreed to use me as bait.�
�Looks like we both have our demons to keep us awake.� Gabriel took a swig of coffee. �What do you propose we do about it?�
�We find the answers and try not to worry too much about the consequences.�
�I don�t think I can do that. Remember when you asked me if I wanted to kiss you?�
�Vaguely.� I smiled. �You said no and shook the hell out of me.�
�I lied. I did want to kiss you.� He drained his cup. �I wonder if things would have been different if I had.�
The information didn�t come as a total surprise. I�d felt his attraction several times in the past few days. A deep ache filled my heart and moved into my abdomen. I didn�t want him to die, but that choice had been taken away from us. He was going to die, and so was I. It was the only way to save Emma and give her a chance at life. I had a darkness in my mind that hadn�t been there before, and I couldn�t take the risk that one day, I would hurt her or someone else.
I smiled at him. �It wouldn�t have changed anything. Our destinies have been set since the moment Salyer came into our lives.� I rose, approached him, and placed my hands on his cheeks. �And it wouldn�t have been the same type of kiss as this one.� I placed my lips on his, waiting for his response, which came immediately. It was sweet, painful, and conveyed the need of two dying people sharing a moment of bliss. We both had tears in our eyes when I pulled away. �Go have that cigarette you�ve been wanting. I�m going to finish packing. We�ll head for Beaufort at first light.�
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Gabriel walked outside, breathing in the fresh air. It would be dawn soon, and the moon would disappear and allow the sun to rise. He�d always viewed that as a ritual of life and death. Though he didn�t believe in reincarnation, he did believe in some form of life after the body died. If he didn�t believe that, he would have gone insane after Colleen�s death. As a cop, he could understand Dakota�s guilt over Salyer�s murders. He had his own load of garbage to carry around. The van was only a few feet away. Inside was the carton of cigarettes he�d purchased before he and Max had left Beaufort. There was no reason he couldn�t smoke anymore. He was going to die either way.
Moonlight glistened on the lake, casting a spellbinding beauty that created an ache inside him. He�d trusted his gut instincts all his life, and they were telling him Dakota was going to die. Salyer had set up his endgame to put her behind bars for the rest of her life, but he�d also started another game in case that one failed. She would die in more ways than physically behind bars, and he wasn�t going to let that happen. He opened the van door and pulled the carton of cigarettes from beneath the front seat then opened a pack and lit one. The pain was getting worse, and the pills were only working a short time. He needed to force Salyer�s hand�shake him up and scare him into making a deal. �We need to know where that house is.�
Dakota wouldn�t be asleep yet. Gabriel finished his cigarette and walked back to the cabin. He checked the coffee and knocked on her bedroom door. She opened the door, her eyes slightly red.
�Let�s put our heads together and come up with a plan to find these women and your daughter.�
She nodded. �Okay. But what about the consequences?�
�We�ll worry about that when the time comes.� He smiled. �Buy you a cup of coffee?�
�Let me grab a couple of notepads and pens.� She closed the door, and Gabriel refreshed their coffee. He could hear the sound of water running and knew she was washing her face to erase her tears. At least she can cry now.
The door opened, and Dakota dropped a notepad in front of him and took her seat. �I think the house is the key. You could be right, and he knocked me out and took me somewhere else, but my gut is telling me I was kept in that house for at least a while.�
�Can you remember anything about it?�
�Just the front room and bits and pieces of the hallway.�
�I know you don�t want to look, but it could help if you did. If you can describe the furniture and interior, we could get an idea of how old it is.� Gabriel wrote the numeral one on his pad and circled it. �I�ll take notes.�
She closed her eyes. �The living room is to the right when you go through the front door. There�s a picture window along the front wall. Lacy white curtains. It�s kind of creepy, as the walls are white, too, and so is the carpet.�
�What about the furniture?�
�Expensive, and I doubt anyone ever sat on it. It�s Victorian in style. A beige chenille with floral print. The coffee and end tables are carved with designs and have marble tops. There are pictures on the wall, but they�re all landscapes. No family pictures.� She opened her eyes. �I don�t see or remember anything else that stands out.�
�We can assume whoever lived there was fairly well-off.� Gabriel wrote a few more notes. �What about the hallway?�
�More white and bloody hand prints. That�s all I remember.�
�You said your father was meticulous in keeping notes. You wrote down the address. Would you have kept it?�
�I must have taken it with me. Otherwise, my father would have given Max the address where I was going.�
Gabriel stared at his notes. �If I had a note with an address, and I took it with me, I�d leave it in the vehicle. What happened to the car you were driving?�
�They found it on a farm several weeks later. It had been torched.� She rose to refill their cups. �It was the same day they found Tristan�s body. Salyer had killed him and left him near the car to make it look like I killed him too.� She sighed. �Looks like we�re back at ground zero. If so much time hadn�t passed, we could follow my cell phone like we did Day�s.�
�Would you recognize the house if you saw it?�
�I don�t know. I think I would.� She placed his coffee in front of him. �What are you thinking?�
�We know the house is in or close to Beaufort, or you wouldn�t have answered the call. We�re going back anyway. If the Dicksons won�t tell you what you need to know, then we�ll tour the streets and see if you recognize anything. It�s not a perfect plan, but it�s better than sitting here doing nothing.� He placed a hand over hers and squeezed gently. �We�ll find her. Let�s wake the others up and get packed. We�ll head for Beaufort as soon as everyone is packed.�
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We woke Karen and Max and relayed our plans. By four thirty, the luggage was loaded, and everyone was ready to roll after one more cup of coffee.
�Someone�s cell is ringing.� I listened carefully, gauging the direction the ring was coming from. �It must be mine.� I rushed to the bedroom, a cold knot forming near the scar. It�s only four thirty. No one calls with good news at that time of the morning. I grabbed the phone from the nightstand and looked at the caller ID�Beaufort County Police Department. My hands shook as I swiped the answer key. �Hello.�
�Dakota Dale?�
�Yes.�
�This is Officer Benders at the Beaufort County Police Department. There�s been an issue at your home, ma�am. How long would it take you to meet us there?�
�I�m in Charleston, so maybe an hour and a half. What kind of issue?�
Gabriel, Max and Karen were watching from the doorway.
�We�d prefer to wait until you get here, ma�am. Sorry, I have to go.�
The line went dead, and I stood staring at the phone. �He said there was an issue at the house.� I dialed the home number. �He wouldn�t tell me what kind of issue.�
�I�ll fix some cups to go.� Karen hurried toward the kitchen.
�No one�s answering,� I said after multiple rings. I hit the end key and dialed again. �Why aren�t they answering?�
I sank onto the bed, ended the call, and dialed several more times. Whispers drifted from the direction of the kitchen, a door closed, and the sound of engines starting filled the morning silence.
Gabriel came back to the doorway, and for once, his face was totally readable, etched with lines of worry and sympathy, but it was the eyes that filled me with dread. �We need to go. Karen and Max will meet us there.�
I�d known the truth the moment Benders had mentioned there was an issue. It was what the police said when they didn�t want to tell you about a murder or a death on the phone. I stared into Gabriel�s eyes. �He killed them, didn�t he?�
�They were murdered. Salyer didn�t do it, but he�s behind it.�
I closed my eyes, wishing the darkness would take me. �Why did he have to kill them? They were old and sweet, and they never bothered anyone.�
�We both know why she did it. We should go.�
I rose, stored my phone in my jacket pocket, and took a final glance around the room to make sure I didn�t leave anything behind. �Which one was it?�
�Bethany Phillips. He changed his MO again. This time, she waited for the police then killed herself.�
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Gabriel alternated between watching the road and keeping an eye on Dakota. She seemed fine, but she�d barely had time to pull herself together before tragedy struck again. They�d traveled the past hour in silence, and he was dying for a cigarette but hated to smoke in front of her.
�Go ahead and smoke, Gabriel.�
He pulled the pack from his pocket, shook one out, and lit it before rolling down the window. �How did you know?�
�We all have our vices, remember? I�m wishing for a bottle of whiskey.� She swiped at a tear. �Did they suffer?�
�I don�t think so.� Gabriel passed a vehicle and picked up speed. �They were asleep.�
�How did she kill them?�
�She stabbed both of them.�
�I�m okay, Gabriel. Hurting but okay.� She smiled wistfully. �There were things to appreciate about not feeling or being able to push the pain inside for someone else to feel.�
�We�re almost there.� He slowed to take the turnoff for the plantation.
Karen came out of the house and strolled toward the car as soon as they stopped.
�How did Bethany die?�
�She shoved a knife into her heart and pulled it out.�
�There�s more, isn�t there?� The eyes staring at him were clear but filled with pain. �What else did she do?�
�She wrote Broken on the walls.�
Karen opened Dakota�s door. �You don�t have to go in if you don�t want to. I told them we�d meet them at the police station later.� She placed a hand on Dakota�s arm. �Max identified the bodies. You don�t have to do that, either.�
Gabriel unclipped his seat belt. �She�s fine, Karen.�
Dakota breathed in sharply. �I need to see it, and I need to see them. I owe them that much.� She climbed out. �I�d like to do it alone.�
�I don�t��
�Let her go,� Gabriel cut Karen off. He closed the door and leaned against the vehicle. �If she�s ever going to heal, she has to grieve.�
�Are you sure about this, Gabriel?� Karen stood beside him, her eyes following Dakota�s path.
�No, but I trust her. She�s not broken.� He smiled. �She never was.�
Karen pushed away from the car. �I�m going in. She may need me.�
Gabriel continued to lean against the car. He wanted to be with her and help her through it, but that wasn�t what she needed. She was close to remembering everything.
A patrol car pulled up, and he recognized Wagner. Max was right. Something was off about Dakota�s disappearance and the lack of support from her department. Wagner went through the front door, and Gabriel followed him. He touches her, I�ll kill him.
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Beaufort, South Carolina
The door opened, and I cringed, moving as far into the cage as I could. He stood, just staring at me until I wanted to scream.
�Why don�t you love me, Dakota?�
�You�re evil.�
He came closer to the cage. �I wasn�t always evil. They made me that way. They would have made you that way, too, but your father saved you.�
�You�re crazy.�
His lips parted in a smile. �I just want you to love me. We could go away together to someplace they�d never find us. We could take Emma. Be a family. In time, you�d learn to love me. I�ll be all you have left.�
I recognized the two officers on the door. I�d worked with them for years. They stepped aside as I climbed the steps and crossed the porch, and they didn�t speak, but I understood why. It was difficult to know what to say to someone you�d once laughed and shared a beer with only to later turn your back on them. I stepped over the threshold and into the small foyer. Another group of officers was fingerprinting the living room. Max was watching from the hallway. He wouldn�t know what to say, either, but he would at least try. He wheeled toward me as I hesitated at the stairs.
�Don�t go up there, Dakota.� Max stopped in front of me. �Please.�
�I�ll be okay, Max.� I placed a foot on the first step. �What doesn�t kill us makes us stronger.�
The stairs had nineteen steps. I�d counted them every morning as I made my way downstairs. Sometimes, I would skip and count by twos. I never realized how much I loved this place until now. How many happy memories I have here. I�d disappointed my father by not marrying and having children. He told me at least once a month that the pitter-patter of little feet made a house come alive. I�d teased him, saying I didn�t have to get married to give him a grandchild. He would have loved Emma.
Footsteps pounded behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder, not surprised to see Sergeant Wagner huffing as he tried to catch up with me. I waited for him. �Sergeant.�
He took a moment to catch his breath. �I can�t tell you how sorry I am, Dakota. You don�t have to go in there. Max has already identified the bodies.�
The sympathy in his eyes was real, and I appreciated that.
The ME came out of the bedroom. �We�re ready to move the bodies.� He glanced at me then looked away. The two of us had attended a lot of murder sites together. His reaction hurt, but I held my head up high.
�I�d like a minute alone with them.�
Though I�d expected the answer to be no, Wagner nodded. �I�ll wait out here. Let me know if you need anything.�
I entered the familiar room. Look at it as a detective. That was easier said than done. My gaze fell on the music box I�d played with as a little girl while Mrs. Dickson cleaned. I walked to the dresser and lifted the lid. The small ballerina sprang to life, pivoting and twisting to the sounds of �Waltz of the Butterfly.� Closing the lid, I focused on the walls. Bethany had spent some time in the room after killing them. She�d written Broken on every wall three times. I moved closer to study the writing. I needed to ask if the photographer had taken pictures of it.
Tears filled my eyes when I forced myself to look at the sheet-covered bodies on the four-poster bed. Blood had dripped from the mattress, forming a pool on the floor. She had to stab them more than once. I closed my eyes, looking for the strength to pull back the sheet.
�Dakota Renae Dale, don�t you dare!� Mrs. Dickson�s voice filled my head. She was the only person who ever used my middle name.
�Why?� I whispered. It was the same question I�d asked as I stared at the sheet-covered body of my kitten the day my father accidentally ran over him.
�When you love something, honey, you want to remember it the way it was. The happy times. If you don�t see the ugliness, you don�t have to remember it later.�
Mr. Dickson had helped me craft a coffin, and Snowball had been laid to rest under the oak tree he�d loved to climb. Father had wanted to get me another pet, but I�d refused. I didn�t have to remember the ugliness of death, but I�d learned early in life that it wasn�t easy to replace something you loved.
I�d questioned my sanity many times in the past year and a half. After standing for another moment, I turned to leave, more determined than ever to find the truth and end it once and for all. �I�m not insane, and I�m not broken.�
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Sergeant Wagner was in conversation with Gabriel and Karen when I left the room.
�Thank you, Sergeant. If you have some time available, I�d like to stop by the station and talk with you.�
�We were just discussing that. Would one o�clock be okay?�
�Perfect. We have some things to take care of here.� I walked past them and down the stairs. �I�m going to visit my father�s grave before we leave.�
Max was waiting for me at the bottom, his eyes riveted to my face.
�I�m fine, Max. Would you like to visit Dad�s grave with me or see if you can get us all booked into a motel suite?�
�There�s that bed-and-breakfast Mrs. Sanchez runs on the edge of town. She�s usually empty this time of year and could probably use the money. Want me to try there?�
�Check with Gabriel and Karen, but it sounds perfect to me.� I continued walking toward the front, ignoring the officers coming in and out. �If she�s empty, book the entire thing. It�ll be easier to work without other people around.�
�Mind if I join you?� Karen had followed me down. �This place takes my breath away, and I�d love to see more of it.�
�Max could show you around the inside if you�d like.�
�I�m more of an outside kind of girl.� Karen matched my gait. �If you don�t want me to come, you can say so.�
I glanced at Karen�s feet. �Outside girls don�t wear stilettos. I don�t see how anyone can wear those things.�
Karen leaned close and whispered, �Without them, I feel really short.�
�Don�t say I didn�t warn you.� I continued outside and turned left. �The gravesite is at the top of that hill. You still have time to change your mind.�
�I�m good.� Karen took in everything around us as we walked. �How many acres do you have?�
�Around ten plus. I think it was part of a larger estate at one time, which is why they called it a plantation.�
�Were you born here?�
�Yes.� I stopped for a moment to let Karen catch her breath. �I don�t really want to talk about myself at the moment.�
�Would you like to talk about the Dicksons? Max told me they�d been with your father for years.�
�They were good people. They didn�t deserve to die like that.� I took off walking again. �I don�t want to talk about my feelings, either.�
�Is there something you would like to talk about?�
We�d reached the top of the hill. �The apple orchard is over there.� I pointed at our left. �That�s where my father found me. The family cemetery is just ahead. I wanted to visit my father, but I also want to pick out a couple of spots for Mr. and Mrs. Dickson. They were family too.�
�You know it�s okay to cry, Dakota. You must have loved them very much.�
Opening the gate to the cemetery, I said, �I did.� I knelt beside my father�s grave and brushed off the leaves that had blown across it. �I used to come here with my father and put flowers on my grandparents� graves. I never noticed my mother wasn�t buried here, even when dad was buried. It�s hard to believe they all lied to me all those years.�
�I�m sure they thought they were protecting you.�
I touched the gravestone then rose. �There�s enough room beside Dad for the Dicksons. I think they�d like that.� I let my gaze travel over the countryside as Karen checked out the gravestones.
�The body in the hallway hadn�t been dead long. If it was my mother, Christian must have killed her shortly after she called me.�
�Did you remember something else?� Karen came back to stand beside me.
�I remembered something Christian said when I was walking into the house. He said he hadn�t always been evil. That they made him that way. He wanted me to love him and go away with him to be a family. Then he said she would have made me that way, too, but my father saved me. He had to be talking about my mother. And he mentioned Emma.� I walked out the gate and waited for Karen to join me. �What do you think he meant when he said she would have made me that way too?�
�I hate to give the bastard an ounce of sympathy, but it sounds like he was abused as a child by a family member. Perhaps a mother or a grandmother. On the other hand, he�s criminally insane. Just because he says these things doesn�t mean it was your mother. He could have read about her somewhere and convinced himself she was his mother too.�
I closed the gate as the sky turned dark. �We should get back before the storm hits.�
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Gabriel studied the map of Beaufort to set out a course of action. It wasn�t huge, but it was still going to take days to cover it all. Dakota hadn�t given any clues to how big the house was, but from what she�d described to him, it didn�t sound like a huge home.
�It�s really putting it down out there.� Max wheeled into the sitting room of the bed-and-breakfast.
�My mother used to tell me it was god�s tears after something horrible happened.� Gabriel folded the map. �She called the lightning and thunder his anger at the perpetrators who committed the act.�
Max rolled to the window and sat staring. �I never saw you as a religious man.�
�I�m not but not because my mother didn�t try her best.� Gabriel glanced at the huge clock on the wall. It was almost noon. �Did the department ever try to find the house Dakota went to?�
�No, but there�s a reason for that.�
Max didn�t turn around, and the tone of his voice warned Gabriel that he wasn�t going to like what was coming next. �Why?�
�I told you. Wagner said she called in and said she was quitting and getting married.�
�What about the burned car and the fact that she never got in touch with her father and her boyfriend�s dead body? Didn�t that raise any eyebrows?�
�Only with me.� Max turned around. �The pictures of her and Christian together started coming in. The department was being harassed by the media. Wagner took the stance that she killed Tristan and ran off with Salyer. I started searching on my own time. Everything I turned up on Salyer was ridiculous. He was so clean I couldn�t even find a parking ticket.�
�Dakota mention his background check didn�t show up in New York. He had to have help to set up a fake identity that couldn�t be broken.�
�That�s what I figured. I don�t think it�s a good idea to meet with Wagner.�
Gabriel�s phone rang, and he looked at the caller ID. �It�s Don. We�ll finish this in a minute.� He stepped out onto the porch. �Hey, Don. I was just thinking about calling you.�
�I�ve got some bad news for you. Just received a fax from Wagner. They identified enough DNA to make a statement that the bones belonged to Salyer. He�s planning on arresting Dakota and making a big media production out of it. I tried to talk him out of it, Gabe.�
�Were you able to get that entomology thing Karen mentioned?�
�I called them before I called you. They�re putting a rush on it, but I have a feeling it won�t come back until after he�s arrested her. How is she?�
�Good for what she�s been through. I should have called you. Salyer had Bethany Phillips kill her housekeeper and gardener, an old couple that had been with them since she was born. We�ve got a couple of leads on Salyer. He�s made contact with Dakota twice.�
�Phillips?�
�She killed herself.�
�Damn. So what do you plan to do?�
�I don�t know. I�ll talk it over with Dakota. Call me as soon as you get that report.�
�I�m driving over there now. If it�s good, I�ll hand deliver the damn thing.�
�Thanks, Don.�
Gabriel closed his phone and stood watching the rain fall. He didn�t have anything to lose by helping Dakota, but both Max and Karen would be locked up for aiding and abetting. He couldn�t make the choice for them.
Max opened the door. �Lunch is ready. If you�re finished, come on. I�m starved.�
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My phone rang just as I was heading downstairs after Max�s second scream that he was starving. Out of habit, I looked at the ID�unknown. I knew who it was. He was missing his rituals. Gabriel was getting weaker and popping more pain pills each day. I wanted to grant his last wish of killing Christian Salyer before he died. I hit the answer key. �Hello, Christian.�
�Have you been thinking about me, love?�
�Yes, I�ve been thinking about you. I know who you are.�
�Have you thought about what I asked you?�
�You know I would die for her. Where is she?�
�Someplace safe.� He laughed, sending a shiver down my spine. �Who do you think I am, Dakota?�
�You�re my brother. Emma is your niece.�
The silence on the phone had me gripping it so hard for a moment that I thought I�d broken it or he�d hung up. I needed to keep him talking. �We should meet. Talk about Mother.�
�You know nothing about her,� he growled. I could see his face twisting, the demon coming out. I needed to calm him down, placate him in case Emma was near.
�You�re right, Christian. I don�t know anything about our mother. I need you to tell me about her. My father told me she died. I know now he lied.�
�You should have loved me.�
�I should have, and maybe we could have loved each other, but our mother and my father denied us that. We could try again. I didn�t know then, but now I do. I want to see Emma. Hold her for just a little while. Teach her to paint. Give me another chance to love you and her. You�re all the family I have.�
His laughter cut through me, opening wounds and creating new ones. He truly was insane. A dial tone sounded in my ear, and I slumped onto the bed. A knock sounded at the door, and Karen stuck her head inside.
�Max is having a conniption. Says he�s starving.� She stepped inside. �Are you okay?�
�Christian called.�
She sat down on the bed beside me and placed an arm around my shoulders. �Let�s go downstairs. Max and Gabriel will want to hear what he said. Gabriel also has something to tell you.�
�Give me a minute alone.� I dropped the phone and walked to the bathroom. �I want to wash my face. Tell Max to go ahead and start without me.�
�Don�t take too long, okay?�
�Be right there.� I splashed cold water on my face and dried it. My phone rang again. �If that�s Max, I�m going to kill him.�
Unknown was flashing on the caller ID. �Hello.�
�When was the last time you visited your grandmother�s house? I left something there for you.� He hung up again.
�Damn you, Christian, and your games.�
A pain started in my right temple, and I sat down on the bed and closed my eyes.
�Mommy, where are we going?�
�We�re going to Grandma�s house.� She turned and smiled at me. �You�ll have to be very quiet and very clean while we�re there. No playing outside.�
�Is Daddy coming?�
Her face hardened. �Daddy isn�t coming.� She parked in front of a huge frame house. �Daddy doesn�t love Mommy anymore. He only loves you.� She took my arm and dragged me from the car. �Never have children, Dakota. They ruin everything.�
�You�re hurting me, Mommy.�
�I�m sorry, sweetheart.� She grabbed me around the waist and carried me up the steps. �We have to take our shoes off now. Grandma has white carpet.�
My eyes flew open, and I rushed from the room and down the stairs. Heads turned as I skidded to a stop. �I know where the house is.�
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Time had not been kind to the older home. The paint was peeling, shingles were missing from the roof, and the windows were covered with dust, making it impossible to see inside.
�Doesn�t look like anyone has been here in years,� Max said.
I unhooked my seat belt. �Looks can be deceiving. Gabriel, please take charge. I feel fine, but��
�I�ve got a question first. When we talked about the naval base, you hinted he might have it booby trapped to explode. Is there any reason to think he would have done the same here?�
�I don�t know. I guess it�s possible. Maybe I should go in alone. Do we have any flashlights in here?�
�No one is going anywhere alone. Max, you and Karen cover the back. Dakota and I will enter from the front. There�s an old barn in the distance there. Keep an eye on it.� He opened his door and stepped out. �Don�t hesitate to shoot if you have to.�
Max lowered the lift. �Should be a couple of flashlights behind the seat. I still think we should call for backup.�
�You�re probably right.� Gabriel took out his cell phone. �But I�m calling Don, not Wagner.�
I retrieved the flashlight while Gabriel finished the call.
�Good news on the bones in the gravesite. Don�s just outside Beaufort now. He�s going to call Wagner then meet us here.�
I joined Gabriel on the sidewalk, a memory nudging at the corners of my mind. �I did call for backup the day I came here.�
Max frowned. �Nobody said anything about a call coming in from you. Who did you talk to?�
�I don�t remember. I just remember I called for backup.� I glanced at Gabriel. �Are you sure you don�t want to take my gun before we go in, or let me go in alone?�
�Positive. I�ll let you go in first.� We climbed the steps together, and he checked the door. �It�s unlocked.� He pushed it open slowly.
I stepped around him, leading with the gun. Holding a finger to my lips, I pointed at the hallway. A humming, sobbing sound was coming from below. A glance in the living room affirmed no one had been there in a long time. Spiderwebs hung from the ceiling to the floor. The hallway was similar, and I grimaced as we carefully moved toward the door at the end. I knelt and removed my boots before turning the door handle and opening it slowly. Cobwebs covered the entrance, and below was a dark, looming hole. I turned on the flashlight and peered down the stairs. �If he�s using the basement, he isn�t coming in and out this way,� I whispered.
Gabriel nodded and removed his shoes. �Go down a step at a time and be careful.�
I kept my back against the wall, gun ready as I descended slowly. The bottom opened up to a small area without spiderwebs. A light shone beneath a door in the distance. Although we were closer, the humming and sobbing was growing weaker.
Gabriel motioned me to the left of the hallway as he took the right, and we moved forward until we were even with the door. He reached for the doorknob, turned it, and raised an eyebrow. I nodded, holding up three fingers. Gabriel nodded in return, and I lowered a finger. My heart thudded wildly, and the familiar pain started in my right temple. I�m an officer of the law. I lowered the second finger. That was then, and this is now. I lowered the third finger, and Gabriel turned the knob and flung the door open.
I did a rolling entry, twisting and turning as my eyes searched the entire room before coming back to the pitiful creature seated in front of the cage. I fired a quick shot, knocking the blade from Jasmine Elam�s hand, before rushing forward. �We need an ambulance!�
Kicking the knife across the room, I holstered my gun, then I ripped off my jacket and tried to stem the flow of blood gushing from Jasmine�s wrists and arms. �You�re going to be okay, Jasmine.� I knew in my heart I was lying and avoided looking at her face. The eyeballs lying next to her told their own story. I�d wanted to rip my own eyes from their sockets too.
Gabriel knelt beside her and felt for a pulse. �She�s gone, Dakota. So is Rowena.�
Footsteps pounded down the stairs as Gabriel helped me to my feet. �Is this the room he kept you in?�
�Yes.�
A group of officers entered, led by Sergeant Wagner. �Jesus Christ. Are they both dead?�
Gabriel took my arm and walked the two of us through the doorway. �It took you long enough to get here. See for yourself. Salyer was right under your nose all this time, and you ignored it.�
Wagner glared at him. ��Hate to bust your bubble, Browne, but it wasn�t Salyer.� Wagner jerked a paper from his pocket. �The lab was able to retrieve enough DNA from one of the leg bones in that grave to run a match. Christian Salyer is dead.� He turned his eyes on me. �Dakota Dale, you�re under arrest for the murder of Christian Salyer. You have the right to remain silent. Officer Herald, finish reading her rights, cuff her, and take her in.�
�Let it go, Gabriel.� I placed a hand on his arm. �It has to be this way.� I placed my arms behind my back, and Herald zip-tied them.
The stony look on Gabriel�s face relaxed as Don Sampson came down the stairs. He took in the situation and smiled. �I think you�d better take off those cuffs.�
�What are you doing here, Don?� Wagner puffed out his chest. �You should have gotten my email. Besides that, you�re out of your jurisdiction.�
�I guess you called that news crew outside?� Don grinned. �You�re going to look pretty stupid.� He held up a report. �And you might want to talk to the lab again before you do that conference. I asked them yesterday to send a forensic entomology expert to the site to judge how long those bones had been there. According to preliminary tests, less than a month.�
Wagner�s face flushed. �What the hell is a forensic entomology or whatever you said?�
�The study of bugs in the gravesite and sometimes the corpse to judge how long a particular grave has existed or if the body was moved from another site.� Don smiled. �That�s the gist of what I got from the conversation. There�s also a question about whether the bones discovered actually belong to one person. Most bodies don�t have two right arms. We�ll be asking for a full examination into that lab report you received. Seems like somebody there falsified records.� He glared at Herald. �Get those cuffs off her.�
Herald removed the ties, and I rubbed my wrists. �Thank you, Chief Sampson.�
�You okay, Gabriel? Let�s get you two out of here.�
We climbed the stairs, and I grabbed my shoes and continued outside. Karen was leaned against the van with Max a few feet away from her. The two of them watched me approach. �I�m fine.� I turned to study the old house. �At least for the moment.�
�Were they inside?� Karen asked.
�Yes. Jasmine killed herself, and it appears she killed Rowena Sparks.�
�Sampson looked pretty lethal when he went in there.� Max wheeled closer to me.
�Wagner placed me under arrest and handcuffed me.� I glanced at the media van being held at bay by several officers. �He must have planned a huge media campaign of walking me out. Chief Sampson had me released.� I met Karen�s worried gaze. �That entomology thing you asked for showed the grave had been there less than a month.�
She gave me a high five. �Hot damn. About time something went our way.�
�Don�t be too happy. I don�t think they�ll find anything to tie this to Salyer.�
Gabriel walked out with Chief Sampson.
�You can�t blame yourself for this, Dakota.� Max shook his head. �Salyer did this, and we both know it.�
I didn�t answer, because I couldn�t explain to Max the helplessness I felt getting bits and pieces of a puzzle I couldn�t put together as I watched the body count rise.
�They�ve got their work cut out for them.� Sampson ran a hand through his hair. �We found the entrance he was using, the wood chipper in the barn, and several mounds behind the barn that I suspect contain bodies or parts of bodies. It may take months to sort out all the DNA evidence. You guys plan on hanging around here or coming back to Savannah?�
�The four of us have some things to discuss. We�ll let you know after that.� Gabriel reached for a cigarette. �Any way to start an investigation on Wagner?�
�Funny you asked. I was thinking the same thing.� Sampson slapped him on the back. �Keep me informed on the investigation. I�m setting up a special task force to watch for missing persons fitting the pattern. Wherever Salyer goes, we�ll find him.� Sampson walked to his vehicle and waved before taking off.
�You�re lucky.� I stared after Sampson. �Wagner never believed a word I said about Salyer.�
�That�s something I plan on addressing with him before I leave Beaufort.� Max�s jaw tightened as he rolled to the van. �You called for backup. I want to know why you didn�t get any.�
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The news crew in the van hesitated, not sure whether to follow me or wait for information on the crime scene.
�Looks like they�re disappointed I didn�t come out in chains.�
�We rushed out of the bed-and-breakfast so fast that I didn�t get a chance to warn you that Wagner planned on arresting you. Thank god Don followed through on that report,� Gabriel said.
�It won�t make a difference. They�ll twist it now to say I buried the bones to throw everyone off the truth.� I stared out the side window. �We need to go back to the plantation. I need to find out what happened to my mother twenty-five years ago.�
�Hasn�t Father Thurston been your dad�s preacher or whatever since he and your mother married?� Max asked. �If I remember correctly, your dad deeded the land the church is on to them and helped build it.�
�I doubt he�ll tell us anything, but I guess it�s worth trying.�
Max turned the van in the direction of the church. �If he refuses to talk, I�ll threaten to file a lawsuit breaking the will and cutting off that huge donation he gets every month. To be honest, I�ve been wondering why the donation went to him and not the church.�
Max had been handling my finances, and I�d never really thought about why my father might be giving money to Father Thurston. �I think we might have to ask him about that too.�
�So if there are secrets concerning what happened to Sierra Dale, he�d know them.� Gabriel checked his gun. �And so would Salyer. I think you�d better drive a little faster, Max.�
Max picked up speed, and we arrived at the church a few minutes later. �There�s an extra gun in the glove compartment. Give it to Karen.�
Gabriel retrieved the gun and passed it over the seat. �You know how to use it, right?�
�I�m staying behind the rest of you and hoping I don�t have to.�
�There�s a light on in the church.� Max lowered his wheelchair as the rest of us climbed out. �We�ll check there first.�
�If you two want to stand guard, Dakota and I can go in and check.� Gabriel unhooked his holster and took out his gun. �It�ll be quicker that way.�
�We go in together. There�s a handicap ramp, so I can keep up.� Max wheeled toward the church, frustration riddling his voice.
Gabriel beat all of us to the entrance and turned the handle of the massive front door. A foul stench flowed outward.
Karen gagged. �What is that smell?�
�Burnt hair and flesh.� I stepped through the doorway and holstered my gun. The charred remains of Father Thurston were hanging above the altar. �Max, you�d better call it in.�
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Dark clouds were forming overhead by the time we were finally allowed to leave the scene.
�Wagner didn�t even bother showing up. Think he�s avoiding you?� Gabriel asked.
�People like Christian control people through money and fear. I never thought Wagner could be bought, but he does have a mother in a nursing home.� Questions were rolling through my mind like small tornadoes. �Max, if my grandmother died and had no surviving relatives, wouldn�t the property have come to me?�
�Damn good question. When we get back to the plantation, I�ll run a deed search. Do you know when she died?�
I shook my head. �I don�t even know my mother�s maiden name. After Father told me that Mother had died, neither she nor her family was ever mentioned again.�
�We should be able to find that in old records. If nothing else, your parents� marriage license would list her maiden name.� Karen peered at the sky. �Looks like we�re in for a real light show.�
We finished the trip in silence, each of us lost in our thoughts. The house came into view, yellow crime scene tape blowing in the wind. �It looks lonely,� I whispered.
�Were the Dicksons the only staff you had?� Gabriel asked.
�Only live-in. Mrs. Dickson had a cleaning crew that came in every two weeks to help her. Mr. Dickson had a local firm to keep the fields mowed and things taken care of around the house. He liked to do the gardening himself.� The urge to cry hit me hard.
�Gabriel, why don�t you and Max check out the house and start a fresh pot of coffee?� Karen unclipped her seat belt. �I�d like to talk to Dakota for a minute.�
Gabriel glanced at the sky. �Looks like those clouds are regrouping for another light show. Don�t stay out here too long.�
I watched as Gabriel and Max entered the front door then turned in the seat to face Karen. �I know you�re all worried, but I really am fine.�
She smiled. �I never doubted it. Your mother is the key to this, Dakota. You know that. Do you have any idea where to look for her?�
�Dad told me she died when I was five.� I frowned. �I know that isn�t true now. She took me to my grandmother�s house. She was angry and said he didn�t love her anymore and that he only loved me.�
I turned to stare at the hill where I�d buried my father. �My father lied to me all these years. All he would ever say was she was ill and she died.� I turned and studied Karen. �What are your intentions toward Max?�
A delicate pink tinge flushed her cheeks. �I like him.� She shrugged and laughed. �Actually, I like him a lot. I just have to get him past that in-a-wheelchair pity party he has. He doesn�t think he has anything to offer a woman anymore.�
�He�s agreed to raise Emma for me. Would that be a problem for you?�
�No.� Karen�s eyes misted, and she sniffled. �I�d protect her with my life.� She laughed shakily. �I�ll even buy her stilettos if she turns out short like me.�
I continued to stare at the hill. �I loved him and trusted him. How could he lie to me all these years?�
�Maybe he thought he was protecting you. Sometimes when my clients are looking for answers they can�t find and it�s tearing them up inside, I tell them to find a quiet spot and scream it out. You�d be surprised how therapeutic it can be.�
�You�re right.� I ripped off the seat belt and opened my door. �I want to talk to my father. Please don�t follow me, and don�t have Gabriel or Max follow me. If they do, I�m afraid I might kill them.�
Lightning lit up the sky, and rain began to fall as I stomped toward the hill. Everything inside me was turning upside down as memories filled my mind. The dam broke, and emotions flowed through me like tsunamis, ripping and tearing at the fabric of my sanity. I swung open the gate, fell to my knees on his grave, and pounded the ground with my fists. Tears fell, mixing with the rain as I began to scream.
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Gabriel lifted the drapes and stared out the living room window. �The storm is getting worse. I�m going after her.�
�You can�t do that, Gabriel.� Karen came to stand beside him. �She has to do this on her own in her own way. She�s going to be okay.�
Dakota screamed, and it ripped through him, making him shudder. �Does that sound okay to you?�
�Actually, it does. I used to tell my clients the same thing I told Dakota. When life becomes too stressful, find a quiet place and scream at the sky. It�s very therapeutic.�
�I don�t know how long I can stand it.�
The screams continued for another five minutes. �Damn, the silence is worse than the screaming. Can I go now?�
Karen shook her head. �No. She has to find her way home.�
�Max, a little help.�
�Karen�s the expert here. Against my better judgment, we all agreed to let her handle this.� Max turned away from both of them. �I need a drink.�
Another flash of lightning streaked across the sky, and thunder clapped. �This is crazy. What if she�s hurt? She could have passed out.� Gabriel glared at Karen.
Karen sighed. �Give it five more minutes. If she�s not back by then, you can go looking for her. I�ll remind you, though�she said if we followed, she�d kill us.�
Gabriel grabbed a rain slicker from the coat rack near the door. �I�m dying anyway, so if she�s going to kill me, five minutes isn�t going to make that much of a difference. Lock the door behind me.�
A window smashed upstairs, and Karen grabbed his arm. �What was that?� The lights flickered once before plunging them into darkness.
�Max?� Gabriel whispered.
�I think he went to his bedroom.� Karen�s voice quivered. �I saw some candles earlier in the kitchen.�
Gabriel searched his memory for the layout of the house. �There�s a candelabra on the mantel.� He drew his gun and placed it in Karen�s hands. �Keep that trained on the stairway. If anybody comes down those stairs, shoot them.�
�What if it�s Dakota?�
�Shoot her.�
Gabriel banged his knee on the coffee table. �Damn, that hurts.� The mantel should be straight in front of him. He felt along the edge until his fingers closed around the candelabra. Kneeling, he slid his fingers along the fireplace wall until he found the box of matches. His hands were shaking. It took three tries before a tiny flame sparked. Get a grip, Browne. He lit the candles. �You okay, Karen?�
�Better now that we have some light. We should go find Max.�
Gabriel crossed the room and stared down the dark hallway. �One of us has to guard the stairs.�
�Great. Can�t we just call for him? If I scream loud enough, he should hear me.�
A crash came from the back of the house.
�Stay here.� Gabriel placed the candles on the floor and sprinted down the hallway.
�Be careful,� Karen whispered.
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�I love your hair. It feels like silk.�
The water was warm, and I closed my eyes, wanting to sink beneath the surface.
�This will all be over soon. We can go away and start a new life.�
My body felt weightless. Smoke filled the room as the flames burned higher.
Max was lying on the floor, blood seeping from a gash in his head.
�Max,� I whispered.
�Max!� Rain slashed at my face as I used the tombstone to pull myself up. A bolt of lightning lit up the night, outlining the figure near the apple orchard. I couldn�t see his face, but I knew who it was. �Salyer!�
I drew my gun. There was no way I could hit him from there, and if I chased him, Max would die. I sprinted toward the house, his laughter carrying on the wind as he disappeared into the trees.
The house was dark as I took the steps two at a time, hand outstretched to open the door. Locked. �Let me in!�
The door opened slowly, and I ignored the gun pointed at me. �Where�s Max?�
�Gabriel went to find him.� Karen lowered the gun. �I think something happened to him. There was noise upstairs too. The lights went out.�
�Lock the door and stay here. Salyer�s out there.�
�Really?� Karen�s eyes enlarged, and her hands shook.
I flipped the locks on the door. �On second thought, grab the candles and come with me.� I hurried down the hallway with Karen hot on my heels. Smoke was beginning to balloon near the end. �Gabriel! Max!�
�Down here!� Gabriel coughed. �I can�t get the door open. When the electricity went off, it sealed.�
�The fuse box is in the basement. You and Karen check it out. Don�t open the door until I get the fire out, and be careful. Salyer is somewhere in the area.� I headed up the hallway.
�Where are you going?� Gabriel called after me.
�To save my partner.� I didn�t stop to explain as I ran through my fire training in my mind. The door is closed, so I should be safe in breaking the window as long as I get in and out fast. Salyer had made a mistake. We had made most of Max�s rooms fireproof. Only the wood around the door and the ceiling would burn, but that would be enough to kill Max from smoke inhalation. I exited the house, having stopped only long enough to grab a fire extinguisher and turn the bottom lock so the door would lock behind me.
The storm was raging as I jumped down the steps and sprinted around the house. My spine was tingling from the knowledge that Salyer could be lurking close by. �If he wants to stop me, he�ll have to kill me.� I drew my gun as I ran, and when I reached the back, I pumped six bullets into the window. Using the fire extinguisher, I knocked off the glass remaining at the bottom, then I tossed the extinguisher into the room.
Holstering my gun, I removed my jacket quickly, tossed it over the sill, and hefted myself up. �I�m coming, Max.�
Smoke billowed out of the window, and flames shot toward the roof. Max was lying in front of his desk, and I prayed being close to the floor had saved him. He moaned as I rolled him over.
�I�ve got you, partner.� I wouldn�t be able to carry him outside. The best I could do was drag him toward the window and heft him up so his head was in fresh air. �Please don�t die on me, Max. I need you to live.� I grabbed him under both arms and moved slowly backward until my back touched the wall, then I moved my arms underneath his and wrapped them around his chest. �One, two, three.� I hefted his upper body and leaned him over the windowsill. �Be right back, buddy.�
I grabbed the fire extinguisher and began putting out the flames. Smoke filled my lungs as sirens sounded in the distance. At least one of us had the good sense to call for help.
The lights flickered and came on just as I extinguished the last of the fire. The door would be too hot to even attempt opening. I dropped the extinguisher, hurried back to the window, and felt for a pulse. It was weak, but Max was still alive. Drops of blood mixed with rain ran down his face and dripped onto the ground. The windowsill didn�t have room for both of us, and my lungs were filled with burning pain. I slid down the wall to the floor. �Hang on, partner. Help�s on the way.�
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�She should go to the hospital and be checked out.� The paramedic reset the oxygen mask over my mouth and nose. �She needs a chest x-ray and blood work at the very least. Her doctor may want to start a round of antibiotics to prevent infection and place her on a bronchodilator.�
�We�ll bring her in.� Gabriel nodded at where Max was being loaded into an ambulance. �How is he?�
�He�s alive thanks to her.� The paramedic finished packing his bag. �You two should be checked out too. Smoke inhalation isn�t anything to fool around with.�
�I�m fine.� Gabriel surveyed the area surrounding the house. �I need to board the windows here and check out a few things.�
�I�ll ride in with Max.� Karen squeezed my hand and grinned at Gabriel. �Hate to say I told you so, but I�m going to anyway. I knew she was going to be okay.�
Removing the oxygen mask, I stood. �I can call someone to fix the windows. Karen said something about a noise upstairs. Have you checked that out?�
�Not yet. Where did you see Salyer?�
�He was near the apple orchard. I couldn�t see his face, but he laughed when I ran to the house.�
�Why didn�t you go after him?�
�Somehow, I knew Max was in danger. As much as I want to catch Salyer and find my daughter, I couldn�t let my partner down.�
Gabriel followed me into the house and up the stairs. �Maybe we should let the police check this out.�
I glanced over my shoulder and smiled. �We are the police. Or at least you are.�
�I�m a little out of my jurisdiction.�
A door slammed near the end of the hall. My gun was out before he could unhook his holster. �You take right, I�ll take left?�
He nodded, sliding along the hallway until we reached the door.
�Count of three?� I asked.
�Screw it, I�m tired.� Gabriel turned the doorknob. �Locked.�
�Unlock it.� I stood in front of the door, gun ready.
Gabriel drew back as far as he could and rushed the door, slamming his shoulder into the frame. It splintered but didn�t open. �Nice doors you�ve got here.� He raised a leg and kicked until the door sprang open.
The light from the hallway illuminated the interior. Curtains were blowing in the wind, and a huge rock lay in the center of the room. A note was wrapped around it. Gabriel removed it and passed it to me. �We don�t need fingerprints to know who it�s from.�
I opened the sheet. Would you die for her? I�ll trade Emma for you.
My hands trembled. �He wants to trade Emma for me.�
Gabriel closed his eyes, his hands clenched by his sides. �There has to be another way.�
�We both know there isn�t. I�ve known all along, since my first memories of her, that it would come to this. I�m going to need your help.�
�You know I�ll do anything you want, but I don�t think I have a lot of time left.�
I lifted a hand and touched his face. �What�s your dying wish?�
�Free Emma and kill Salyer.�
�Mine too. Let�s check on Max and make sure he�s safe, then we�ll put our heads together and figure out a way to do that.�
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Gabriel hoped Max looked worse than he felt. His face was unnaturally pale, and the head wound had required four stitches. �They�re keeping you overnight for observation. Between the smoke inhalation and the concussion, it�s the perfect place for you.�
�Did Dakota drag me out of there, or was that a dream?�
�She dragged you to the window and lifted you up and over the sill away from the smoke. She saved your life.� Gabriel walked to the window and stared out. �Did you get a look at the guy who hit you?�
�No. The lights went out, and that�s the last thing I remember.� Max�s voice was getting weaker.
Gabriel closed the blinds. �You need to rest. We can talk about everything when you get better.�
�Is she okay?� He wasn�t asking about injuries from the fire.
�She�s better than okay.�
�Dakota asked me to raise Emma for her. She�s afraid the darkness inside her will come back, and she�ll hurt her or someone else.�
Gabriel knew that fear. It had kept him staring into the darkness many nights when the nightmares woke him. �You�ll make a great Uncle Max.�
The door to the room opened, and Karen stuck her head inside. �They�re kicking us out now, but I�m not leaving.�
Max�s eyes were closed. The even rise and fall of his chest told Gabriel he�d fallen asleep.
�Where�s Dakota?�
�She stopped off at the ladies� room. She�ll be here in a minute.�
�Did you talk to Wagner about putting guards on Max�s door?�
�I did, but he says he can�t spare anyone at the moment. You don�t think Salyer would come here, do you?�
His gaze slid over the prone figure in the bed. Without guards, Max was vulnerable. He�s vulnerable here even with guards. �I think we need to move him.�
�Is it safe to move him?� Karen asked.
Gabriel unhooked the IV. �Safer than leaving him here. See if you can find his file, and we�ll take it with us.�
�I don�t think they�re going to just give that to me.�
He unclipped his holster. �Stay with Max. They�ll give it to me.�
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�Wagner ordered me out of town.� I climbed into the passenger seat and looked in the back, where Karen was attending to Max. �How is he?�
�He has a hellacious headache,� Max said, groaning.
Karen squealed and kissed him.
�Maybe I should get knocked out more often.� Max grinned then groaned again.
�Hopefully, it knocked some sense into that hard head of yours.� Karen beamed.
I turned back to the front. �Let�s take Karen and Max back to the bed-and-breakfast. I think you and I need to pay a visit to Wagner. After that, I want to search my grandmother�s house for paperwork. My father would have made sure there was nothing I could find at the house.�
�Salyer may have destroyed everything.� Gabriel started the van and pulled away from the hospital.
�I don�t think so. He probably thinks I would never go back there. If there�s paperwork showing where my mother has been for the past twenty-five years, we�ll find it there.�
I listened to Karen and Max whispering in the back. They laughed a lot. Gabriel had said she grew on you, and he was right. I�d depended on the Dicksons to take care of Max when I was gone, but I didn�t have to worry about that anymore. Karen would make sure he had everything he needed and fill his days with laughter. I couldn�t have found better parents for Emma.
Max insisted on wheeling himself in when we arrived. We settled him in the bedroom and left Karen by his side.
�I�ll be right back.� I headed for my bedroom. Mrs. Sanchez kept notepads and pens in the nightstands, and the message I was going to send to Christian was for his eyes only.
Christian:
I accept. My life for Emma.
I smiled as I wrote the next line.
I have some conditions. It ends where it started�my grandmother�s house. We�ll meet you there one week from today at midnight. Bring Emma or call me at a quarter till and tell me where Max and Karen can pick her up. Once Max and Karen have Emma, Gabriel and I will join you in the house. I�m sure you know Gabriel is dying. He wants to die with me, and I want to die with him. No tricks, no cops. I want to end this.
Remembering how much he loved to quote Shakespeare, I added one of his favorite quotes.
�Cowards die many times before their deaths. The valiant never taste of death but once.� Shakespeare.
Are you a coward, Christian? Because I�m not. As Shakespeare said: �Death is a necessary end. It will come when it will come.�
Dakota
I placed the note inside an envelope and sealed it. If Christian accepted, we had a week to put everything in order. I had one more thing I needed to do. Mrs. Sanchez had removed all the mirrors in my room and the common rooms at my request, but Karen�s room still had one, and I didn�t think she would mind. I stood for a moment outside my door, facing the door across from me. I hadn�t seen my reflection in over a year.
�You okay?� Gabriel was close to the top of the stairs. �I was getting worried about you.�
�Trying to make myself face my last demon. I was going to look in the mirror.�
He climbed the last steps and came toward me. Taking my hand in his, he opened Karen�s door. �We�ll do it together. Close your eyes for a minute.�
I closed my eyes as he led me through the door.
He stepped behind me and placed his arms around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder. �Open your eyes, Dakota.�
I homed in on his face in the mirror then slowly let my view widen. No monsters glared back at me. No dripping blood. �Thank you, Gabriel. I�m ready now.�
He turned me in his arms and pressed his lips softly to mine. �So am I.�
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�I know where Wagner lives, but we�ll try the station first.� I started the van and backed out of the parking spot. �Are you feeling okay?�
�Just tired. I�ll be fine.� Gabriel leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes.
He wasn�t just tired. The pain was getting worse, and his breathing sounded more labored. Does it really matter what my mother did? It won�t change anything. �Maybe we should just forget about my mother and spend the next week resting and enjoying ourselves.�
�We need to know in case there�s anyone else involved. For Emma�s sake. We�re not leaving any nightmares for her to live with.�
�You�re right, of course. I just don�t want to overtax your strength.� I drove slowly, not in any rush to face Wagner. �I don�t just need you, Gabriel. I want you with me.�
He grinned and opened one eye. �I�m not going anywhere.�
�I ordered everything we need. It will be here tomorrow.� I parked in front of the station. �If Salyer accepts, the guy will be here Thursday night to install everything.�
Gabriel opened his door. �He�ll accept.�
The desk sergeant glanced up when the door opened and pressed a button. �What are you doing here, Dale?�
�We�re here to see Wagner.�
The door between the front and the back offices opened. �I ordered you out of town.� Wagner appeared to have aged in the last few hours. And he�d been drinking. I could smell the liquor twenty feet away.
�I need to talk to you before I go.�
He eyed Gabriel. �Him too?�
�Him too.� I held up the envelope so he could see Christian�s name on it. �Or we can do it here if you prefer.�
�Come on back.�
We followed him down the hall to his office.
�I have a message for you to deliver to Christian.� I dropped the envelope on his desk as he stumbled to his seat.
�What the hell makes you think I can get a message to that crazy bastard?� He poured a glass of whiskey with shaky hands.
�We�re way past the time for lies, Wagner. Too many women have died. He�s offered to trade my daughter for me. I�ve accepted.�
The glass slipped from his fingers. �Your daughter? I didn�t know you had a daughter. Jesus Christ.� He held his head in his hands. �What have I done?�
�I don�t really care what you�ve done. Deliver the message for me, then undo it. Write a confession and give it to Don Sampson.� I turned away from him. �Let�s go, Gabriel.�
�You okay?� Gabriel opened the outer door for me. �I�d love to go back in there and beat the hell out of him.�
I glanced over my shoulder. I�d loved that place�coming to work every morning, joking with my fellow officers, and meeting up for a beer when the day was over. �I think he�s doing his own beating right now.�
�Maybe he�ll kill Salyer for you.�
A shudder ran through me. �I�m more concerned Salyer will kill him. Let�s get this over with before it starts raining again.�
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I stared at the mess left behind by Forensics. Paperwork was strewn through the bedrooms and the hallway. �Let�s grab everything we can and check closets or any place we think something might be hidden. I�ll start with the living room.�
Since I�d seen that room so often in my dreams, I knew exactly where to look. The credenza in the corner was stuffed with envelopes that had never been opened. The cubbyholes held notes and bits of paper. I stuffed it all into the garbage bag and looked for hidden compartments. Satisfied, I moved on to the kitchen. One drawer was stuffed with more unopened letters. �Living room clear. Kitchen clear. I�m moving to the dining room.�
�Both bedrooms clear,� Gabriel called back. �Is there an attic?�
�I don�t know.� I moved through the dining room. �Dining room clear.� Joining Gabriel in the hallway, I stared at the ceiling. �Don�t attics normally have a stairway or a pull-down ladder?�
Gabriel reentered the first bedroom and opened the closet. �All these old houses had attics at one time.� He pushed aside racks of dusty clothing. �Bingo.� Gabriel opened the door. �I�ll do a quick check.�
�Be careful. Those stairs don�t look too stable.�
He nodded, placing his feet carefully. �If there�s anything up here, we�ll come back in the daylight and check it out.�
I was getting a creepy feeling by the time he returned. �Anything?�
�Forensics did a crappy job. Two bodies up there. Both female from the clothing.� He brushed off spiderwebs and sighed. �I believe it�s your grandmother and your mother.�
�I�m ready to go.�
Gabriel closed the door to the attic, repositioned the clothing, and closed the closet door. �Suits me. I doubt we�d find anything useful in the basement.�
�If it�s there, it can stay there. I�m never going down there again.�

[image: ]

�You�re looking better, Max.� Gabriel and I dropped the garbage bags inside the front door and locked it behind us. �I hope you have some coffee made.�
Karen came in from the kitchen. �If you ever catch me without a fresh pot made, take my pulse, because I�m probably dead.� She glanced at the garbage bags. �Looks like we�ve got our work cut out for us. I�ll grab the pot and some cups.�
�Somebody bring me my laptop.� Max wheeled to the dining room table. �I�m ready to go to work.�
I grabbed a bag and carried it to the table. �How do you want to start?�
�Sort it into notes, bills, bank statements, letters, and legal documents. What exactly are we looking for?� Max asked.
Gabriel brought in the second bag. �Other than where Sierra Dale has been for twenty-five years, anything or anybody that might be a problem for Emma in the future.� He pulled out a chair and slumped into it. �We�re not leaving anything to chance.�
Karen kept our coffee cups filled as we worked for the next three hours, sorting into different stacks. �Here�s a check made out to a psychiatric hospital in Manhattan for Sierra Dale. Looks like she was committed in 1994.� Max held out the check.
�I think I�ve found what we�re looking for.� Gabriel held up a hospital bill. �In 1996, Sierra Dale gave birth to twin boys.�
I felt the blood drain from my face. �Twins?�
Gabriel nodded. �She named one of them Christian and the other Joshua.�
�Were they identical twins?� Max asked.
�No, not identical.�
�I need some fresh air.� I forced myself not to run, my right temple pounding. Even if we kill Christian, another maniac may be out there, after my baby. I flipped the lock and opened the front door. Rain had started again, and the wind was picking up.
Karen came to stand beside me. �Are you okay?�
�No. Gabriel�s dying, and even if we kill Salyer, we don�t know who or where his brother is. We don�t even know what he looks like. Emma still won�t be safe.�
�What happened when you talked to Morgan?�
�I gave him the note and told him to give it to Christian. That I was trading myself for my daughter. He pretty much admitted he was involved.�
�Maybe he knows who and where the second child is.� Karen wrapped her arms around herself. �It�s getting colder. Let�s go back in and see what else we can find. If we don�t find anything, then tomorrow we�ll go back and see him.�
A patrol car pulled into the parking space in front of the bed-and-breakfast. I recognized the officer from the desk earlier. He ran through the rain and ducked under the porch. �Sergeant Wagner asked me to deliver this to you.� He held out a manila envelope. �You have a good night, ladies.�
I waited until his car pulled away before breaking the seal. Paper-clipped documents were inside with a hand-scrawled cover letter.
�Figured these might come in handy some day. A little self-protection in case something happened to me. I left my confession for Chief Sampson, and now I�m gonna deliver your message. I swear to God, Dakota, I did not know about your daughter. I would never have let him do that. I hope some day you can forgive me.
I passed the note to Karen. �I think he knows Salyer is going to kill him.�
�I think you�re right.� She eyed the envelope. �Are you going to look at them?�
�Let�s go in. Max and Gabriel will want to see this too.�
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The rain stopped after midnight, and the day promised to be one of sunshine and warmth, a pleasant fall interlude before the coldness of winter descended. None of us slept much. We were all disturbed by the information Wagner had left and the lives he�d allowed to be destroyed. Karen was still in a state of shock, and Max was furious. Only Gabriel and I understood his actions. But that didn�t mean we condoned them.
The back door opened. I didn�t need to look to know it was Gabriel. Hopefully, Max and Karen were getting some much-needed rest.
�I brought you a cup of coffee.� Gabriel took the seat next to me and placed the cup on the small table.
�Thank you.� I continued to stare at the flower garden. In a few months, most of it would die, leaving behind patches of rotting leaves and stems. �I wonder if that�s what happened to my mother. She was beautiful, yet she just slowly died inside until nothing was left but rotten foliage.�
�Environment has a lot to do with how we turn out. Your grandmother raised her to believe that outer appearances were all that mattered. Everything had to be clean and pristine white. Her mind was damaged.�
And so is mine. �She hated me so much that she raised them to destroy anyone who looked like me. They�ll never stop as long as a woman with long black hair and light-blue eyes exists.�
�Christian didn�t kill you. If we�re right, he didn�t kill any of those women. He rebelled in the only way he could by having someone else do the killing. And when she finally pointed a finger at you, he killed her.�
�He did kill women. Just not the ones who looked like me. We may never know how many bodies are buried out there or how many of those missing women online he butchered.� I sipped the lukewarm coffee. �He said she would have turned me evil, except my father saved me. Father must have seen the madness in her at some point but loved her too much to put her away.�
Gabriel took my hand in his. �Secrets create darkness, and darkness creates monsters. That�s what happened to Morgan Wagner. On the other hand, fate�s a funny thing. If Salyer hadn�t killed my sister, I never would have met you.�
�And if we hadn�t met, I�d be in jail for the rest of my life for crimes I didn�t commit. Without your help and Don Sampson�s help, no one would have looked beyond the fake lab report and Wagner�s statements.�
�I think the turning point for him was Emma, and he was telling the truth. He really didn�t know about her and that Salyer had taken her. I think that was the turning point for Salyer, too�watching you pregnant, seeing a new life come into the world.�
�What do you mean?�
�You said he treated you different when you were pregnant and after Emma was born. I don�t think he wants you dead. I don�t think he ever wanted you dead. And now he wants to save Emma, but Joshua is pulling the strings.�
�And we don�t know who Joshua is.�
The rage inside me was growing, and the darkness was expanding. With everything Wagner had given us, he didn�t tell us who Joshua was. It was still hard to believe he was the father of my stepbrothers thanks to a weekend fling that came back to haunt him twenty-five years later. At first, Christian had played him, convincing him he was innocent. When Wagner began to suspect he might be guilty, Christian had killed Wagner�s wife, threatening to finish the job with the remainder of Wagner�s family. Wagner had wanted to kill Christian, but Christian had promised him if he gave him me, he would disappear and never be heard from again.
�Even with Max�s skills in research, we don�t have time to find Joshua before Friday.�
Gabriel turned to stare at me, the golden highlights of his eyes dimmer than they had been the day before. �We don�t know who he is, but Christian does. He has to contact you to make the deal, and I seriously doubt he�ll accept all your conditions. Convince him to bring Joshua with him, or at least convince him that as long as Joshua is alive, Emma will never be safe. He probably knows that already but is hoping with you gone, Joshua will get over his rage. We both know that isn�t going to happen.� He let go of my hand. �Good people do bad things when the pain cuts too deep. I brought you into this mess again. Even now, knowing everything I know, there are times I want to blame you. Rage and hate are like cancer. They find a spot that�s vulnerable, dig in, and start to grow until they kill all that�s decent inside you.�
Gabriel didn�t know it, but he�d just reinforced everything I�d felt from the first moment I woke up after the doctors put my body back together. I constantly felt a predator stalking me, waiting for the right moment to pounce and rip me to shreds. Christian couldn�t force me to kill, but in the nightmares, the knife was always in my hands. The satisfied smirk was on my lips. That was why I had to end the nightmares before they became reality.
He held out his hand. �You need some rest, and so do I. We need to be ready to change our plans when Christian calls.�
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The phone woke me, and I reached for it before it woke Gabriel. �Hello.�
�Conditions, my love. You�re in no position to request conditions.�
�I know.� Licking my dry lips, I slipped out of bed. �I�ve had some time to think since I wrote the note.�
�And?� He laughed. �Why should I trust you or anything you say?�
�Because you have Emma.�
He was silent, and I held my breath, hoping he wouldn�t hang up.
�I�d like to meet before the exchange. Just the two of us for dinner, the way you always wanted. I want to talk.�
�That would be rather difficult now. My loving father killed himself, leaving a note of my guilt. In a few hours, there�ll be a nationwide search.�
The news that Wagner had killed himself didn�t come as a complete surprise. He wouldn�t have left a confession without a way out. �The plantation. No one would think you�d come back there.�
�You�ll come alone?�
I glanced at where Gabriel was still sleeping peacefully. �Yes, I�ll come alone.�
�Tonight, eight o�clock.�
He hung up, and I rushed to the bathroom to throw up. What I was doing was crazy, but if Gabriel was right, Christian still had something good inside, some part of him that cared about me and Emma.
I rinsed my mouth and splashed cold water on my face before glancing in the mirror. I can do this for Emma.
Gabriel was stirring when I reentered the bedroom. I had no idea what Max and Karen thought was going on between us, but the truth was we were both too damaged to even think of a normal relationship. Lying next to him, hearing him breathe, had been enough for me, and I hoped my warmth and presence had been enough for him. I glanced at the bedside clock and gasped. Christian had said eight, and it was almost seven. We�d slept the entire day. I slipped out the door and closed it softly behind me.
Karen was coming out of her room as I rushed for mine. �Hey, sleepyhead. About time you two woke up.�
�Gabriel�s still asleep.� I grabbed her arm and opened my door. �I don�t have much time, and I need to talk to you.� I pulled her in then closed and locked the door. After ripping off my dirty clothes, I grabbed clean underwear, a fresh pair of jeans, and a V-neck sweater. �I have to go out, and I need you to distract Max until I�m gone.�
Karen flopped onto my bed. �I�ll help you but only if you tell me where you�re going and why.�
�I�m meeting Christian for dinner.�
Karen�s mouth gaped open, and she shook her head. �You can�t do that, Dakota. He�ll kill you or take you prisoner again.�
I slipped on my shoes. �We don�t know who Joshua is, and we don�t have time to find out. Christian is my only chance of making sure Emma is safe.� I picked up the picture of Emma from the nightstand. �Nothing matters but saving my daughter. We�re meeting at eight. I�ll take my phone and call you at nine. If I don�t call, you�ll know it didn�t go right.�
�Where are you meeting him?�
�The plantation.�
Karen rose, wrapped her arms around my neck, and squeezed. �If you get yourself killed, Max is going to hate me.�
I pulled away. �Max loves you. He doesn�t have to know you knew.�
�No, I would have to tell him. We can�t start a relationship with secrets between us.�
Secrets create darkness, and darkness creates monsters. Maybe if my father had told me that and forced my mother to get the help she needed, I wouldn�t be in the situation I was in. �Take care of Max and Gabriel for me.�
She nodded and gulped. �I will.�
A light breeze was blowing as I sprinted for the van. Gabriel kept the gas tank full in case we had to leave in a rush. I sat for a moment, staring at the window to Gabriel�s bedroom. Before Salyer, I could have loved him.
I jerked the car into gear and backed out. �There is no before Salyer for me.�
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I made it to the house at a quarter till eight. The sun was setting, and darkness was approaching quickly. I was early, but that didn�t really matter. Christian was there. I could feel him.
My heart thudded loudly as I opened the van door and stepped out. A single light shone from the hallway. �That was then, this is now. I can do this.�
As I climbed the steps, the front door opened. �Welcome home, Dakota.�
I smiled, or at least I hoped it was a smile. My vocal chords felt paralyzed.
He swung the door open and stepped to the side. �I hope you like what I�ve prepared. Come in.�
I flinched when he touched my arm, but I didn�t pull away. �It smells delicious.�
Christian led me through the living room, down the hall, and past the formal dining room. �I�d thought we�d eat in the kitchen�a small, more intimate setting.� He pulled out a chair for me at the small dinette set.
�What are we having?�
�Spaghetti and garlic bread. I couldn�t go shopping, of course, and there wasn�t a lot of time for anything fancy.� He loaded a plate and placed it in front of me. �I have a bottle of wine if you�d care for a glass.�
�Wine sounds great.� I clasped my hands in my lap, afraid to look at the silverware next to my plate. The knife he�d placed there was probably deliberate. He wanted to see if I could fight the temptation to grab it and shove it through his evil heart.
He filled his own plate, poured two glasses of wine, and took a seat across from me. �Relax.�
I picked up my fork and rolled spaghetti around the tines, then I took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. �It�s good.�
�Thank you. I actually wanted to be a chef.� He sipped his wine. �I�m surprised you came alone. Or are Gabriel and Max slowly sneaking up on us?�
�They don�t know I�m here.�
�Secrets from your partner. That�s a bad road to start down.�
I picked up the wine glass and downed half the contents. �I told Karen what I was doing and where I was. If I don�t call her at nine, she�ll call out the cavalry.�
�I see. And if you call her at nine?�
�She trusts me. She�ll do whatever I ask her to.�
He smiled, and for a moment, he looked natural, sane, like the brother I could have had. �That must be nice to have someone like that in your life.�
�You were lucky. You had a brother.�
�So you know about Joshua?� He wiped his lips on the napkin. �He hates you as much as Mother did.�
�Why? How can he hate me when he doesn�t even know me? How could she hate me? I was five years old when she left.�
Christian pushed his plate away. �I can�t give you the answers you want. Your grandmother was crazy. Mom killed her the day she came down to the basement and found out what was going on. She made me take the body to the attic. She said it was your fault.� His eyes met mine. �I wanted to hate you.�
�Did you kill Mother?�
He nodded. �I�d seen you, knew who you were. I thought as long as I kept bringing her and Joshua women who looked like you, it would satisfy her. I didn�t know she�d called you until it was too late. Joshua was on his way, so I killed her, and when you showed up, I took you to the basement and put you in the cage. I told Joshua you killed her. I convinced him I could make you pay for that. I would break you.� He poured another glass of wine.
I forced myself to meet his gaze. �You didn�t hate me, and you don�t hate Emma, either. Help me save her. If Joshua hates me that much, he�ll never let her live.� I bit my lip to keep from asking again where she was. He didn�t want me to beg.
�I�ll accept your terms for Friday night. Max can come with you. I�ll have Emma brought there and give you a few minutes with her. I�ve told her about you. She knows you�re her mother. She carries your picture, and I show her videos sometimes.�
My eyes misted. �Thank you.�
�When Max drives away with Emma, you and Gabriel will enter the house.� His eyes hardened. �Joshua will be there. You will die, Dakota. I won�t be able to save you this time.� He lifted his wine glass and drained it. �He plans on killing me too. He has to. Otherwise, in a moment of sanity, I might reveal who he really is.�
�Emma is the only thing that matters. Tell me who he is.�
He pushed away his plate. �You should leave.� His eyes were beginning to glaze. �Now!�
The chair toppled as I leapt to my feet and ran. His laughter rang out behind me. My hands were shaking as I got into the van, and I dropped the keys. �Damn it.� I felt around my feet until I found them. Inserting the key, I pumped the gas, realizing too late I had probably flooded the van. �Start, please start.� I ground the key in the ignition and jerked on the wheel to turn around.
The road ahead looked long and dark, and I held my breath until I reached the main road. Hysterical laughter bubbled up in my chest as sobs shook my shoulders. I pulled to the side of the road, parked, and screamed.
My throat was raw when my cell phone ringing jerked me from the hell I�d drifted to. Karen�s ID popped up. I grabbed the phone and hit the answer key. �I�m okay. I�m on my way back.�
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�What the hell did you think you were doing?� Max was furious.
My hands were still shaking as Karen placed a warm cup in them. �Shush, Max. Give her some time.� She took the chair beside me.
I glanced at the end of the table, where Gabriel was seated. His smile was weak, but his eyes told me he understood. �Did it work?� he asked.
�Joshua will be there Friday night.�
Gabriel rose, using the edge of the table to push himself up. �Max, care to drive me to the pharmacy? I need a new bottle of pain pills.�
Karen was on her feet in an instant. �Max and I can go. You should rest, Gabriel.�
�I think you and Dakota need some time to talk.� Gabriel stood up straight. �Besides, I�m not giving in to this crap. Not yet.�
We watched them leave, and Karen refilled my cup. �He should be in a hospital.�
�No, he needs to finish this.�
�Do you want to talk about your meeting with Salyer? I think I lost ten years of my life waiting for nine o�clock.� She took her seat and fiddled with the table centerpiece.
�I think he told the truth. He was fine until the end when he told me to leave.� My cup rocked, and coffee sloshed on the table. �He has moments of sanity, but the killer isn�t too far below the surface.�
�Did he tell you anything about Joshua?�
I shook my head. �Only that he hates me as much as my mother did. I asked him how he could hate me when he didn�t even know me. He told me he tried to hate me. That was when he changed and told me to leave.� It wasn�t the entire truth, but sharing the parts about my mother wouldn�t help anything, and the pain was still a raw wound.
�I�m glad you listened to him.� She pushed the centerpiece away.
�Karen, do you think Emma will be okay?� I hated asking the question, but my family tree wasn�t looking great.
�What do you mean, �okay�?�
�My grandmother was crazy, my mother was crazy, and both my brothers are insane.� I turned to face her, wanting to see the truth in her eyes. �We both know my mind is damaged. Do you think Emma will be okay?�
�Tell me about the damage to your mind. We�ve never talked about that. You�ve overcome the DID. What else is bothering you?�
�The nightmares. In them, I�m torturing people, killing people. I like it, and there�s always this river of crimson flowing by me�the blood of my victims. Christian called it the color of his rage. That�s what I feel in my dreams�an overpowering rage I can�t control.� Karen�s face had paled, and I knew what I was revealing was terrifying to her. �The first day I met you, I wanted to cut your throat.�
Her laugh was shaky. �I�m sure I�ve had that effect on others.�
�So is Emma going to be okay?�
�I can only give you statistics. Most of the time, if an abused child is rescued before the age of four or five and raised in a loving home, they turn out great. Emma is less than two. From what you�ve told me about Christian, I don�t think she�s been abused or exposed to the things you were exposed to.� Karen placed a hand on mine. �You were raised by a loving father, and you turned out fine until you were kidnapped, tortured, and driven insane. Even then, you fought your way back to save your child. Emma is going to be fine.�
It might only be statistics, but it gave me hope. �We only have two days left. I want to plan some fun things for Gabriel. Something that won�t tire him out too much.�
�What happens Friday night?�
�Once Emma is safe, we end it.�
�How? When Max and I drive away, you know they�re going to kill the two of you.�
�Max will tell you.� I rose and walked toward the stairs. �It�s going to be okay, Karen. You�ll see.�
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Gabriel and I spent Wednesday with lawyers, getting our final paperwork in order. I changed my will again to give Max the ability to sell the property, with the exception of the cemetery, if he decided he didn�t want to live there. Gabriel left everything to Max and Karen to do whatever they wanted to with it. We�d also talked with Don Sampson about the body at the cabin. With his promise to take care of it, I finally felt at peace. Soon, another grieving mother would have the answers about her daughter.
�Where to now?� I asked. �We could go back to the bed-and-breakfast and catch a quick nap.�
�I�ve got a better idea.� Gabriel had a twinkle in his eyes. �Let�s go pick out birthday cards for Emma until she turns twenty-one. We can also get some stationery, and you can spend tomorrow writing letters for special events like her first day at school, her first date, and graduation.�
The lump in my throat refused to dislodge as I drove toward the local mall. �I think there�s a store that specializes in that type of thing.�
We spent the next two hours laughing as we opened cards and finally agreed on cute ones for the early years and funny ones for the later years. I chose a pale-pink stationery with matching envelopes. Gabriel was getting tired by the time we made it to the van. He leaned over and kissed me. �Thank you.�
�For what?� I started the van and backed out of the parking spot. �I should be thanking you. You�ve given me a way to be a part of Emma�s life that I hadn�t even thought of.�
�Remember what I told you I wanted from you?�
I shook my head, eyes facing forward. �You were usually angry with me.�
�I said all I wanted was to see you smile the way you did before Salyer. I got that today.�
Mist clouded my vision, and I blinked it away. Gabriel had leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. A memory flowed though my mind. I wonder what Rivers would think if I told him how much he reminded me of the deranged serial killer who�d destroyed my life.
I slammed on the brakes. �I know who Joshua is.�
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�This changes everything.� Max was booting up his computer. �We capture Salyer and Rivers and lock the bastards up for the rest of their stinking lives.�
�And it makes perfect sense on how Salyer was able to fake his background checks and other things. Rivers would have been able to do that easily and screw up any DNA found.� Karen stood behind Max, her arms around his neck.
�I think I�ll lie down for a while.� Gabriel popped two pain pills into his mouth, washed them down with water, then walked toward the stairs. �We can talk about the rest of this in the morning.�
I grabbed my packages. �I�ll join you.�
He waited for me at the bottom of the stairs, and we climbed together.
�It could change things for you,� he whispered.
�We can talk about that later.� I placed an arm around his waist and let him lean just a little on me. �You need to rest, and I have a lot of writing to do.�
�We don�t both have to die.�
�I know.� When we reached the top of the steps, I let go. �I�m going to grab a pen.�
I closed my door and leaned against it, fighting back tears. Though I�d watched my father die, watching Gabriel slip away was even harder. I could feel the pain. He no longer talked about killing Salyer, and I wondered if that had weakened his will to live. �I need you to live, Gabriel,� I whispered. �In case I fail.�
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I hid away the rest of the day in Gabriel�s room, watching him sleep as I signed and sealed cards and wrote letters. It was nine o�clock before Max and Karen insisted I eat something even if Gabriel didn�t.
Max wasn�t going to let me not talk. �I researched Rivers. Pretty good setup, but I was able to get around it. Says he graduated from Harvard, so I went in and checked the rosters. There�s a Joshua Rivers there, but it�s not the Rivers we know. The guy probably isn�t even a psychiatrist or a doctor. The parents listed are fakes too. How do these guys get by with this stuff?�
�Wagner. He hired Rivers. We only have forty-eight officers, so why did we need a psychiatrist on staff?� I toyed with the chicken and ate a bite or two.
�Here�s what I�m thinking.� Max flipped a piece of paper in front of me. �We call Sampson and get a major group ready to descend as soon as we get Emma free. I know it still leaves you and Gabriel vulnerable for a second or two, but these guys aren�t dumb. Faced with that kind of gunpower against them, they�ll give up.�
Would you die for her? �Christian might have, but Joshua won�t. He�s living for one thing, and that�s to kill me.�
�Then we walk into his office tomorrow and blow the bastard away.� Max ran a hand over his face. �Damn it, Dakota, I can�t lose you now.�
�You lost me a long time ago, Max, the second Salyer placed me inside that cage. I can�t do anything that would risk Emma.� I stared into his eyes. �And neither can you.�
The doorbell rang, and I stood up. �That�s for me.�
The hooded figure was standing in the shadows, and I joined him there. He handed me an envelope. �Everything just the way you wanted.� He picked up a rifle case. �Barrett M82, which is a semiautomatic. If your guy knows what he�s doing, he can�t miss. Plenty of ammo in the case. I put an extra detonator inside. Just remove the safety, and it�s ready. You need anything else, you know where to find me.�
�Thank you.�
He nodded and disappeared before I could turn back to the door. Max was waiting just inside. �That�s for you. I think you�ll know what to do with it.�
Max unzipped the case and pulled out the assault rifle. �Any reason to believe I might have to use it?�
�We�re dealing with Salyer and Rivers. I�m not leaving anything to chance.� I bent and kissed him on the cheek. �I�m depending on you.�
�I�ve got your back, partner.�
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Gabriel was awake when I entered the room. I opened the envelope, studied the drawing, and passed it to him. �You need to memorize the locations.�
He nodded. �I thought we were doing this tomorrow night.�
�That was before I knew Rivers was involved. There�s still a chance he might change the location.�
Gabriel studied the drawing. �Marry me.�
�What?�
He grinned. �I didn�t stutter. Marry me.�
�We can�t. We don�t have time to get the blood work and a license.�
�I�ll call Don, and he�ll push it through. We�ll set the wedding for tomorrow at four. Invite a few of your friends, Don, some of the old crew from the police department, and Josh Rivers. We�ll hold it in the garden out back.�
My mind was reeling. �Why Rivers?�
�He knows I�m dying, so he won�t care if he kills me or not. If we get married in front of him, you�re glowing with happiness, and I kiss you the way I plan on kissing you, he�ll hate me as much as he does you. Rivers will be there tomorrow night.� He stood up. �I don�t think I can get up if I get down on my knees. Dakota Dale, will you marry me?�
�Why, Gabriel?�
�Marriage is supposed to be until death. I can�t think of anyone else I�d rather spend the rest of my life with.�
�Yes, Gabriel Browne, I�ll marry you.�
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A whirlwind of activity followed our announcement. Mrs. Sanchez immediately started planning the reception, while Karen started looking for an open flower shop and ordered a ton of flowers. �You need a dress, and Gabriel needs a tux.� She was tugging at her hair. �I need a notepad.�
�Max, can you take care of the guest list? Keep it small. I don�t think I have a lot of friends left here.�
�I�ll take care of it.�
�Rings.� Karen looked up, her eyes wide �Where are we going to get rings?�
Gabriel laughed and reached into his jacket pocket. �I�ve got that covered. My grandmother�s wedding ring.� He opened the box to reveal a small gold band. �Not too fancy, but it means a lot to me. You�ll need to try it on.�
I slipped the ring onto my finger. �Perfect fit.� I took it off and placed it back inside the box. �I don�t have anything to give you.�
He lifted my chin. �You�ve given me the best months of my life. I don�t need anything else.�
�Well, I was saving this until later.� Karen opened her purse and pulled out a box. �I bought this one for Max. Your hands are about the same size. It should fit.�
�You two are getting married?� I stared at Max. �You didn�t tell me.�
Karen flushed. �He asked, but I hadn�t given him an answer yet. I guess now he knows.�
Gabriel tried on the ring. �Perfect fit. I can give it back to you after the ceremony.�
�Like hell you will.� Max was shaking his head. �As far as I�m concerned, buddy� and under the circumstances, this doesn�t sound right�that ring is a binding contract until death do the two of you part.�
�Thanks, Max.�
�Do you think we could move the wedding back to one o�clock?� I asked.
�You�re kidding.� Karen rolled her eyes. �Why?�
I hadn�t discussed it with Gabriel, but it was something that felt right. �We haven�t watched the news, but Christian told me Wagner killed himself and confessed to helping him. There�s supposed to be a nationwide manhunt on for him.�
�What does that have to do with the time of your wedding?� Max asked. �I�m glad the bastard killed himself.�
�I have a friend with the local news channel. Rivers will be watching all those news releases. Christian also told me he expected Joshua to kill him too.� I faced Gabriel. �I won�t have Rivers at my wedding. It�s our day. Let him watch it on TV.�
�We�ll put on a show for him.� Gabriel smiled. �You know how to act, don�t you?�
�Yes, Gabriel, I know how to act.�
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�You may now kiss your bride.�
Gabriel lifted my veil and captured my lips in a passionate kiss that left me breathless. The small crowd present cheered him on. Everything had happened so fast that time had passed in a blur of dresses, paperwork, and Karen fussing over my hair and makeup. Max and Don had both been best men, and Karen had served as my maid of honor. I made sure to toss the bouquet to her.
Mindy Swann approached, her cameraman close behind her. �Thank you for letting me have this exclusive. I might even get a raise.�
�When will it air?� I asked.
�Oh, honey, it was live and will be replayed over and over as the afternoon goes on. Your story is huge news.�
For all the wrong reasons, and the world will never know the full truth. �Thank you, Mindy. You�re welcome to stay for refreshments if you�d like.�
�Gotta run, babe. Keep it real.�
Don Sampson approached. �Do I get to kiss the bride?�
�Not if you enjoy your teeth.� Gabriel placed an arm around my waist. �From this day forward, nobody kisses the bride but me.�
The familiar knife twisted in my chest. For us, there would be no �from this day forward.� Gabriel pulled me closer. I felt the same sadness emanating from him. It was that sadness that had brought us together.
Max wheeled up next to me. �You ready to blow this place, partner? The party is moving inside.�
�Keep them entertained.� I glanced at my new husband. �Gabriel and I want a walk in the garden.�
�Don�t take too long, or all the food will be gone.�
�Any special reason you wanted to walk in the garden?� Gabriel intertwined our fingers.
�I thought we needed a few minutes alone. We don�t have a lot of time left.�
�There�s still a way out for you. When you go to hand off Emma, climb in that van and keep going. I�ll take care of Salyer and Rivers.� He turned me to face him. �Emma needs her mother.�
�Victor Hugo wrote, �A mother�s arms are made of tenderness, and children sleep soundly in them.� I realize now that I could never have slept soundly in my mother�s arms, and Emma would never sleep soundly in mine. Karen will be a good mother to her.� I glanced at the massive amount of flowers along the walkway. �I can�t believe they set this up so fast. Maybe someday, Emma can watch it.�
�She will. We�d better go in. We still have to cut the cake.�
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Gabriel took off the tux and placed it on the bed. �You guys are going to return this, aren�t you?�
�No way. Since you bought it, I figured I�d wear it at my wedding. That is, if you don�t care. A penny saved is, well, you know.� Max crossed his arms over his chest. �You said you wanted to talk to me.�
�When Dakota hands you Emma, I want you to grab them both, pull her into the van, and take off. There�s no reason for both of us to die.�
�Salyer will never go for it. He�ll have a backup plan, expecting something like that.� Max bowed his head. �And even if it works, she�d kill herself afterward. I don�t know what�s going on inside her, but this was her plan all along.�
�Then we need to think of another way for us to die. I�m not letting her die in that house.�
�I thought you had to get inside.�
�We have an outside detonator. The reason to go inside is to know they�re both in there.�
�I�d do almost anything for Dakota, but I can�t kill her.� Max turned the wheelchair around and opened the door. �You can�t ask me to do that.�
Gabriel glanced at his watch. He still had enough time. Don was staying close. He�d shared their plans with him, and although he wasn�t thrilled, he understood. The only thing he hadn�t shared was that it was going down that night. Don thought it was happening the next day. He grabbed his cell phone and made the call.
�What�s up, buddy? Still celebrating?�
�I need a favor. No questions asked.�
�What do you need?�
�A Nembutal cocktail. Enough for two.�
�Gabe, you�re asking me to help kill you. Don�t make me do that.�
�It�s quick, easy, and better than the alternative. Don�t make me beg, Don.�
�Okay. I�ll have it to you by morning.�
�I need it now. Change of plans.�
�Give me an hour.�
Gabriel sat on the bed, feeling the life draining from him. Don would make sure the cocktails were strong enough to kill them quickly. All they needed was a second to press the detonator. He glanced at the tux and started to redress. �Sorry, Max, you�ll have to buy your own.� He went in search of Dakota. She was the most beautiful bride he�d ever seen, and he wanted that to be his last image.

[image: ]

We made the drive in silence. None of us knew exactly what to expect or if Christian would even show up. Gabriel had shown me the cocktails earlier and told me his plan. It was a good one. I didn�t want to die in that house.
Max pulled into the driveway and left the lights on. The assault rifle was lying between the seats. We�d said our goodbyes before leaving, and the only sound was Karen�s occasional muffled cry.
I looked at Gabriel, and he nodded.
�My side.� He opened his door, and we slid out together. I faced the house.
�We�re here, Christian. Where is she?�
A figure appeared in the doorway. �She�s on her way.�
�Can you see anyone else?� I whispered.
�No.�
A car was approaching slowly. It stopped in front of the driveway, and an older woman stepped out. She reached in the back seat and picked up the child. Fear was in the woman�s eyes, and I wondered what Christian had threatened her with.
She walked toward us, and her voice quivered. �He told me to give her something to make her sleep. It won�t hurt her.�
�It�s okay.�
I reached for Emma, and she placed her in my arms. Gabriel was close as I kissed her on the cheek.
�Isn�t she beautiful?�
�Just like her mother.�
The older woman backed away and jumped in the front seat, and the car sped off before she could even close her door.
�That�s enough!� Christian yelled. �Give her to Max, and the two of you walk toward me, hands where I can see them.�
I snuggled her close and whispered in her ear, �I made you a promise the day you were born. I promised I would keep you safe. I hope someday you understand this is the only way I can do that.�
Max had opened the van door, and I passed her to him. His eyes were full of tears, and Karen was sobbing openly.
�Take care of her. She�s your new partner now.� I slipped my hand inside the bodice of my dress and removed the safety cap from the detonator.
Max nodded. �I�ll always have her back.�
I closed the door and stepped away from the van then watched as he backed out and drove away. We�d scoped out the area, looking for the best spot. I knew where he would park.
I took Gabriel�s hand in mine. �Ready, Mr. Browne?�
�Ready, Mrs. Browne.� He bent his head and kissed me. �Act surprised when you see Rivers. We need those extra seconds.�
We faced the door together.
�Where�s Joshua, Christian? I thought he was going to be here too. I think I should meet both my brothers before I die.�
I�d always thought Christian�s laugh was evil, but the one that came from behind him had icicles flowing through my blood. �You�re not going to die, Dakota. You�re going to live a long time.�
We walked a few feet closer then stopped.
�Rivers? You�re Joshua?� I asked, trying to sound as authentic as possible to give Gabriel time to retrieve the bottles from his jacket pocket.
�What are you doing?� Rivers stepped onto the porch. �Keep moving!�
�We missed our wedding toast.�
Gabriel and I opened the bottles together, crossed our arms, and raised the bottles to our lips.
�I love you, Gabriel Browne.�
He didn�t say anything, but the golden highlights of his eyes told me all I needed to know. We finished the bottles and smiled as I took his hand and placed it on my heart. The detonator was just beneath his fingers. �Thank you for my wedding present. This is mine to you. Kill him.�
Gabriel pressed the detonator, and the ground shook beneath us as fireworks lit up the sky.

43

Max lowered the rifle. The scope had shown him all he needed to see. He pressed the redial button on his cell phone. Don Sampson answered on the first ring.
�It�s over, Don. No one could have made it through that alive.�
�My team is on its way. I�ll make damn sure they�re both dead.� He drew in a sharp breath. �Gabe and Dakota?�
�Lying about fifty feet from the front porch. The blast blew them backward. Let me know when we can have the bodies. I know where I want to bury them.�
�Where can I find you and Karen?�
Max glanced at where Karen was snuggling Emma. The days ahead would be rough, but with Karen by his side, there wasn�t anything he couldn�t do. She didn�t want to return to New York, and Max wanted to raise Emma on the plantation. She would be close to her mother there, and so would he. �We�re going home.�

Epilogue

Max smiled as the front door opened and feet pounded down the hallway. �Uncle Max!�
�Back here, Emma.�
She ran into his office, breathless and waving a sheet of paper. �I made the honor roll.� She crossed the room and hopped into his lap. �Are you proud of me?�
He�d known already, as Emma�s teacher had given him a heads-up earlier in the day. �As proud as a peach.�
Emma frowned. �Peaches aren�t proud. They�re fuzzy.�
Karen stood in the doorway. �I think she has you on that one, Max.�
Emma hopped off his lap. �Can I visit Mommy and tell her?�
�You sure can if you can talk Aunt Karen out of those stilettos.�
Emma glanced at the shoes. �Ridiculous, aren�t they, Uncle Max? I�m never going to wear those things. I�m an outside girl, just like Mommy was.�
Max met Karen�s gaze and smiled. Sometimes Emma reminded him of Dakota so much that it hurt. �Yeah, honey, you�re just like your mommy.�
�Let me change my shoes, then we�ve got a surprise for you.�
�What kind of surprise?� Emma raced to join Karen. �I bet it�s not a kitten, is it? Why won�t you let me have a kitten? Mommy had a kitten. His name was Snowball, and that�s what I�m going to name mine.�
He waited for it, and tears filled his eyes when it came.
�Snowball!� Emma ran back into his office, cuddling the small white kitten. �Now I�ve got two things to tell Mommy. She�ll be happy in heaven, won�t she, Uncle Max?�
�You bet she will, honey.� He wheeled through the doorway and down the hall to the back door. The gravestones were visible, and Emma ran ahead. They�d buried Gabriel and Dakota beneath the huge oak tree next to Snowball. Karen came up behind him and pushed his wheelchair.
�You�ve made her one happy little girl, Uncle Max.�
He leaned back, pressing his head against the huge bump. �Soon she�ll have another surprise�a little brother to play with.�
�It could be a girl, you know.� Karen laughed, leaned forward, and kissed the top of his head.
�As big as you are, it could be twins.�
She smacked the top of his head that time. �Don�t call me fat. Did you look at the names I picked?�
�They�re perfect.�
She flinched and gasped. �Uh-oh.�
Max looked over his shoulder. �Uh-oh what?�
Karen nodded at the puddle at her feet. �My water just broke.�
�Emma, we�ve got to go. Aunt Karen is having a baby.�
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Emma�s eyes grew large as she stared in the nursery window. �Two babies?�
Max grinned. �Yep. Maxwell Gabe Winchester, born at three minutes after eleven, and Karen Renae Winchester, born at five minutes after eleven. Do you think they�ll argue about which one is the oldest?�
Emma shook her head. �Nope. I�m the oldest. Can we go home now? I have to tell Mommy about the second baby. I only told her about one. And Snowball will be hungry.�
Max laughed and pulled her onto his lap. They�d kept Dakota�s memory alive for her. Someday, he would have to tell her everything but not until she was old enough to understand. �Let�s say good night to Aunt Karen, then we�ll go tell Mommy all about it.�
THE END

An Innocent Man
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�Mr. Parish, guess what?�
Warren glanced up, a bemused smile on his face as his apprentice burst through the office door, hair awry and face animated. �What covers a lot of territory, Cecil, and these plans are due to be filed in the next day or so. I don�t have time to play guessing games.�
Cecil�s face reddened, making the track of freckles across his nose even more prominent. �Sorry, sir.� His discomfort lasted less than a minute. Unable to contain his excitement, his voice rose as he blurted out, �They arrested Martin Harris for Mr. Turner�s murder.�
A slight tic began under Warren�s left eye, and he removed his glasses then rubbed his temples. �When?�
�This morning. It�s all over the news.� Cecil dropped his backpack and flopped into the chair across from the desk. �I knew you didn�t watch the news, so I ran all the way here to tell you.�
Cecil was salivating to impart the juicy story of the torrid affair between Miranda Harris and James Turner. Warren hated gossip, and he already knew the sordid details. He�d spent days talking Martin out of a lawsuit against the firm.
Three weeks had passed since James�s body had been pulled from the bay. Warren had known him all his life. The two had graduated high school together, and Warren had been best man at James�s wedding and was godfather to his little girl, Cindy. When James had fallen on hard times and asked to join his architecture firm five years ago, Warren hadn�t hesitated to hire him. The two of them had worked side by side seven days a week, building the firm from a small one-man operation to a huge successful business that pulled in clients from all over the world. James had been charismatic, and everyone loved him. Warren had loved him too, until he found out what he was really like.
Warren�s shoulders slumped with guilt. When Martin asked his firm to design the monstrosity of a home his new wife wanted, he�d turned the job over to James. And he�d ignored his suspicions when he�d looked at the timeslips James turned in showing countless evening visits with Miranda. If I�d paid more attention, an innocent man wouldn�t be in jail for a crime he didn�t commit.
�I�d prefer not to talk about it, Cecil.� Warren signed the plans he�d spent the morning working on, rolled them up, and handed them to Cecil. �Take these down and get three copies made.�
Cecil took the plans, his face crestfallen and somewhat humorous. �Yes, sir, Mr. Parish.� He turned at the door, about to speak again, then changed his mind, closing the door softly behind him.
Warren sighed and walked to the picture window overlooking Main Street. We should have known it would come to this. Martin Harris was a good man, but even good men tipped over the edge occasionally. Finding his wife in bed with James Turner had destroyed him. Warren had tried to help. He�d supported Martin through the divorce and enrolled him in counseling. In the end, nothing had worked. Not only had Martin lost his wife, but his severe depression throughout the divorce had sent him into a six-month drinking and gambling fiasco that had cost him his fortune. The man was penniless. But he didn�t kill James Turner.
Turning away from the window, Warren booted his computer, pulled up a search engine, and typed in �defense counsel Corpus Christi Texas.� He drifted through the search results�one name popped up on the pages over and over for criminal defense: Honorable Marcus Dade. He clicked on one website and read the long list of client testimonials. Warren recognized several of Dade�s clients. Most of them, he was fairly sure, were guilty of the crimes they�d been charged with, yet Dade had gotten them off or managed to plead their crimes down to lesser charges. He didn�t know what evidence the police had on Martin. He knew Martin had publicly threatened James several times. He�d even driven to James�s house and fired a shot through the front door. To Warren, all that seemed circumstantial, but perhaps it had given them probable cause.
Warren grabbed a Post-it note and jotted down the office address. He glanced at his watch. He could walk to the office and make an appointment. Probably best not to leave a phone trail anyone can trace.
The wind was vicious, and Warren walked quickly, covering the space between his office and Dade�s in less than fifteen minutes. He was glad he�d opted to wear the new trench coat Claire had bought him for their anniversary. A storm was brewing, and he would be lucky if he made it back to the office without getting drenched.
A beautiful redhead greeted him with a smile as he struggled to close the door against the wind. �Windy out there, isn�t it?�
Warren returned her smile, wondering for a moment why people always stated the obvious. �It appears to be.�
�Can I help you?�
�I�d like to make an appointment with Mr. Dade.�
She flipped pages on her calendar. �He has some time free next Wednesday at three.�
�I was hoping for something sooner,� Warren said. �It�s sort of an urgent matter.�
Her phone beeped, and she held up her hand. �Give me just a moment.� She picked up the phone and listened intently as she flipped back through the pages of her calendar. �Yes, sir.�
She smiled at Warren again, showing even, white teeth as she replaced the receiver. �It must be your lucky day, Mr�?�
�Parish. Warren Parish.�
�We have an opening tomorrow at nine. Would that work for you?�
�That would be perfect.�
She pulled a form from a file on her desk. �Just fill in your name, address, and the nature of your visit.�
Warren quickly filled in his name and address. He hesitated over the nature of his visit, jotted down �personal,� and handed the form back to her. �I would prefer not to put the nature of my visit in writing. I�ll be more than happy to pay a consultation fee.�
�That won�t be a problem, Mr. Parish.� She handed him a business card. �My name is Helena. We�ll see you tomorrow at nine.�
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�You sure know how to pick them. Parish is a real gem,� Helena said, as she walked into Marcus�s office the next morning and handed him a copy of the report she�d run the night before. �He not only looks like money. He smells like money.�
She perched on the corner of his desk. �Although I have to admit, he reads like a saint. The man doesn�t even have a jaywalking charge. Loving husband, attentive father, honest businessman who stands behind his work, and generous supporter of numerous charities. Net worth a little over five million, all earned honestly as far as I can tell.�
�Must be something you missed,� Dade said, glancing through the background check.
�His partner, James Turner, was murdered three weeks ago, but they arrested someone for that. And there�s nothing unusual about his murder. Affair with a married woman, caught in the act, husband threatens and eventually kills. Old story, new players.�
The door to the outer office pinged, and Helena hopped off the desk. �Must be our guy. Can I sit in? I�m dying of curiosity.�
�Not this time.�
Marcus pulled a legal pad from his desk. He didn�t really need to make notes, but he did it for the clients who expected it. He�d had a near-photographic memory for years. Sometimes it was a blessing, other times a curse.
Helena knocked on the doorjamb. �Mr. Parish is here to see you, sir.�
Marcus rose and stuck out his hand, which was seized in a firm handshake. �Would you like something to drink before we get started?�
�No, thank you.�
Marcus noted the lack of nervousness normally present in his clients. Parish was calm, composed, and sure of himself. �Have a seat. Helena, hold my calls, please.�
He waited until the door closed before taking his seat behind the desk, using the time to study the man seated nonchalantly in the chair reserved for clients. Parish was an attractive man, although his manner of dress was somewhat staid. Most likely, it�s a model for the architectural business�never dress better than your potential clients�and his potential clients are all wealthy.
He pulled the legal pad toward him and reached for a pen. �What can I do for you, Mr. Parish?�
�Please, call me Warren, and I would prefer you not take notes�and no paperwork.�
That piqued his curiosity. Perhaps Parish wasn�t as innocent as his report had led them to believe. Marcus dropped the legal pad inside a drawer and sat back. �All right, Warren.�
�I assume everything said between us is confidential?�
Marcus nodded. �Absolutely.�
�I�d like to retain your services, but my name must never be mentioned, and no one can know I�m involved.�
�And who would you like me to represent?�
�Martin Harris, the man accused of killing my business partner, James Turner.�
Marcus pulled a cigar from the box on his desk. �Do you mind?�
Warren shook his head.
Marcus lit the cigar, leaned back, and placed his feet on the desk. Most of his cases were boring as hell, but this one had the potential to be interesting. �Tell me a story, Warren.�
�I�m not sure of the evidence against him, but Martin Harris was arrested yesterday and charged with murder. He�s innocent.�
Marcus puffed on the cigar, blowing out small rings of smoke. He chuckled. �All my clients are innocent. What makes Harris different?�
Warren picked up his briefcase and placed it on the desk. �There�s five hundred thousand dollars in this case, and I have more if you need it. The evidence against Harris can�t be conclusive�I know he didn�t kill James Turner.�
Marcus eyed the briefcase. It was more than he would have asked for. There was only one way Parish could be completely sure that Harris hadn�t killed Turner. An innocent client would indeed be a new phenomenon for him.
�I assume you�d like me to accomplish this without fingers pointing at anyone else?� Marcus asked.
�Yes.�
�And any evidence I should uncover that might point a finger at the true killer, what would you like me to do with that?�
�Destroy it.�
�Anyone else know the truth?�
�No.�
Marcus removed his feet from the desk and picked up the briefcase. �I�ll take the case on two conditions. One, when I meet with Harris, he agrees to my representation, and two, when this is all over, you come back and tell me why you killed Turner. Call it curiosity or a need to know.�
Warren rose and stuck out his hand. �Thank you, Mr. Dade.�
Marcus shook his hand. �Do you have a burner phone?�
�No, I�m not even sure I know what that is.�
Marcus opened his desk drawer and pulled out a cell phone. �Take this with you. If I need anything, I�ll give you a call on it.� He picked up the desk phone and dialed Helena�s number. �Mr. Parish is leaving now. Would you show him out, please?�
Marcus wrote out a letter of representation while waiting for Helena to return. She flounced in moments later. �Tell me, please.�
He tore off the sheet and handed it to her. �Type that up for me.�
�Pro bono?� Helena gasped.
Marcus chuckled. �Figured it was time I did my civic duty.�
She sat on the edge of his desk. �Is this what Mr. Parish wanted?�
�Curiosity killed the cat, Helena.� He paused for a second, allowing the true meaning behind his words to sink in. �I�ve never heard of Warren Parish, and neither have you.�
The smiled disappeared from her face, and her eyes widened. �Yes, Mr. Dade.�
�When you�re finished with that, call the jail and make me an appointment to see Harris. I�ll stop by the DA�s office and pick up a copy of the indictment before I go. I�ll also want a full report on everything you can find on Martin Harris on my desk when I get back.�
�Yes, Mr. Dade.�
Marcus puffed on the cigar as she rushed toward the front to do his bidding. She�d proven to be a good secretary and not bad in bed, but her nosiness was bothersome. If it continued, he would have to retire her.
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Marcus whistled a snappy tune as he entered the district attorney�s office. He could have sent Helena, but he hated to miss an opportunity to tease his favorite prosecutor. He�d also been surprised to find the indictment had come down on Harris almost immediately. It might have just been the poor guy�s bad luck that the grand jury was meeting the same day he was arrested, but Marcus wanted to know if someone was pushing the case forward.
Jenna James was making his life tougher now that she was district attorney. Still, there was something about her, something sexual he couldn�t quite put his finger on. He wanted her in his bed, and if all went well, eventually, he would have her.
�Can I help you, sir?�
�Marcus Dade to see Jenna James.� He leaned against the desk and gave her a sexy smile. �Tell her it�s about Martin Harris.�
�Just a moment, Mr. Dade.� The secretary rose and knocked on a closed door. She disappeared behind the door, and Marcus used the time to study the office. He had a hard time understanding why a woman like Jenna would limit herself to such stark conditions. Her conviction rate was close to one hundred percent. He might tease her a lot, but he also respected her.
�Will you be representing Mr. Harris, Mr. Dade?� Jenna came out of the office to greet him and passed him a file. �I have to be in court in fifteen minutes.�
�Beautiful day outside. Grab your file, and I�ll walk with you.� He grinned, expecting her to find some excuse to leave him. He watched her schedule as closely as he did his own, and she wasn�t due in court today at all.
She sighed, pushed her hair behind her ears, and flushed a delicate shade of pink. �Come in to my office. I�ll give you ten minutes. The Harris case is a slam dunk, and I don�t see how Martin Harris could possibly afford you.�
Marcus whistled a tune and winked at the secretary. �She hates it when I catch her in a lie.�
Jenna glared at him. �I didn�t lie. I have some papers to file.� She held the door open, and he sashayed through before she slammed it. �What do you want to know?�
�How did you get an indictment so fast?� Marcus took the seat next to her desk.
�He virtually admitted it. He has no alibi for the night in question, and he owned a gun like the one used to kill James Turner. He said he pawned it but can�t remember where. Turner destroyed his marriage, so he killed him. Case closed.�
Marcus pursed his lips. �Not like you to pass judgment like that, Jenna. Is somebody out there putting pressure on you to streamline this case and ramrod Harris through the system?�
Jenna waved a hand at the stack of files on her desk. �I have a hundred other cases that need work. I�m not going to waste a lot of time on one that doesn�t.� She raised an eyebrow. �So how is he affording you?�
�I haven�t met with Mr. Harris yet, but if he agrees to my representation, I�ll be taking the case pro bono.�
Jenna laughed. �You? You�ve never taken a pro bono case in your life.�
�Let�s say the case intrigues me, and I believe Harris is innocent. If I still believe that after I meet with him, then I�ll take his case. An innocent client might be a refreshing change for me.�
�That�s an understatement, Dade. You�ve never had an innocent client, even if you did manage to convince a jury the scumbags you represent are honest citizens.�
Marcus rose. �Let�s make a deal. If Harris is innocent, you let me buy you a drink when the hearing is over. If he�s guilty, I�ll let you in on a little secret in your Denova case.�
He could see the wheels turning inside her mind. The Denova case was the biggest drug bust in years, but Jenna wanted to nail Ken Denova for the murder of William McKinley, a small-time drug dealer turned snitch.
�No deal. Innocent or guilty, I�ll let you buy me a drink only if you tell me about Denova.�
Marcus grinned. He�d been positive she would take the bait. �Deal.� He walked to the door. �I�ll let you know what I decide.�
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Marcus read the indictment against Harris as he waited for the deputy to bring him in. Parish was right�most of the evidence was circumstantial, except Harris couldn�t remember anything about the night Turner was killed. That was never good. Alibis were the nectar of free men; faulty memories were their downfall.
He rose as the door opened, studying the man shackled in chains. If he�d ever felt pity for anyone, Martin Harris would have elicited that emotion. Unfortunately for Harris, that was one emotion Marcus didn�t possess.
Harris took the seat across the table and lowered his eyes to his lap. �Appreciate you coming, but I don�t have any money to pay a lawyer.�
The deputy stepped outside and closed the door behind him. Marcus took his seat. �Money isn�t an issue, Mr. Harris.� He passed across the letter of representation. �Read that and sign it.�
Harris scanned the letter, signed his name, and passed it back. �I might be guilty, you know, Mr. Dade. Can�t remember a damn thing about that night.�
Marcus placed the letter inside his briefcase and picked up the indictment. �Guilt is not an issue, either. Your arraignment is set for tomorrow morning at nine. I�ll plead you not guilty and ask for bail. Odds are that will be denied, or if it�s granted, there will be a huge cash bond. Anyone who can help you out with that?�
Harris shook his head. �Don�t mind staying here. At least I have a bed and three meals a day.�
�Turner was killed with a thirty-eight. Do you own a gun?� Marcus asked.
�Pawned it three months ago at Drop and Go.�
Marcus jotted down the information. Jenna had said Harris couldn�t remember where he pawned it. Hopefully, his memory was returning and he would remember what he did that night. �That�s a good start. You said you couldn�t remember where you were the night Turner was killed. Have you had blackouts before?�
�When I drink a lot.�
�And were you drinking that night?� Marcus asked.
Harris hung his head. �Yeah.�
Marcus tossed the notes inside his briefcase, closed it, and stood. �Where do you normally drink or hang out?�
Harris�s ears turned slightly red. �Sometimes in the cathedral courtyard, sometimes under the pedestrian bridge.�
Marcus had read the recent stories of the homeless. If Harris had been hanging out there, then someone had seen him. The problem would be getting them to talk. �Get some rest. I�ll see you in the morning.�
Marcus left the jail feeling rather pleased with himself. He�d never actually had an innocent client, and Harris really was a rather pathetic example of what love could do to a person. He whistled softly as he entered his office. Parish might have been better off letting him serve out his time. As Harris said, a bed and three meals a day counted for something when a man had nothing.
Helena glanced up from the report she was printing, sending a silent message as her eyes darted to the woman seated in the waiting room. �Mrs. James Turner has been waiting to see you. I told her I wasn�t sure how long you�d be.�
Mrs. James Turner. The victim�s wife. This case is getting more interesting all the time. He walked to the waiting room. �Mrs. Turner?�
The woman was pretty in a flashy kind of way. Her hair was a little too blond, and for a woman her age, her dress was a little too short. Mr. Turner had made a lot of money over the last few years, and she�d clearly enjoyed spending it. Something in her eyes and the way she held her body excused most of that. She was a woman who had lived in fear for a long time.
Marcus stuck out his hand. �How can I help you?�
She picked up her purse. �Could I talk with you for a moment, please?� Her eyes flicked toward the front and Helena. �In private.�
�Of course. Follow me.�
Marcus ushered her into his office and waved her to the seat Warren had vacated earlier. The difference in their stance was notable. Where Warren had been calm and assured, Mrs. Turner was fidgety and nervous.
He dropped his briefcase on the couch and walked to the bar he kept stocked for his more anxious clients. �Would you like a drink?�
�Scotch on the rocks would be wonderful.�
A woman after his own heart. He poured two glasses and handed one to her on his way to the desk. �Now, what did you need to speak with me about?�
�I�d like to hire you to represent Martin Harris,� she blurted out before lifting the glass to her lips and downing it quickly. �I won�t be able to pay you until the estate is settled, but after that, I�ll pay you whatever you ask.�
The honest thing to do, of course, would have been to simply tell her he was already representing Harris, but he couldn�t see the fun in that. �Isn�t Mr. Harris the man accused of murdering your husband, Mrs. Turner?�
�Yes, but he�s innocent, and James� well, James wasn�t what everyone thought he was.� She lifted the glass to her lips again, seeking the last few drops of scotch.
�Would you like another?� Marcus asked.
�Please.�
Marcus refilled her glass, more to give himself a moment to think than because he felt she needed it. Either Mrs. Turner was aware that Warren had killed her husband, or she had killed her husband and Warren was covering for her. He decided to push just a little. Warren wouldn�t have cracked under pressure, but she would.
�Exactly why are you so sure Martin Harris is innocent?� he asked, passing the now-full glass to her.
Her hands shook slightly, and she lowered her head. �Because I killed James.�
�Do you still have the gun?�
�I threw it in the bay.�
�Whose name was it registered in?�
�James�s, I think. He bought it for me.�
Marcus pushed back his chair. �I�ll check into this, Mrs. Turner. Give me a call tomorrow, and I�ll let you know what I�ve found out.�
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Marcus dropped the Harris letter of representation on Helena�s desk. �Walk that over to the DA�s office and pick up a copy of the evidence for me.�
Helena rose and grabbed her purse. �Yes, sir.�
He chuckled softly. She hadn�t asked any questions about Mrs. Turner�s visit, and he liked it when people jumped when he told them to do something. She might be trainable after all. �I�m going to call on the coroner and probably won�t be back until late. Leave the evidence on my desk.�
�Yes, sir.�
The wind had finally died down, and the storm that had rocked through earlier had cleared the air. He would see the coroner, then call Warren Parish. If he was going to free Martin Harris and protect the real killer, then he needed to know the truth. Mrs. Turner had been convincing, and a jury would probably believe her. Marcus didn�t. Her hands were too shaky, and she was too scared of her husband to have pulled it off. The question he needed answered was why she was willing to admit to a crime she didn�t commit. And Warren Parish had lied to him. He�d told him no one else knew. His clients could lie to anyone they wanted�except him.
The coroner�s office was busy, and Marcus regretted not calling ahead. He didn�t like wasting time. The secretary looked up, recognized him, and immediately picked up her phone to dial a number. �Mr. Dade is here to see you, sir.� Replacing the receiver, she waved at the door marked Coroner. �You can go in.�
Marcus grinned. �Thank you, Mabel.� He knocked on the door and opened it. �Hello, Dustin. How�s business?�
Dustin Chrome shook his head. �Busy as usual, but at least better than the last coroner.�
�Yeah, Mabel is still mad at me about that. Swear I didn�t have anything to do with it.� Marcus did feel bad about Cameron Sizemore�s demise. Sizemore had planned to testify against Marcus�s client until someone cut his throat the night before trial.
�I have a feeling this isn�t a social call,� Chrome said. �So have a seat and tell me what you want.�
�The autopsy for James Turner.�
�Turner. Oh, yeah, the architect found in the bay. Got that here somewhere.� Chrome riffled through the files on his desk. �Here it is.�
Marcus glanced over the report. �Single gunshot wound to the right temple. Could it have been a suicide?�
�Possible, but the body was found in the bay. No car nearby and no gun. Odd place to commit suicide. Of course the car was reported as stolen, but until it�s found, that can�t be confirmed.� Chrome reached for the report. �No wallet, no ID. Most people who commit suicide don�t take the time to get rid of all that.�
�No defensive wounds, no bruises, and Turner was a big guy. You think he just stood there and let somebody shoot him?�
Chrome shrugged. �You�ve got a point.� He grinned at Dade. �Find the car, and if it�s clean, find me a gun. Then I�ll be willing to take another look.�
Marcus returned the grin. It was nice to have a coroner who gave him the exact evidence he needed to change an autopsy report. �I�ll be in touch.�
Chrome turned back to his paperwork. �Figured you would.�
The sky was turning dark as Marcus left the coroner�s office. He dialed the burner phone he�d given Parish.
�Hello.�
�We need to talk, Warren.�
�I was just getting ready to head home. I could meet you at your office in thirty minutes.�
�Make it fifteen.� Marcus hit the end button and picked up the pace. He wanted time to look over the evidence before he met with Parish.
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Warren closed his computer and picked up his jacket. He�d expected the call from Dade after Tonya�s tearful confession that she�d gone to see Dade and confessed to killing James. The entire thing had turned into a mess.
The bottom line for Warren was he simply couldn�t let Martin Harris go to jail for something he hadn�t done. Unless Dade continued on the case and got Harris off, one of them would have to step forward and take the blame.
He set off toward Dade�s office. The research he�d done on Dade didn�t give him much hope that the truth would be well received or that Dade would care. All Dade cared about was money and notoriety. Warren had paid him a substantial sum and was willing to pay more. Enough lives had been destroyed already.
When the door opened, Marcus glanced up from the file he was reading. �Hello, Warren.�
�Mr. Dade.�
�Let�s retire to my office. This shouldn�t take long.�
Warren followed him in and sat in the same chair he�d vacated that morning. He was still calm and self-assured, something Dade wasn�t used to in his clients, especially clients in the position Warren was now in. �You lied to me, Warren.�
�No, sir, I just didn�t tell you the truth.�
�Semantics aren�t going to help you here. You told me no one else knew you killed James Turner.�
Warren�s lips lifted briefly in a smile before he replied. �No one else knows I killed James Turner, because I didn�t kill James Turner. So technically, I didn�t lie.�
Dade reached for a cigar and lit it. The man was the most maddening client he�d ever dealt with. �You�re telling me Mrs. Turner actually killed her husband?�
Warren shook his head. �I never said that.�
Marcus picked up the briefcase from behind his desk and passed it to Warren. �One thing every lawyer hates is getting blindsided in court. It�s why we insist our clients be one hundred percent honest with us. I�ll represent Mr. Harris, as his innocence intrigues me, but I won�t cover up your crimes.�
Marcus leaned back in his chair, watching the wheels turn inside Warren�s head. �Tell me the truth or take your money and get out.�
�I�ve been an honest man all my life, Mr. Dade. If I had killed James Turner, I would willingly turn myself in to save Martin Harris. If Tonya Turner had killed him, she would do the same. We didn�t, but we did cover up his murder.�
�Would you like a drink, Warren?�
�I don�t drink.�
�Well, I think I need one for what�s coming, so go ahead.� Marcus crossed to his bar and poured a double. �Whatever you say here is just between us.�
�I�ve known James all my life. We grew up together and went to college together. We parted ways soon after the birth of his little girl, Cindy. Things didn�t go well for him, so he came back to Texas five years ago and asked to join my firm. For a while, things were great until one night, Claire, my wife, told me James was beating Tonya. I didn�t want to believe it, but all the signs were there. I started giving him long-distance jobs that would take him away from home for days or weeks at a time. Things seemed better, and when Martin Harris hired our firm, I gave the job to James. You know the rest of that story.�
Marcus finished his drink and poured another.
�I have a feeling there�s more. Continue.�
�Cindy turned twelve the night James was killed. He came in drunk, walked to her bedroom, and raped her. Confused, hurt, perhaps half crazy, when he fell asleep, Cindy got her mother�s gun, put it to her father�s right temple, and pulled the trigger. Tonya called me, and we cleaned it up and dropped the body in the bay.�
Marcus sat down, picked up the briefcase, and dropped it behind his desk. �Where�s the gun?�
Warren pulled a baggie from his jacket and passed it across the desk. �The child has no memory of this. She�s been traumatized enough. Claire and I have discussed it, and if I have to, I�ll take the blame for James�s murder.�
�Where�s Turner�s car?� Marcus asked.
�We hid it on a farm outside of town. I�m actually surprised it hasn�t been found yet.�
�Turner�s wallet and personal items?�
�It�s all in the car.�
Marcus tapped his fingers on the desk. �Any blood spill in the car?�
Warren shook his head. �Not that we saw.�
Marcus dropped the gun inside his desk drawer then pushed a legal pad across the desk. �Draw me a map of exactly where you dropped the body in the bay and then where the car is.�
Warren drew the map and jotted down the address of the car. �So what happens now?�
Marcus chuckled. �Now I do what you hired me for and what I do best. The gun will be found in the mud close to where the body went into the water. And just in case there is blood in the car, it will be found crashed and burned. I have a client that owes me a small favor. He�ll testify he saw Turner shoot himself and that the keys were in the car, so he took it. He�ll spend a few months in jail and come out a much richer man.�
Warren rose. �Thank you, Mr. Dade.�
�The girl will eventually remember, Warren. What are you going to do about that?�
Warren smiled. �The greatest thing about having lots of money is you have lots of resources available to you. We had the memory erased. The only way she�ll ever remember is if we have it reactivated. What used to be science fiction is now available to those with enough money to buy it.�
Marcus rose and stuck out his hand. �It�s been a real pleasure working with you, Warren. I�ll have Harris out of jail in a few days. He needs help, and so does Mrs. Turner before she drinks herself to death. Not an area I�m good with, so I�ll leave that up to you. You might want to try that memory-erase stuff on both of them.�
Warren shook his hand and met his gaze. �It�s already been arranged.�

Epilogue

The sun broke through the clouds two days later as Marcus walked out of the courtroom. He stopped on the sidewalk to watch as Warren Parish and Tonya Turner took turns hugging Harris, now a free man.
There was a lightness in his step he hadn�t felt in a long time. Working with honest people was a new challenge�a very profitable one. He whistled softly, thinking about the five hundred thousand dollars in his safe. He waited at the bottom of the steps for Jenna to finish. She�d been fairly rough on the coroner during her examination and accused Marcus of manipulating the system. The judge had been inclined to believe her, but with Marcus representing Harris pro bono, where was the motive?
The doors opened, and she pushed her way through, her lips compressed and an angry flush on her cheeks. He gave her the famous Marcus Dade smile. �Don�t tell me you�re going to renege on our deal?�
�You know as well as I do, Dade, that James Turner did not kill himself.�
�I don�t believe I ever said he did.� He slipped his arm through hers. �That was the coroner�s testimony.�
�Only because you screwed with the evidence.�
�Don�t be a sore loser, Jenna. Come celebrate with me. Martin Harris was an innocent man, and I�ve done my good deed for the year.�
She snorted. �If Harris was innocent, who killed Turner?�
�I believe that case is closed. The coroner ruled it a suicide.� He pulled her along the street to his favorite inn. �Let�s have a drink and talk about your Denova case.�
�One of these days, you�re going to make a huge mistake, Dade, and when you do, I�ll be there to prosecute you.�
He opened the door to the Velvet Inn for her and placed a hand gently on her back. �You could marry me and change me into the man you want me to be.�
Her eyes were scanning the bar area, and a smile softened her features as her gaze fell on Harry Redmond. �I�m already taken. Besides, no woman could ever change you.� She tilted her head and glanced up at him. �I assumed since you were going to give me information concerning Denova�s case you wouldn�t mind if Harry joined us. He is the officer on the case.�
�A deal�s a deal.� Marcus reached in his jacket pocket and took out the slip of paper he�d planned on giving her after their drinks. �I just remembered I have an appointment.� He placed the paper in her hand and closed her fingers around it. �There was a witness to McKinley�s murder.� His eyes darkened as Redmond moved toward them. Being a police officer in Corpus Christi was a dangerous job. Officers died in the line of duty every day. �Enjoy your drinks.�
The lightness in his step was gone as he left the inn, but his anger lasted only a minute. He laughed and began to whistle a snappy tune as he headed to the office. She�d outsmarted him again. That was one of the things he loved about her. He changed course and headed for the jail. He hadn�t lied to Jenna. There was a witness to McKinley�s murder, and that witness would testify Denova was innocent with a little arm-twisting. Denova needed a good defense lawyer, and for a nice fee, he could hire the best in Texas.
Marcus smiled as he pushed open the doors to the jail and greeted the guard on duty. �Marcus Dade to see Ken Denova.�
THE END
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