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Preview: Dark Harvest






Yet all things must die .
  . .


Spring will come never more.



O, vanity!



Death waits at the door.



See! our friends are all forsaking



The wine and the merrymaking.



We are call’d—we must go.



Laid low, very low,



In the dark we must lie.



—Alfred Lord Tennyson



from “All Things Will Die”






Prologue


The heavy gate groaned shut. After engaging the lock, he pulled the backpack out of his Jeep and slung it over his shoulder. It was a rare fall day in the Pacific Northwest, and he planned to take full advantage of the good weather.

He had work to do.

He walked a quarter of a mile along the fence line and stopped. Then he pulled a “No Trespassing” sign from the pack and propped it against the fence. With a few sure strokes of a hammer, he nailed it to the post. The dull blows echoed in the quiet woods.

Branches and fallen leaves popped and crackled beneath his feet as he worked his way methodically along the ridge, checking the barbed wire fence for gaps. The cinnamon smell of the turning leaves was a sure sign that hunting season would soon begin, and he couldn’t afford to have strangers stumbling onto his property.

He nailed the last sign to the post.


There. That should keep the bastards out.


He turned and started down the rugged trail carved into the steep hillside. A couple of hundred feet below, the valley floor glimmered like an emerald in the late-day sun. Three cabins stood in the clearing beside the Tolt River. A half dozen more were scattered along the upper ridge, overlooking Lake Langlois.

The place had been a youth camp once, before the drowning of a teenage girl had destroyed its reputation. Afterward the camp had closed and the cabins had fallen into disrepair.

It was a shame, really. He had fond memories of the place. While his father had spent the summer basking in an alcoholic haze, he’d spent it exploring the woods, far away from his father’s violent mood swings. By any measure it was a win-win.

Dappled sunlight shone through the thick canopy of branches overhead. He loved days like this. Alone in the woods, he felt at peace with the world.

A scream rent the air, shattering the stillness of the afternoon.

It was shrill. Human.

Crows fled the safety of the trees, a torrent of black wings flooding the blue sky. Heart racing, he started to run. The uneven ground slid beneath his boots. Branches slapped at his face, and he ran faster, driven on by her panicked cries.

The valley floor was muddy after the long weeks of rain. The spongy earth slowed his pace as he raced toward the river.

Another scream. Louder.

“Help me. Oh God. Please.”

It was coming from the cabin farthest from the water’s edge.

His boots pounded up the wooden steps. Hinges squawked in protest as he crashed through the door.

The stench hit him hard—stale sweat and human waste. His stomach churned.

At first he could see nothing, his eyes blinded in the dim light. Then her slender form materialized out of the darkness—a slip of a girl, barely more than a hundred pounds. She was standing near the center of the room, her hands bound behind her back. A soiled University of Washington T-shirt hanging from her skinny frame. Pink panties. And nothing else.

The relief on her face froze the instant she spotted him. A small sob escaped her lips. She stepped back, retreating into the shadows.

As if she could hide.

“Now, Kim,” he said. “What was the rule?”

Her jaw worked, but no sound emerged. She took another pitiful step back, her wide eyes brimming with fear.

“What was the rule?”

His voice boomed in the small cabin. She flinched like a beaten dog.

“No calling out,” she mumbled.

“I can’t hear you. What’s the rule?”

“No calling out.”

“No calling out,” he repeated, smiling thinly. “That’s right. You leave me no choice.”

“Please,” she said, voice trembling, tears leaking from her eyes. “I’ll do better, I promise. I promise . . .”

He stepped toward her, his tread echoing on the bare plank floor. She shrank back, trembling, and stumbled over the bucket. Without her hands to stop her, she crashed to the floor.

He stopped. His six-foot frame loomed above her. She averted her gaze, looking anywhere but at him.


This will not do.


He hunkered down and gripped her narrow chin, forcing her gaze to meet his.

“Please,” she whispered.

Her mouth trembled.

“Aw, princess,” he said, running his thumb slowly across her swollen bottom lip. “I’m afraid it’s too late for that.”

He reached down and unbuckled his belt.



Chapter 1


There was something seriously fucked up about turning a mortuary into a bar, Drew Matthews thought as he walked through the heavy oak doors of the Chapel. While much of the original architecture of the 1920s building remained intact, the interior displayed the tumors of decades of evolving taste. There were a few recent growths, like the U-shaped bar in the center of the former embalming room. Lit up like a runway at Sea-Tac International Airport, it guided him in.

The drink menu read like the King James Bible, with parables about sins and martinis. Arm propped against the bar, he ordered the Bruce Lee, a fast, tawny drink that howled like a banshee with fists of fury. It was named after the famous Seattle martial artist whose embalming had reportedly taken place in this very bar.

But there was nothing dead about the place now. Swarming schools of urban hipsters out for their Saturday-night fix swelled like dividing cells. So many desperate souls crowding the bar, looking for that elusive thing missing from their lives. Attention. Sex. Connection. Drew felt the pulsing need, so palpable he could almost taste it.

Tension rippled across his shoulders, into the base of his brain. If ever there was a night he’d felt like getting good and truly shitfaced, this was it. He knew he couldn’t give in to the impulse though. Meeting the friends was a rite of passage he must endure for his relationship with Alicia Wright to progress. And he had every intention of taking their relationship to the next level.

He’d already picked out a sparkly new ring.

A hand ran up his back and he turned. Alicia had dressed well for her starring role. A fitted white blouse hugged her athletic curves, the plunging neckline low enough to reveal a delectable view of her cleavage. A tight black miniskirt rode up her well-toned thighs. In high-heeled boots, she was almost at eye level with Drew. He found the accumulated effect arousing.

Alicia leaned in close. He caught a whiff of her perfume. Dark. Floral. Orchids. Her ruby lips brushed his ear, sending sparks jangling along his taut nerve endings.

“Hey, look who finally decided to show up,” she said in a sexy, throaty murmur.

“Sorry, I had to work a little late. Came straight here.”

“Well, grab your drink and let’s go. Gretchen’s waiting.”

Drew raised a finger and drained his glass in a long swallow. Alicia raised her eyebrows.

“You okay?”

“I’ve got some catching up to do.”

So what if he was a little nervous? Who wouldn’t be? Alicia and her pack of prep-school friends had grown up in a different world. While their nannies had dropped them off at private schools and playdates, he’d watched cancer devour his mother and his father fall to pieces. What could they possibly know about being hungry enough to steal food, or hiding in the woods all night, afraid to come home because your father was a mean drunk? Or being left behind, abandoned by your evil stepmother?

Alicia grasped his hand and tugged him away from the bar. Drew followed her up a narrow staircase to a wide balcony overlooking the main floor. The speakers blared and the upper deck swarmed with life.

He definitely needed another drink.

Alicia threaded her way to the front of the platform, where she stopped. Her back to the railing, she looped an arm around the shoulders of a chubby girl.

“Drew, this is Gretchen Lange. We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

“What she means to say is that we’ve been BFFs since third grade,” Gretchen tittered.

Bright-blue eyes sparkled in her doughy white face. A ridiculous mass of strawberry-blonde curls bounced and jiggled when she laughed.

Drew stretched out his hand.

“Gretchen, at last. Alicia’s told me so much about you.”

“Not too much, I hope.”

“She didn’t tell me you were so lovely,” he said.

She wasn’t really. Clad in a skintight floral dress, she looked like a gaudy pink hibiscus. Smelled like one too. Up close, her perfume made his eyes water. But he knew the comment would score points with both women, so he said it anyway.

“Shame on you, Alicia, for keeping this one all to yourself.”

“She was afraid I’d embarrass her,” Drew said.

“You? Looking all James Bond? Not likely.”

“James Bond?” Drew asked, his lips stretching into a grin.

“Careful, Gretchen,” Alicia said. “You’ll only feed his ego, which is enormous, by the way.”

Drew’s mouth dropped open in mock incredulity.

“Don’t you believe a word of it,” he said, splaying a hand across his chest. “I’m the very embodiment of modesty.”

“Oh, I can see that,” Gretchen cried. “Modest and charming. A killer combination.”

Gretchen wasn’t very bright, but watching her was fun—in a train-wreck kind of way.

Alicia shook back the dark curtain of her glossy hair and leaned into him. The warm press of her body had him thinking more about the after-party than the festivities at hand, and he wished he could push the fast-forward button on the evening. Get to the part where she was his alone.

Glancing around, he spied the waitress on the other side of the platform. Raising his hand, he caught her eye. She hustled over and he ordered another drink—a nod to the serial killer Ted Bundy this time.

Moments later more of Alicia’s friends arrived. Amid a flurry of hugs and kisses, Alicia made the introductions.

“Tracy, Madison, and Liam,” she said, her bright eyes glittering.

The anorexic spandex twins could have passed for sisters with their long blonde hair and skintight dresses. The guy was tall, with a swimmer’s build and a bored, pouty look that said exactly what he thought: they were all beneath him. Ice-blue eyes stared at Drew through a fringe of wispy blond bangs in a messy, chin-length cut that could easily have cost a couple of hundred bucks.

Liam’s hand wedged into the small of Alicia’s back, his little finger inches above the curve of her ass. Eyeing Drew with the clinical stare of a scientist assessing his subject, Liam smiled. The bastard was baiting him. Wondering just how far he could push before Drew lost his shit.

He wanted to plow the prick in the face. Instead he grasped his ring and twisted it around his finger. The bloodstone ring glimmered red in the light. He remembered his father’s fist lashing out, how the ring had gashed his cheek. But he was no longer that boy. Now he knew there was more than one way to win a fight.

Drew tore his gaze away from Liam and scanned the upper deck.


Where the fuck is the waitress?


Apparently the universe heard him because just then the beer wench appeared, hefting a tray of jewel-colored cocktails. Like a frat boy at a freshman party, Drew inhaled half of his in a single swallow. Vodka burned a fiery path down his throat, and he realized with regret that he should have ordered a double.

“Drew, is it? Tell us how you met Alicia,” Liam shouted over the throbbing house music.

“We met at the investment firm where she works. I was meeting with my financial advisor when she walked in. She took pity on me when I asked for her number.”

Alicia smiled. “Pity had nothing to do with it. He asked me out for dinner, and the rest is history.”

“Investments, eh? Tell me about your portfolio,” Liam said, swirling an electric-blue drink around in his glass with his free hand.

“Why? Do you have some wisdom to share?” Alicia asked.

“Not likely,” Gretchen scoffed. “You see, Drew, Liam here is Seattle royalty. His father founded one of the first successful dot-coms and sold before the bubble burst. Unlike the rest of us working stiffs, he doesn’t worry about petty things like money.”

“I like to dabble in stocks.” Liam shrugged, sipping his drink.

“That’s sweet,” Gretchen quipped with a small, sour look that made Drew smile.

“Don’t you have people to do that for you?” Drew asked.

“Sure, but everyone needs a hobby.”

“A hobby? Now that’s funny,” Gretchen snorted, sloshing her drink onto her dress.

Cheeks flushing red, she glanced around for a napkin. Drew handed his over. Dabbing at her dress, Gretchen scowled at Liam.

“See what you made me do?”

“Not me, Gretch. You always were a sloppy drunk.”

“Liam!” Alicia said.

“It’s true. Don’t you remember the time we all went to dinner at that place?” Liam said, snapping his fingers like he was trying to recall. “You remember, Alicia, the posh little place in Madison Park.”

“Crush?”

“Yeah, that’s it, Crush. Gretchen got so wasted, the maître d’ hauled her out of there . . .”

“Escorted her, you mean,” Alicia said.

Liam waved a hand. “Whatever. The whole way out of the restaurant, she’s yelling at him, calling him names . . .”

“Until she threw up on his shoes,” Alicia blurted, before slapping her hand across her mouth like she’d just spilled a secret.

“Sweetheart,” Liam said. He paused and turned his affectionate gaze on Alicia. “You stripped down to your panties and danced in the fountain.”

“That’s right,” Gretchen said, her flaming-red face breaking into a smile.

“It was epic,” Liam roared, and the whole group erupted in laughter.

They spent the next half hour reliving highlights from their glory days—like the time Liam and Alicia took his father’s private jet to Paris for the weekend—while Drew stood at the edge of the group and looked on. An outsider. He laughed at the right moments. Feigned interest. Checked his watch. The minutes crawled by.

By eleven thirty the party was in full swing, but he was done. Alicia turned to him, as if suddenly recalling his presence.

“Get me another drink?”

It came out sounding more like a command than a request, and Drew bristled. Liam shot him a condescending smile and smoothed his hand over Alicia’s ass.

A hot burst of anger surged through Drew.

“Sure,” he said.

He grabbed Alicia by the hand and tugged her toward him. His eyes boring deep into hers, he leaned down and kissed her hard. Through the thin fabric of her shirt, he felt her stiffen, resist. So he deepened the kiss. His tongue probed the depths of her mouth.

All conversation stopped. The throbbing beat of the house music pulsed, and Alicia’s face glowed bright red as she pulled away.

Drew released her and winked at Liam on his way by. Last call. He had to get out of here before he did something stupid. But first he needed another drink.

And then what?

Then he’d do the smart thing. He’d go home and cool off. He’d deal with Alicia later.

After all, she wouldn’t have any trouble finding a ride home.



Chapter 2


“Give me that,” Brooke Parker said, trying to snatch her ID card out of Tess Turner’s hands. But her roommate was too quick. With an impish grin, she held it beyond Brooke’s grasp and squinted at the photo.

“Seriously, this is the worst fake ID I’ve ever seen. Were you drunk?”

“Very funny. Like yours is any better.”

She grabbed Tess’s arm and managed to wrestle the card from her grip. Tess laughed.

“At least mine looks like me.”

“And you’re passing yourself off as twenty-three?” Brooke said, tucking her ID card back in her wallet.

“Hey, it was good enough to get us in here,” Tess said, sipping her drink. “This was your idea.”

They were both nineteen. Underage. And while Tess had wanted to go to an on-campus party, Brooke had convinced her to sneak into the Chapel instead.

“Your boyfriend was right. The guy at the door wasn’t exactly the sharpest tool in the shed.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Brooke said, looking up in time to catch a glimpse of Jesse Morgan holding court. Halfway down the bar, he handed an older woman her drink. There was nothing subtle about the hungry look on the woman’s leathery face as she eyed him, and Brooke frowned.

Assessing the situation in a flash, Tess leaned into her and shouted, “Careful, girls, tanning kills.”

Brooke laughed. She drained the few remaining drops of alcohol from her glass and winced. At least Jesse wasn’t skimping on the vodka. Three drinks in and already she felt as if she were floating on a soft cloud rather than sitting on a hard barstool.

“Not your boyfriend, eh?” Tess said. “Why not? He’s cute.”

Brooke shrugged. “We’ve got a history. We sort of dated in high school.”

“What do you mean, sort of
 dated?” An eyebrow arched in Tess’s pixie face. As always, she wanted to hear all the juicy details, but Brooke dropped her gaze to the empty glass and shook her head.

“My mom didn’t like him. Said he was too old for me. After graduation he moved away and I hadn’t heard a word from him until a few days ago.”

“Okay, so Prince Charming shows up looking this good, and you’re telling me you’re just friends?” Tess flashed a wicked grin. “I suppose that’s why you’re dressed like that. Because you’re just friends
 .”

Brooke glanced down at her sequined tank top, matchstick jeans, and high heels. “What, this old thing?” she said, and both girls laughed.

Brooke watched Jesse shake up the next cocktail and pour it into a chilled martini glass, this time for a curvy brunette. The girl said something and Jesse smiled. Brooke remembered that smile—the dimples carved into his cheeks. And how his eyes, as blue as a tropical sea, could make you feel like you were the only girl on earth. She missed that. She missed him.

Tess propped her chin on her palm, nudging Brooke with her shoulder.

“Earth to Brooke. Maybe you need to give him a reason to notice you.”

“Meaning?”

“Look around. The place is packed with gorgeous guys. Find one to flirt with.”

Tess had a point. There was no shortage of hot guys crowding the bar.

“Most are here with their Barbie-doll girlfriends,” she said.

“Don’t let that stop you. You look hot, girl. You shouldn’t waste it. So if Prince Charming is too busy to notice, find someone else. I’m even willing to play Cupid.”

“Wait, you’re going to pick out a guy for me?” Brooke asked, wishing she had a full drink in front of her. “No offense, Tess, but . . .”

“But what?”

Brooke grinned. “It may surprise you to know that we don’t exactly have the same taste in men.”

“Or women.”

A wicked glint twinkled in her roommate’s eyes, and Brooke shook her head.

“You’re so bad. Okay. You remember the last guy you hooked me up with?”


God. What a disaster that was.


“Yeah, he had that thing about picking his nose,” Tess said.

“I could have dealt with the nose thing, but when the police crashed our date to arrest him on an open bench warrant . . .”

“Come on, he wasn’t that bad.”

“Tess, he was a felon.”

A sheepish smile spread across her friend’s face. “Okay, you got me there, but everyone’s allowed an off day.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“The next one’s a can’t-miss, right?”

Brooke laughed and shook her long blonde curls over her shoulders. Tess laughed too. It was getting late, and Brooke swung her gaze back toward Jesse, wishing that just once he would glance her way. He didn’t though. He was too busy fist-bumping some guy when she heard a man’s voice close beside her.

“Hey, beautiful, buy you a drink?”

Brooke glanced around. A brawny guy leaned against the bar, staring straight at her. He had a boxer’s face with a crooked nose, like the kind that had been broken more than once. She shied away from the cloud of beer breath wafting her way.

“No thanks. I’m good,” she said, turning back toward Tess.

“Anything you want. Sky’s the limit. The name’s Sully. Charles Sully.”

Brooke groaned. Really? Could this night get any worse? She pulled out her phone, pretending to read a text message.

“No thanks,” she said again, sounding distracted.

She hoped the dismissal would send the guy packing, but she could still feel him standing beside her.

“You’re not one of those stuck-up girls who thinks she’s too good to talk to a nice guy like me, are you?”

She wasn’t trying to be a bitch, but he wasn’t her type, and there was something about the look in his eyes she didn’t like. Brooke searched for something to say, some kind of polite brush-off that wouldn’t upset him.

Her roommate saved her the trouble.

Tess smacked her hand solidly on top of Brooke’s. Quick as lightning, she snatched Brooke’s phone off the bar and stuck it directly in Sully’s face. The flash flared, and the phone’s camera clicked, recording his ruddy image. Light glinted off the stud in Tess’s eyebrow.

Easing forward, Tess eyed Sully with a hard look.

“Back off, shit-for-brains, she’s with me.”

Sully’s thick lips parted in a predatory grin. Brooke caught a glimpse of sharp incisors. She inched closer to Tess.

“That’s okay, bitch. I’m man enough for both of you.”

“I doubt that,” Tess said.

“Sorry I’m late,” a voice, deep and male, said behind them.

Brooke spun, looking up into his face. Her stomach lurched. Talk about Prince Charming. He was gorgeous. Six feet tall, he had a lean, muscular build. Straight nose. Angular cheekbones. There was something oddly familiar about him, like maybe she had seen him on campus.

His chocolate-brown eyes locked on hers. She searched for something to say, but her mind went blank. As usual, Tess didn’t miss a beat.

“It’s about time you got here,” she said, sounding annoyed.

“Yeah. Sorry about that. Is everything okay?”

He turned his steady gaze on Charles Sully’s broad face. Sully stared back. Brooke’s stomach tightened another notch as the two men eyed each other like a pair of pit bulls facing off.

“Have we got a problem here?” the newcomer asked.

Jaw clenched, Sully looked away. He pushed off of the bar and dissolved into the crowd.

Brooke’s heart still pounded. She was glad Sully was gone. He might not have scared Tess, but there was something about him that had set her nerves on edge.

“Thanks,” Brooke breathed.

“Looked like you could use a hand.”

“You can say that again. That fuck-wad wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Tess rolled her eyes.

“I was kind of hoping he’d make a thing of it.”

“I’m Tess, by the way, and this is Brooke.”

Brooke smiled.

“So, ladies, who do I have to screw to get a drink around here?” he asked, shifting his gaze away from Brooke to the bar.

“Unfortunately, that guy.”

Brooke hooked a thumb toward Jesse, stationed at the far end of the bar. The handsome stranger grinned and raised his hand to flag down the nearest bartender. She caught a flash of gold and red, and her gaze lingered on his ring. It was old. Unusual. Like a class ring, with a dark-red stone embedded in a thick gold band.

A strong sense of déjà vu tickled the back of Brooke’s brain. She knew him from somewhere. She tried to think, but her brain was still foggy from the last cosmo she’d inhaled. The memory refused to click into place—maddeningly aloof, like a word poised on the tip of her tongue. She shook her head.

Tess hopped off of her barstool.

“Where are you going?” Brooke hissed, grabbing her arm.

“To the ladies’ room. Why? Do you want to watch?”

Brooke released her grip and Tess winked. Gone in a flash, she was swallowed up by the crowd. The guy shouted his drink order to a skinny bartender with a neck tattoo and a scruffy hipster beard.

“Want anything?” he asked.

“A cosmo.”

Before he’d shown up, she’d been thinking it was time to go. Now Brooke didn’t see the harm in staying for one more drink.

Her phone buzzed on the bar. She picked it up and read the new text.


Go for it. If you don’t, I will.


Tess.

She glanced around, looking for her partner in crime, but the press of bodies made it impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction. Brooke tucked the phone back in her pocket, hoping he hadn’t seen the text.

“What did you say your name was?” he asked.

“Brooke Parker.”

She held out her hand. His grip was warm and strong. A shiver of electricity passed through her at his touch. A memory clicked into place, and just like that, she had it. She remembered who he was.

“You’re Andy. I knew I recognized you.”

“What’s that?” he asked, craning his head back toward her.

“Andy, right?”

All at once his expression changed. His eyes narrowed and she was caught by the intensity of his stare. Brooke blushed. The fact that she embarrassed so easily was infuriating, but she couldn’t look away either. Her gaze focused on the taut line of his mouth. He glanced at the balcony. Then he smiled.

“Brooke Parker. It’s been a long time. Look at you. All grown up.”

His eyes roved over her slowly, appreciatively, triggering another infuriating blush.

“You don’t look so bad yourself, Andy.”

He tipped his head close and whispered in a conspiratorial tone, “I go by Drew now.”

His warm breath tickled her ear, sending shivers down her spine.

“Are you here with your girlfriend?” she asked, half dreading the answer.

“Are you?” he asked, looking amused.

“Tess is my roommate. It looks like she’s abandoned me though.”

“Your stalker hasn’t.” He glanced across the bar.

Sully’s acid glare was fixed on the two of them. Goosebumps prickled Brooke’s arms. Andy—or was it Drew?—placed his hand on her back. The warmth of his touch burned through her thin tank top, and for a moment she forgot all about her stalker and Jesse. Brooke inched closer to him.

“Mom will be so surprised when I tell her I saw you. Kelly has a music recital tomorrow afternoon. Why don’t you come with me? I mean, if you’re not doing anything. I know Mom would love to see you.”

“Let’s play it by ear,” he said, squeezing her shoulder.

She pulled out her phone, aimed it at him. He raised a hand in front of his face.

“What are you doing?”

Playfully she batted it away and snapped a photo. It wasn’t the best picture. The low light made it a little blurry, but it didn’t matter. She could tweak it later.

“Well, if you’re not going to come to the recital, I need evidence that you actually do exist.”

He stared down into her upturned face and smiled. His warm fingers brushed her skin, unleashing a torrent of butterflies in the pit of her stomach as he drew the MedicAlert dog tags from beneath the neckline of her tank top.

Running his thumb overtop of the caduceus medical symbol etched into the front face, he frowned. “What’s this?”

Her cheeks burned. She hated this—admitting she had a condition. Waiting for the inevitable look of shock on someone else’s face. Or worse, their pity.

“I’m diabetic.”

She’d expected a look from him that said she was broken, but his expression didn’t change. Letting go of the dog tags, he let them fall against her chest.

“Well, I don’t know about you, Brooke Parker, but I’ve had enough of this place for one night. Where’s your little friend?”

Brooke shrugged. Tess was doing a good job of making herself scarce.

“I hate to sound all big brother on you,” he said, “but you really shouldn’t stay here alone, not with your stalker lurking close by.”

“Big brother. That’s funny.”

He grinned and cast his gaze across the crowded bar. Brooke didn’t have to follow the trajectory of his stare to know whom he was talking about.

“You can’t leave. You just ordered drinks,” she said.

“And they’re not going to get here anytime this century. I’m out of here.”

“Okay.” The tightness in her muscles was a subtle warning that her blood sugars were on the rise. She could use a shot of insulin. “You’re probably right. It’s time to go. Do me a favor and walk me outside?”

“Sure.”

The crowd parted around Andy as he made for the exit. After grabbing her coat and purse from a hook underneath the bar, Brooke followed in his wake. He glanced up toward the balcony. Brooke looked up too, but no one seemed to be looking their way.

They stepped outside into the brisk night. Brooke shivered. The denim jacket that had looked so perfect in her dorm room did little to ward off the chilly night air. She pulled the phone from her pocket and launched an app to summon a ride back to campus.

“Shit,” Drew said, stopping dead in his tracks. “I left something at the bar. You’ll be all right?”

She smiled. “Of course.”

He turned and jogged back inside, leaving her alone on the stairs. Brooke tucked the phone back into her pocket. It was darker out here than she’d expected. The sparse line of streetlights did little to penetrate the inky blackness around her. The one closest to the parking lot was out. Broken glass littered the pavement below. A cold wind ruffled her hair, and she folded her arms across her midriff.

The door opened. There was a burst of laughter and clicking high heels, then nothing but the gentle buzz of cars zipping by. Brooke glanced behind her and took a couple more steps away from the stairs.

It was creepy out here in the dark.

Brooke glanced at her phone, checking the time, wishing her ride would hurry up. It was cold, and she didn’t like being out here alone. She glanced back toward the doors, knowing she’d feel a whole lot safer with Drew by her side.

The deep growl of a car engine roared close behind her. Startled, Brooke stepped back. A car squealed out of the parking lot in a flash of green and black. Tires squawked to a halt. Red taillights flared. Her pulse raced.

The car backed up. The window lowered. She recognized his crooked nose.



Chapter 3


The high, airy sound of the flute faded, consumed by the deeper, earthy strains of the cello. The final notes settled in the darkened auditorium, and Marissa Rooney pressed a button on her cell phone. The digital display sprang to life. The woman beside her glowered, but Marissa ignored her. No new messages. Sighing, she flipped the phone facedown in her lap and brushed a hand over the empty seat beside her, the one she had saved for her daughter, Brooke.

The house lights rose and the crowd erupted into thunderous applause. Proud parents sprang to their feet. The conductor and the members of the Renton High School Orchestra bowed in unison, accomplishment and pride shining in their faces.

Marissa felt exposed in the bright glare from the overhead lights. She watched the couple in front of her. His fingers stroked the woman’s hair, golden brown tinged with gray. She nestled close to him, her shoulder brushing his chest. They turned and looked at each other. And such a look. Pure devotion. The woman smiled and Marissa averted her gaze.

No one had ever looked at her that way. She had been married three times, and never once had any of her lovers gazed at her with such naked adoration. Perhaps it was the kind of look you earned only after years of enduring life’s triumphs and trials together, or maybe the woman was just plain lucky, having met the right man at the right time. Whatever it was, Marissa was sure she would never know that kind of love.

She turned away from the stage and searched the back rows to see if Brooke had slipped in at the start of the performance. Just yesterday they’d exchanged texts confirming the time and place, so it wasn’t like Brooke could have forgotten.

Why wouldn’t she at least send a text? Irritated, Marissa slid the phone into a front pocket of her jeans.

All around her, families congratulated students on their performances. Colorful bouquets of fresh flowers were given and received. Marissa frowned. She should have brought Kelly flowers. She was never any good with that stuff, and maybe it was just as well; flowers were a luxury she couldn’t afford on their tight budget.

Marissa stood amid the crowd, solitary and empty-handed. Surely she wasn’t the only one who’d come alone? But everywhere she looked she saw families—mothers with their daughters, fathers with their sons, grandparents and siblings.

All she had were her two girls, and with Brooke starting college and Kelly giving her the cold shoulder, she’d never felt more alone.

An older woman with kind eyes in the row behind her smiled and leaned toward her. “Is your sister in the band?” she asked.

“My daughter,” Marissa said.

“Oh.”

The woman’s eyes widened in surprise, and Marissa knew what came next. A swift mental calculation followed by a judgmental look. Ironically, the same people who treated her like she was a lower life-form for getting pregnant with Brooke at sixteen were often the first to picket an abortion clinic.

Marissa curved away.

Finally she spied Kelly striding toward her. Her long, smooth gait cut through the crowd, quickly closing the distance between them. Kelly had shot up over the past year. She now stood a good two inches taller than Marissa, and while she wasn’t conventionally pretty, she was striking. She had her father’s strong nose, jutting cheekbones, and flinty green eyes.

Marissa draped an arm around her daughter’s back, drawing her close for a hug. Kelly’s shoulders remained rigid. She tolerated the awkward embrace for the required two to three seconds before pulling away. Marissa bent to retrieve her coat and masked the painful twinge she felt in the pit of her stomach at the cool reception.

There had been a time when Kelly would rush into Marissa’s arms at the end of the day, her small face beaming as if there was no person in the world she would rather see. But that had been a decade ago. Three failed marriages and half a dozen jobs later, she didn’t know how to win back Kelly’s trust.

“Where’s Brooke?” Kelly asked, casting her gaze beyond Marissa toward the back of the auditorium.

“She didn’t make it.”

“Figures.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Brooke’s pretty into herself these days.”

“She said she wanted to be here.”

“But she’s not, is she?”

Marissa sighed. Truthfully, she couldn’t blame Kelly for being disappointed. She was disappointed too. Brooke was usually so responsible. It wasn’t like her to blow them off, not without a word. Whatever her own misgivings, though, Marissa brushed them aside, reluctant to criticize Brooke in front of Kelly.

“Something must have come up.”

“Why do you always defend her?”

A familiar scowl darkened Kelly’s expression, and Marissa let it go. The last thing she wanted was a fight. Not today. Not after Kelly’s first performance at her new school. Sidestepping the question, she changed the subject.

“You played very well. I’ve heard you practice the piece before, but hearing it with the orchestra really brings it to life. How did it feel to be up on stage?”

“Okay, I guess.”

Kelly avoided her mother’s gaze and strode down the aisle. Marissa hurried to catch up. They had almost reached the back when she caught sight of a familiar face. The bottom dropped out of her stomach at the sight of him.

Logan.

Kelly must have seen him too, because she picked up the pace, threading her way through the crowd on a course that led directly to him. His bright-blue eyes crinkled at the corners, and he opened his arms wide. Kelly stepped willingly into his hug.

Logan glanced over the top of Kelly’s blonde head. As he caught sight of Marissa, his smile faded.

Just looking at him hurt, like an empty ache inside her heart. She hadn’t laid eyes on him in six months, not since she’d moved out of his house. Although he wanted to remain part of the girls’ lives, she’d resisted the idea. Claimed they needed time to gel as a family. It was a poor excuse. In truth, she needed time to lick her wounds.

Anger, hurt, and betrayal rushed to the surface like the blood surging into her cheeks. Logan’s expression remained neutral, as if seeing her again didn’t make him feel anything at all. Lucky him
 . Then again, he was a master at hiding his feelings, while hers had a maddening tendency to bubble over.

“I hope you don’t mind I came,” he said.

What could she say? He was already here. Vowing not to pick an argument, Marissa shrugged.

“It’s Kelly’s day. She’s free to invite whomever she pleases.”

Skepticism clouded Logan’s blue eyes and he looked away. For a moment Marissa studied his perfect profile. She’d been blinded by his sophistication, his beauty—doomed to see what she wanted to see instead of what was actually there.

“You were great, Kel,” he said.

Logan reached down and plucked a bouquet of flowers from the empty seat beside him. Marissa’s lips twisted into a pained smile. White daisies, yellow roses, and purple delphinium—all of Kelly’s favorites were tied together with an airy silver bow.

“Thank you. They’re beautiful.” Kelly sank her nose into the flower petals and sniffed.

“You deserve them.”

His eyes met Marissa’s again.

“I won’t keep you. I’m on my way to the airport.”

“You’re flying out?”

Marissa cringed at the disappointment she heard in Kelly’s voice. As a pilot for Alaska Airlines, Logan spent two weeks of each month traveling. She’d realized too late that the long absences from home allowed him to keep the two parts of his life separate.

Kelly blamed Marissa for the breakup. And why not? Logan had been her third husband, and she’d struck out again. That she was shielding Kelly from the ugly truth behind the split provided little solace. She supposed her daughter’s anger was the price she paid for her silence.

“I enjoyed seeing you play. You’re very talented, Kelly. Keep it up.”

Kelly clutched the flowers close to her chest, her cheeks glowing from his praise.

“I’m glad you came.”

Marissa felt a stab of guilt as she watched the pair hug one last time. There was nothing stiff or awkward about their embrace, and she wondered what good she was doing by keeping them apart. Whom was she protecting, anyway—Kelly or herself?

Logan grabbed his coat and followed the crowd toward the exit. Pausing with his hand on the door, he glanced back at Marissa. A blast of cold, damp wind blew into the auditorium, and Marissa shuddered.

“Where’s Brooke?” Logan asked.

Marissa frowned and glanced behind her. That seemed to be the million-dollar question.



Chapter 4


Dull light filtered through the dirty windows of the commuter train. Marissa pressed her fingers against her ears, blunting the noise around her. Beyond the window the Seattle skyline emerged like a ghost ship from the pale mist as Brooke’s recorded voice blasted cheerfully through the cell phone’s speaker. Marissa’s heart sank as she listened to the message for the twentieth time.

The beep sounded, and Marissa matched Brooke’s upbeat tone.

“Hi, honey, it’s Mom again. I know I must sound like a crazy helicopter parent, but I missed you at Kelly’s recital. Give me a call back just to let me know everything’s okay. Thanks.”

The train jerked to a halt, and Marissa stowed the phone back in her purse. She followed the throng of Monday morning commuter zombies up the two flights of concrete stairs into the cold morning drizzle. Trudging down Second Avenue, Marissa looked up. The peaked pyramid of the Smith Tower had disappeared, swallowed by a thick layer of low-hanging clouds.

Marissa had always loved this building. It had history. Character. Built by New York tycoon L. C. Smith, the Smith Tower was the first skyscraper to grace the Seattle skyline, and for many years had been the tallest building in North America west of the Mississippi.

A century later the white, neoclassic building stood out against the other hulking monoliths like a white rose in a garden filled with dandelions. On a typical morning, walking into the marble-and-bronze lobby made her feel special, like someone who had done something with her life.

But this morning nothing was typical.

Worry buzzed like a swarm of bees inside her head. She strode through the lobby, ignoring everyone and everything around her. Stepping off the elevator onto the sixth floor, she found the law offices of Holt, Regis, and Grant deserted.

Marissa settled into her chair behind the reception desk and placed her cell phone beside her keyboard, willing it to ring.

Oblivious to her need, it remained stubbornly silent. She snatched it up and thumbed the small silver button to power up the display. No voice mails. No texts. No messages of any kind since the last time she’d checked. Twenty minutes ago.


Damned phone.


She rubbed her temples.

Why wasn’t Brooke pinging back? There were at least a half dozen reasonable excuses for not responding, she knew. Right now, though, short on sleep, she couldn’t think of many.

Would she be this worried if Brooke weren’t diabetic? Certainly she didn’t hover over Kelly in the same way. But it wasn’t a fair comparison.

When Brooke had been diagnosed with diabetes at age thirteen, Marissa remembered how overwhelmed she’d felt by the complexity of managing her condition—learning how diet, exercise, and insulin all worked together to strike the complex balance necessary to keep Brooke healthy, while trying to forget the nightmare of things that could happen if her sugars went off the rails.

So she hovered. What parent wouldn’t? Brooke hadn’t seemed to mind. Until now. Did her daughter’s silence signal a change in attitude? Was it time for her to back off and let Brooke live her life?

Maybe.

But Marissa couldn’t let go. Not yet. Not until she knew Brooke was all right.

Her eyes burned with fatigue as she glanced past the flat-screen monitor toward the frosted-glass doors. Surfing the web was against company policy, she knew, but this early, who would notice? She’d be quick—on and off before any clients entered the lobby. No one would be the wiser.

So she launched a web browser and logged into Facebook. A few clicks later, she reached Brooke’s wall. The cover photo was a pretty picture of Brooke hugging the huge purple W outside the gates of the University of Washington. Like most girls her age, Brooke posted frequent updates to her Facebook site for her four-hundred-plus friends to see.


Struck out in search of adventure. Need to get out of the rain for a while. Peace, Brooke.


Marissa read the post twice. Her gut twisted like a rusty turbine in the wind, and she knew something wasn’t right. Brooke studied her ass off, earning grades that had assured her a place at UW. She wouldn’t just take off. She wouldn’t jeopardize everything she’d worked so hard for. It didn’t make sense.

Hoping to find out more, Marissa clicked on the recently uploaded photos. There was one posted from inside Brooke’s dorm room on Saturday night. Brooke and Tess stood with their cheeks pressed together, smiling wide for the camera.

There was another photo, uploaded last night. The young man in the picture was not smiling. Beneath an unruly forelock of wavy hair, he looked angry.

The hair stood up on Marissa’s arms. Anxiety cranked another notch tighter in her gut.

Who was he and why had Brooke posted his picture? Was she trying to send a message? Was he the reason she wasn’t calling back?

Desperate for answers, she clicked on Tess’s profile. If the girls had gone out together, maybe Tess had posted something more, but Sunday morning’s status update was all about Tess’s epic hangover.

Friends had offered a litany of hangover remedies ranging from the ridiculous to the downright disgusting. Hair of the dog. Canned fish. Pickles. Sex.


Sex? What ever happened to Gatorade, vitamin C, and a catnap?


The heavy glass doors swung open, and with a quick click of her mouse button, Marissa minimized the Facebook window. Just in time too. A slim, well-dressed woman in her late thirties entered.

Paige Benoit was Marissa’s direct supervisor. With a sharp face and an even sharper tongue, she squawked orders with a drill sergeant’s charm. If she caught Marissa online, there would be hell to pay.

Instinctively Marissa straightened in her chair as Benoit neared the desk. She glanced back at the monitor, ensuring Facebook was minimized and her calendar was showing.

“Marissa, Elizabeth Holt will be arriving at ten sharp for a meeting with Regis,” Benoit said, all business.

“Yes, ma’am. It’s on my calendar.”

Benoit’s nod was curt. Her sleek dark hair brushed the collar of her starched white shirt. Arced lines bracketed her thin lips, giving her a sour look.

“She’ll want tea sent in. Earl Grey with milk, not cream. Don’t forget.”


What kind of idiot would put cream in tea
 ? Based on her boss’s dragon breath and coffee-stained teeth, she figured Benoit might not appreciate the difference.

“I’ll have it ready,” Marissa said.

Benoit’s lips stretched into a chilly smile. Marissa made a note about the ten o’clock tea, knowing full well Benoit would shit a chicken if she forgot.

Elizabeth Holt was a founding member of the law firm and, by all accounts, a formidable woman. In the year Marissa had worked here, she had seen Holt only a handful of times. Rumor had it the old woman was sick, so whatever the ten o’clock meeting was about, it was important enough to warrant a rare visit.

As soon as Benoit closed her office door, Marissa maximized her browser window. She skimmed Tess’s wall to see if she could figure out where the girls might have gone on Saturday night. Nothing. One by one she clicked through the candid snapshots of Tess’s fresh-faced college friends, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man posted on Brooke’s page. No luck.

Marissa’s fingers stalled as a black-and-white image filled the screen. Tess stood half-naked; her tiny hands barely covered her small breasts.

“Oh, Tess,” Marissa groaned under her breath.

No doubt Tess considered the picture artistic, but Marissa thought about all the people who would see this image. From personal experience, she knew Tess would find no shortage of men ready to objectify her. She didn’t need to help them along.

Staring intently at the screen, Marissa didn’t hear John Ervine approach. He was a short, round man with glasses and a waxy smile. The way he looked at her gave her the willies. This morning was no exception. His small black eyes shifted from the monitor to her face.

Caught red-handed, Marissa clicked the red X, and the browser window closed.

“Good morning, Marissa,” he said in a high, nasal voice. “Was that your daughter?”

Marissa’s cheeks reddened.

“Sorry, Mr. Ervine. I shouldn’t have been looking at a personal site during business hours.”

“She’s pretty, like her mother.”

His smile made her skin crawl, and his gaze dropped from her face to the opening of her shirt. Her outfit wasn’t revealing. A crisp white blouse, a straight black skirt, and business-sensible pumps—there was nothing provocative about her attire. But the way he looked at her still made her feel like a bimbo.

Marissa angled her chair away to block his view down her blouse. She forced a civil smile and handed him his mail.

“I don’t typically look at my daughter’s Facebook site at work, but . . .”

Ervine waved a dismissive hand, his grin widening. “I get it. You want to keep an eye on what your kid posts. Don’t worry, I won’t tell a soul what I saw. It’ll be our secret.”

He winked at her and slithered down the hallway. Marissa cringed.

Great. She’d been caught violating company policy. Benoit didn’t like her and would seize any opportunity to get rid of her. And now Ervine thought she owed him a favor. She could only imagine the types of payback he had in mind—maybe a lap dance in his office or a quickie in the copier room. She was no intern, though. One wrong move from Ervine and she’d go straight to Mr. Regis. He wouldn’t want the firm’s reputation sullied by a sexual harassment suit.

It was still early, before eight o’clock, but most of the attorneys were in the office. Clients would arrive soon. Marissa scratched the patch on her left arm and glared at the silent cell phone on her desk.

The nicotine patch was supposed to curb her craving for cigarettes. Maybe if she ripped the damned thing off and smoked it, she’d feel better. Of course, that could get her into trouble too. She’d picked a hell of a time to give up her best vice. Her oldest friend, she amended.


Ring, damn it. Ring. Please. Please, Brooke, just call.


But if there was a God up there in the sky, he wasn’t listening to her, and Marissa relaunched Facebook. She didn’t want to be caught online again, but she didn’t know how else to get a message to Tess. Hoping for good news, she started to type.

The door opened and a stately gray-haired man in a long black coat entered. Marissa’s fingers froze. She forced a smile and clicked on her calendar to hide the Facebook window.

“Good morning, Marissa. How are you?”

Mr. Regis was looking at her eyes and not at her chest. It was a refreshing change, and she handed him a short stack of mail.

“Fine, Mr. Regis. You have a few messages this morning.”

“Thank you.”

With a kind smile, he turned down the hall toward his spacious corner office. Marissa dismissed her calendar and finished the message.


Tess, I’m looking for Brooke. Have you seen her?


The glass doors swung open again. Marissa pressed send and closed the browser window, hoping Tess would respond soon.



Chapter 5


Perched precariously on the tips of her toes, Marissa wrenched the teapot down from the cupboard’s top shelf. She lifted the top off and peered inside. It looked clean enough, but just in case, she rinsed the pot with warm water. God help her if Ms. Holt tasted dust in her tea.

She’d freed the first Earl Grey tea bag from the plastic wrapping when her cell phone rang. The tea bag slipped from Marissa’s grasp as she lunged for the phone. Her stomach sank. It wasn’t Brooke. She didn’t recognize the number. Bending to pick the tea bag up off the floor, she answered the call.

“Ms. Rooney?”

The voice sounded young. Nervous. Familiar. Marissa’s heart took off at a gallop.

“Tess?”

“I saw your message on Facebook, and well, here’s the thing. Brooke wasn’t in class this morning.”

“What do you mean?”

The teakettle whistled, steam gushing from its spout. Marissa stepped away from the counter and angled her head to the side so she could hear what Tess was saying.

“Well, I actually haven’t seen Brooke since Saturday night.”

Marissa’s knees turned to water. A nauseating wave of heat washed over her, and she slumped against the wall, grateful for its strength.

Behind her the kettle wailed, but she couldn’t hear it over the pounding pulse in her ears.

“Saturday night? Are you sure?”


Two days? That can’t be right. How could two days go by without word, without a call? Where the hell is Brooke?


“Marissa,” she heard a voice snap behind her, and she swung on her heels.

Paige Benoit filled the doorway. Her red lips peeled back from her teeth in a snarl. With a clawed hand, she reached out and plucked the kettle’s plug from the wall. The shriek of the whistle dipped into a low, plaintive cry before falling silent.

Marissa swallowed the knot of fear in her throat.

“Tess, can I call you back?”

She dropped the phone from her ear and straightened away from the wall. Angry red splotches stained Benoit’s gaunt cheeks.

“Marissa, the kettle. Didn’t you hear it?”

She shook her head slowly, barely understanding the words coming out of Benoit’s mouth. Benoit snapped her fingers.

“Tea. Now. Elizabeth Holt will be here any minute.”

Marissa’s lips parted, but it took a full two seconds to find her voice.

“I can’t.”

And suddenly she didn’t give two shits about what Benoit wanted or the upcoming meeting, and she cared least of all about Ms. Holt’s tea. She had to get out of here.

Marissa brushed past Benoit and raced down the long hallway toward reception as fast as her heels allowed.

She arrived in the lobby in time to catch Elizabeth Holt’s grand entrance. She swept into the lobby along with her large entourage. Mr. Regis smiled. He gripped both of Holt’s hands in his own and planted a kiss on the old woman’s cheek.

Benoit’s heels clicked close behind.

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

As Benoit grasped Marissa’s elbow, her long nails dug into the soft flesh of Marissa’s arm. She spun Marissa around until they stood face-to-face. Inches away, Marissa could smell the rank stench of coffee on Benoit’s breath. A fierce bolt of anger flashed through her, and she wrenched her arm free of the other woman’s grip.

“Look, I don’t have time to explain. I have to go.”

Hunkering down, Marissa grabbed her purse and jacket from beneath the desk.

“Go? Now?”

Benoit reached for Marissa’s arm again, but this time Marissa was faster. She whirled away, her hair whipping around her cheeks. She fixed her hot stare on Benoit’s pinched face.

“Don’t you ever touch me again. Do you understand?”

Benoit’s dark eyebrows scrunched so close together on her forehead they almost touched.

“You listen to me, Ms. Rooney. If you walk out of this office, don’t bother coming back,” Benoit said, her shrill voice carrying through the lobby.

The lobby fell silent. Suddenly all eyes were on Marissa. She looked up in time to catch Elizabeth Holt’s curious gaze. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she glared at Paige Benoit.

“Do what you will. I have to find my daughter.” She turned toward Mr. Regis. Shock and concern were reflected in his lined face. “I’m sorry, Mr. Regis, the conference room should be ready for your meeting. Ms. Holt, the kettle is boiled. Perhaps Ms. Benoit can make your tea.”

Without another word, she marched out the door.

#

Rain drizzled down in a fine gray mist from the sky. A murder of crows flapped overhead, their black wings smudged against the low ceiling of clouds, like pooled mascara beneath a woman’s eye. Marissa plowed through the heavy doors to the student union, looking everywhere for Tess. This close to lunchtime, torrents of students flooded the hall, all talking, yelling, and laughing. The sound of their eager young voices echoed off the high ceilings.

Tess was nowhere to be found. Marissa paced the perimeter of the hall, trying to make sense of this crazy situation. There had to be some explanation. Maybe Tess knew more than she was saying. Someone had to. Brooke hadn’t just vanished.

Pacing the student union wasn’t calming her frayed nerves. With each step frenzied thoughts filled her head, choking out all rational thought. Despite her throbbing feet, she couldn’t stop. Anxiety thrashed inside her like a trapped bird, barely contained, desperate to get out.

Her gaze passed over the message boards, looking but not really seeing. Colorful flyers pinned to the surface announced study groups, yoga classes, meet-ups, and a multitude of other on-campus events. Her eyes skimmed across the flyers, her thoughts filled with Brooke, until her eyes locked onto the face of a young woman staring out from a missing-person poster.

She stopped. Kim Covey had disappeared from a party four weeks ago, and suddenly Marissa recalled the local news stories about the missing girl. She’d thought about the girl and hoped she was safe. She’d thought about the family and the hell they must be going through.

But she really hadn’t understood anything about the girl’s disappearance until now.

Heart pounding, she stared into the girl’s photocopied eyes. The realization struck her with crippling force. This girl looked like her daughter. Same blonde hair and blue eyes. Same slender build. Kim Covey was two years older than Brooke, but the two girls could have passed for sisters.

Marissa’s pulse throbbed at the base of her throat.

Without thinking, she stretched out her trembling fingers and ripped the missing-person flyer off the message board. She stared at it horror-stricken, no longer seeing a stranger’s face, but seeing her own daughter staring back at her.

She spun on rubbery legs and swung toward the entrance, stuffing the flyer into her pocket just as Tess Turner burst into the hall at a run.



Chapter 6


Tess led the way across campus, from the student union toward the dorms. Despite her diminutive size, she set a blistering pace, and Marissa struggled to keep up. The cold drizzle chilled her to the bone. She couldn’t look at the faces of the other students they passed. They were safe. Their parents knew where they were. She kept her head down, shoulders hunched against the rain. All she could think about was her burgeoning fear.

“I figured Brooke spent the night at your place and I’d see her in class this morning. When I saw your message, I knew I had to call.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

Tess unlocked the door to their room. “Saturday night at the Chapel.”

Two days ago, and not a word? How could that be? Frustration and fear welled up inside Marissa. She shook her head, overwhelmed by the enormity of the situation. If she let herself get carried away by the spiraling trail of what-ifs crowding her brain right now, she’d be lost. Instead Marissa focused on Tess, desperate to learn something that might help clear up this mess.

“You went to a bar?” Marissa asked, her frantic gaze bouncing around the room.

Dirty clothes trailed across Tess’s half of the room while Brooke’s was as neat as a pin. Nothing looked missing. Nothing looked out of place.

“That’s right. Brooke wanted to go,” Tess said, sliding a balled-up pair of leggings across the imaginary boundary from Brooke’s side of the room to her own.

“It was Brooke’s idea?”

She could hardly believe it. Brooke wasn’t the type of girl to break the rules. Tess, on the other hand . . . 

“She went there to see her ex.”

“Who?”

“Some dude named Jesse.”


Jesse Morgan
 . She remembered him, all right. Brooke’s case of puppy love had bordered on obsession. While Marissa had been relieved when Jesse moved away, Brooke had gone through a grieving period that made Bella from the Twilight
 books look fickle. She’d spent weeks moping in her room, playing depressing music on her iPod and shunning calls from her friends. When Brooke had finally snapped out of it and started dating someone else, Marissa had been relieved.

It seemed more than mere coincidence that Jesse’s reappearance coincided with Brooke’s disappearing act. If there was one person Brooke might take off with, it was him.

“Did she leave with Jesse?”

“I don’t know. I went to the bathroom, and she was gone.”

“She didn’t tell you she was leaving? Not a text? Didn’t you think that was weird?”

“Not really,” Tess said. “She doesn’t always share her plans.”

Tess averted her worried gaze, picking away at the frayed strings hanging from the knee of her ripped jeans.

Marissa brushed her hand along the straight line of clothes hanging in the closet. Sweaters and tank tops, jeans and sweat shirts slid against her open palm, and she caught the scent of Brooke’s perfume. Sweet. Vanilla. Like she was standing beside Marissa instead of God knew where.

Marissa pulled the hem of a dress aside and saw Brooke’s gym bag on the floor. Something wasn’t right. She could feel it.

“She would have taken something with her.”

“What?” Tess asked, hovering close by.

“If Brooke was leaving, even overnight, she would have taken something with her,” Marissa repeated, whirling toward the bed. “A sweat shirt. A jacket. Something.”

The lavender quilt looked crisp and untouched. Even Brooke’s UW nightshirt was folded beneath her pillow. It was like at any minute her daughter would come bursting into the room.

Marissa sank onto the bed, her hand drifting across the soft pillowcase, the silence of the room surrounding her. Tess fidgeted by the window, arms folded, a worried look on her face.

“Where does Brooke keep her insulin?”

No sooner had she said it than she spied the dorm-size refrigerator tucked underneath the desk. She hunkered down and opened the door.

She saw the open box of insulin pens and counted them. Each box held a dozen. There were five left. She grabbed the vial of insulin off the top shelf.

Brooke needed daily shots from the vial to keep her blood sugars steady overnight. As she stared at the vial in her hand, another thought struck her. Marissa wrenched open the nightstand drawer and there it was.

She saw Brooke’s insulin travel kit stowed neatly in the corner beside her glucometer, small and insulated, about the size of a pencil case. Marissa picked it up in her hands, and she knew.

She knew there was no way Brooke would leave without taking this with her.



Chapter 7


“You say she went to the bar with her roommate,” Officer Reardon said in a monotone, like he’d heard this story a hundred times before.

Perched on a hard chair in the middle of the bustling squad room, her back ramrod-straight, Marissa nodded.

“That’s right. The Chapel on Capitol Hill.”

The keyboard clacked as Officer Reardon recorded her answers. Marissa fidgeted with the leather strap of her purse. The squad room stank like sweat and bitter coffee. She breathed in the stale air. Unbidden images surfaced in her mind, and she remembered the last time she’d been in a squad room. Instinctively her tongue probed the top row of smooth, even teeth, searching for jagged edges and gaps. She kept her gaze focused tight on the officer, pushing the memories back. Not wanting to remember.

“And the roommate says she was there to meet her ex-boyfriend?”

“Well, yes. He tends bar there.”

“And what makes you think she’s gone missing?”

Marissa squirmed in her chair. She knew she sounded like an overprotective mother reporting her kid late for curfew, but that wasn’t it. Her every instinct was telling her that something was very wrong. What kind of mother would she be if she didn’t do what she thought was right?

She drew in a deep breath and released it slowly before answering.

“Brooke’s not answering her cell phone. She’s missing classes. Her medication travel kit is still in her dorm room.”

Reardon cocked his head. His sharp brown eyes met Marissa’s. “Hold it. But didn’t you say she had her medication with her?” He scanned the computer screen, checking the report.

She’d already said this. Wasn’t he listening?

Marissa pushed back the waves of frustration crashing over her and explained it to him. Again.

“She probably does have an insulin pen with her, but she would pack her vial of insulin and a syringe in the kit so it wouldn’t get damaged.”

“But she could still carry that stuff with her, right? The kit just makes it more convenient. So you don’t know for sure she doesn’t have her insulin.”

“It’s possible, yes, but . . .”

Marissa’s words trailed off when Reardon’s gaze stayed focused on the screen. By the look on his face, she could tell he didn’t buy her story.

“Any other reason to think something has happened to . . .” He paused to check the screen. “Brooke?”


He doesn’t even remember her name.


It was too much. Her jaw clenched and she glared at him with burning eyes.

“You mean other than jeopardizing her life by not taking her medication as prescribed? Look, I know my daughter. She wouldn’t just disappear.”

A condescending smile appeared under Reardon’s bushy moustache, and Marissa sprang from her seat. She couldn’t waste another minute of her time waiting for him to take her seriously. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she spun away from the desk. His voice stopped her.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Rooney. I don’t mean to make light of the situation. I know you’re very worried, what parent wouldn’t be?” He leaned forward, his elbows propped on the desk. “But looking at the situation with objective eyes, you shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Maybe she reconciled with her ex and they decided to spend a few days together. I know it’s hard to accept, but college girls aren’t high school girls. They don’t have curfews, and they don’t always check in with their parents. They’re free to make their own decisions.”

“Why would she leave without taking her clothes or her medication?”

“Do you know for a fact there is nothing missing from her room?”

It had sure looked like there was nothing missing from Brooke’s dorm room, but could she swear to it? No. She didn’t know how many vials of insulin Brooke usually kept on hand. She didn’t know if Brooke had makeup and clothes stashed in an overnight bag.

But her gut was screaming at her that something was wrong. After two days without insulin, her daughter could be dead by now. She couldn’t ignore her intuition. She had to act. Two days was an eternity.

Reardon continued, more gently now.

“Look, Ms. Rooney, there’s a good chance she’ll show up tonight or tomorrow on her own. We get twenty thousand missing-persons reports every year. Most of these people show up all on their own with no intervention. When you were a kid, didn’t you do anything crazy and impulsive?”

She knew firsthand that rash decisions made in the heat of the moment could change your life. Brooke was living proof of her first crazy, impulsive act, going to bed with the first guy who paid attention to her.

“Can’t you just check her cell phone to find out where she is?”

“Your daughter is an adult. She has a right to privacy. We would need a warrant to check her cell phone records, and for that, we need some sort of evidence indicating foul play. It will take time.”

“We don’t have time,” she said. Marissa could feel eyes boring into her, but she didn’t care. Let them look. “This isn’t a normal case. This is a kid with a very serious medical condition. We at least have to find out if she’s okay.”

“Here’s what I think we should do,” Reardon said. “I’m going to file the missing-persons report. It will get assigned to a detective who will conduct a preliminary investigation. He can check in with the ex-boyfriend. From there we’ll decide how to proceed.”

“And how long does that take?”

“I can’t give you a specific time frame. You’re going to need to trust us.”

Trust? How could she trust him when he clearly wasn’t taking her seriously? But what choice did she have? Bone-tired and emotionally drained, Marissa stood. Without another word she marched out of the police station and back out into a gray blanket of rain.

#

Traffic bled out of the downtown core in a sluggish trickle of flashing red taillights. Cars slithered in an unbroken line heading south, like a monstrous snake all the way down Interstate 5. Marissa gripped her steering wheel tight. The slick roads made for slow going, and a drive that should have taken no more than forty-five minutes took a grinding hour and a half in the rain.

It was well past dark when Marissa turned onto her street. It wasn’t the best neighborhood. In the yellow glow of the streetlamps, the small houses crowding the sidewalks looked grim and dirty. A far cry from Logan’s hilltop home in Redmond, it was all she could afford within commuting distance of the city.

The house lights were on and Kelly was home. Raucous music blared from the speakers in the living room. Back in her day, they would have called it punk, or maybe grunge, but Kelly called it something else. Alternative. Kelly’s new favorite band, G-String Jesus, grated like an electric shock on Marissa’s frayed nerves.

Marissa found her fifteen-year-old daughter hunched over the kitchen table, ignoring the stack of books strewn around her, texting on her phone. Marissa marched into the living room and turned the music off. Kelly looked up, shooting her mother an indignant glare before turning back to her phone.

“Any word from Brooke?” Marissa asked.

Kelly shook her head, still typing into the damned phone.

Feeling a thousand years old, Marissa dropped into the chair opposite Kelly. She stared at the dark rings of eyeliner that circled Kelly’s eyes. Kelly’s high school friends probably thought dark makeup made their eyes pop, but Marissa thought it made Kelly look cheap. It was a phase. She would grow out of it. Somehow the knowledge didn’t make it easier to bear.

The chasm between them filled her with sadness.


What happened to my sweet girl?


“What?” Kelly asked, feeling her mother’s stare.

“I filed a missing-persons report today.”

“You what?”

Kelly dropped the phone into her lap and gaped at Marissa like she’d just dropped an f-bomb.

“Brooke missed class today. She wasn’t at her dorm room.”

Kelly rolled her eyes in an oh-my-God 360 that set Marissa’s blood boiling.

“Mom, you saw the message she put on Facebook. She probably just met some guy and took off. And you’ve got the police hunting her down like she’s some kind of criminal.”

“Brooke wouldn’t leave without telling me. Aren’t you the least bit worried about your sister?”

Kelly shook her head and eyed Marissa with a scathing look. “Your perfect little Brooke may not be as perfect as you think.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kelly shrugged, gathering her books. “Just because she’s not answering you doesn’t mean that something’s wrong. She doesn’t tell you everything.”

Marissa’s head reeled with the implications of what Kelly meant. What was Brooke hiding from her? A boyfriend? Something more?

“Have you heard from her? An e-mail? A text? Anything?”

Kelly slammed her cell phone on the tall stack of books and huffed out an exasperated breath. “No, but I’m not bugging her either. Maybe she’s sick of you controlling her every move.”

Marissa’s head snapped back; she was stung by the accusation in Kelly’s voice.

“You think I’m controlling?”

A short bark of laughter escaped Kelly’s lips.

“You think you’re not?”

“Brooke’s roommate hasn’t seen or heard from her in two days. Of course I’m worried. If you were missing, wouldn’t you want me to do everything I could to ensure you were all right?”

“Me? I’d hope you wouldn’t come looking for me. I’d hope you’d leave me alone to live my own life, instead of dragging me through another shitty relationship, another shitty divorce, only to move me back to another shitty rat-hole like this one.”

“That’s not fair, Kelly. Sometimes families have to make hard decisions, but we stick together.”

“Family,” Kelly scoffed. “You don’t know the first thing about family. You’ve destroyed any family we’ve ever had. I’ve never met my father or my grandparents or cousins. You stayed with that asshole Rick long after you figured out what a lunatic he was. God, I remember all of the drinking, the fighting. It wasn’t until Rick knocked out your teeth that you came to your senses and left the bastard.”

“Kelly . . .”

“What about Logan? What did he ever do to you? He was the only one who gave two shits about me, and you left him. Why? Because he didn’t worship the ground you walked on? Because for once I was happy and you couldn’t stand it?”

Marissa sat in stunned silence as Kelly snatched her stack of books off the table and ran to her room. The kitchen walls shuddered with the force of the slamming bedroom door.

Tears welled in Marissa’s eyes. She pressed her palms against her closed eyelids. Her whole world was collapsing around her and she didn’t know what to do. Brooke was gone. Missing. And she had no idea how to find her.

Kelly hated her. The acid pouring from Kelly’s lips had gone leagues beyond teenage angst. God, she couldn’t do anything right, and there was no one she could talk to, no one who cared. Kelly was right about that much. She was alone. She had driven everyone away.

She raised her head and raked her fingernails across the nicotine patch on her arm.


God, what I wouldn’t give for a cigarette right now.


Marissa crossed the room and turned on the teakettle. A cup of herbal tea was a damned poor substitute for a cigarette. A shot of whiskey might be better, but she never drank the hard stuff. Her ex-husband’s drunken rages had turned her off anything stronger than a glass of wine.


Rick
 . What a disaster.


Rick had been the assistant manager at the grocery store where she’d worked. He was a single parent too, so he never gave her a hard time about missing work because the kids were sick or having to leave early to pick them up from day care. All she’d wanted was a real family for the girls.

He’d seemed so normal. Stable. And he was—for a while, anyway.

On his meds, Rick was a nice guy, and without his support, there was no telling where Marissa and the girls would have ended up—on welfare, or worse. So they moved in together quickly and married shortly after that. A few months into their marriage, Rick stopped taking his medication, and everything went off the rails.

No amount of pleading could get him back on his meds. Soon his drinking binges intensified. The first time he hit Marissa, he cried, and she forgave him. Six months later, though, she realized the situation was hopeless.

Marissa ran the tip of her tongue across her gums, feeling the scars, and this time she couldn’t hold back the memories. They flooded her mind with vivid, chilling detail.

Fourth of July, and Rick had been drinking all day. Marissa was clearing the dinner dishes from the table. The Dixie Chicks were playing on the kitchen radio and the girls were in high spirits. Soon they’d be going to the lake to watch the fireworks—they were all talking and laughing. Marissa asked Rick if he was coming.

The first hit took them all by surprise. The kitchen light flashed off Rick’s bloodstone ring, catching Marissa squarely in the mouth. White-hot pain burst through her and she fell back on the floor, lips splitting and blood pouring out of her mouth.

Nine-year-old Kelly screamed for him to stop, but he didn’t. Desperate, afraid Rick would turn on her next, Marissa shouted at Kelly to go to her room. Kelly didn’t move. Her red, tearstained face full of fury, she screamed at Rick to stop. He cocked back a meaty fist and Marissa dropped her head to her knees, bracing herself for another blow.

But it didn’t come. Rick’s son jumped in front of her.

Seventeen-year-old Andy was as tall as his father now and done with Rick’s shit. He raised his arm, deflecting his father’s blow. The bottle of Jack Daniel’s exploded against the edge of the countertop in a starburst of glass shards. Glass and liquor rained over Marissa’s crouched body. Silver light flashed along the jagged neck of the bottle as Rick swung it wide in a wild, desperate arc. Glass sliced through Andy’s hand, spraying red blood across the white linoleum floor.

Andy roared. He lunged, and Rick went down with a thunderous crash.

Brooke raced into the kitchen and slipped on the slick combination of whiskey and blood. She came down on her knee, screaming. Chunky shards of glass embedded themselves in her tender skin. She still had a patch of bumpy scars just under her kneecap where doctors had pulled the glass out.

To this day Marissa didn’t know who had called the cops. Probably the neighbors. The wail of the police sirens drowned out Kelly’s shrieks. Rick left the house in handcuffs, stuffed into the back of a squad car. Marissa tucked Brooke under one arm and Kelly under the other as she marched through the back door.

After filing a domestic violence report and a protection order, she never went back. They abandoned their belongings, not wanting to see Rick or that house ever again. That was six years ago.

Exhausted, Marissa propped her hands against the countertop and stared out the window. Rain streaked down the glass like a river of tears.

Kelly’s bitter words still cut deep, and as much as it hurt to admit, there had been truth in what Kelly said. Her string of failed relationships spoke for itself, and as a result of her poor choices, she’d dragged her daughters through hell.

Maybe Kelly was right about Brooke too. Maybe Brooke was sick of her interference. Maybe she’d met some guy at school and fallen head over heels for him. Maybe Marissa needed to back off and do the impossible . . . wait.

Marissa picked at the edge of the nicotine patch, then ripped it off her arm. The adhesive clung stubbornly to her skin, peeling a few strips off with it. Her breath hissed through her clenched teeth. The newly exposed skin was red, irritated, and painful as hell. She rubbed the spot with the palm of her hand and went rifling through the drawers in search of a cigarette.



Chapter 8


The line moved at a glacial pace. Drew shifted his weight from one foot to the other and pulled out his phone. He had time to kill while the morons in front of him hemmed and hawed their way through the decision-making process. How hard was it to order a fucking coffee?

They should have two lines—one for regulars, one for the galactically stupid.

Drew pulled out his phone and clicked on his Facebook app. A smiling photo of pretty Brooke Parker filled his screen. He saw the photo of that asshole Charles Sully from the bar and some others posted by Tess.

Running into Brooke had been a shock. She was part of the past he’d buried years ago. And with his father safely tucked away in the loony bin, he’d severed all ties with who he used to be. There was no way he was going back. He had no intention of sharing that part of his life with anyone—not his new set of friends, not his coworkers, and especially not his girlfriend. Alicia wouldn’t understand.

The line shifted, and Drew looked up. His favorite barista was working. She was big and black and beautiful, with a quick wit and even quicker smile.

“Tall dark Americano, with an extra shot,” she said.

“You know how I like it, baby.”

“Oh yes,” she said with a flirty grin. “Mama always knows.”

Drew handed her a five-dollar bill.

This was his favorite neighborhood coffee shop. Though it was predominantly a geek hangout, he came here for the great coffee and free Wi-Fi. The location was perfect, a short jog from his condo and close enough to Alicia’s office. She’d sometimes join him for an afternoon mocha Frappuccino.

Speaking of Alicia, she’d sent him a text this morning. He’d ignored this one too. After all, she’d ruined their evening out by inviting Sir Liam Douchebag to the party. So instead of bonding with Alicia’s inner circle, he’d been shoved to the sidelines and treated like an outsider.

Judging by the number of messages and phone calls, Alicia didn’t like being ignored. That was fine. She could spend the time alone mulling over her own shitty decisions.

Not too long though. He didn’t want to lose her. In many ways she was the best thing to have happened to him. She was exactly the type of girl he’d always wanted. Beautiful. Fun. Wealthy. She would complete his transformation from a boy raised in a poor train wreck of a family to the successful man he wanted to be.

“Tall handsome Americano,” the barista called, batting her eyes. The line jostled.

Drew elbowed his way through the throng of waiting sheep and scooped up his drink. He might have walked out of the shop without looking around if he hadn’t heard the snort.

Gretchen sat hunched over a table near the window. Her unruly mass of red hair tumbled around her hunched shoulders. She shifted in her chair, and he caught sight of Alicia. She gazed out the window with a sober look on her pale face.

A public confrontation wasn’t at all what he had in mind, and he knew he should turn around and leave the coffee shop before she spotted him. He wanted Alicia in the right place, in the right frame of mind, so he could control the outcome of their discussion. The last thing he needed was Alicia’s fat little friend lobbing more fuel on the fire.

Drew’s curiosity got the better of him though, and he edged his way toward the table, drawing as little attention to himself as possible. He settled in a nearby chair with his back to Gretchen, staring down at his phone while he listened.

Eavesdropping wasn’t hard. Gretchen’s obnoxious voice carried.

“Liam said he saw Drew chatting up some blonde at the bar. You really haven’t heard from him since Saturday night?”

“Not a word.”

“You’ve texted him?”

“Of course I’ve texted him. I’ve left messages. He’s ignoring me. He’s . . .”

Alicia’s voice caught, and she stopped. Gretchen sighed.

“Look, Alicia, I didn’t want to say this, but I’m your friend and I don’t want to lie to you. Something about Drew gives me the willies. I mean, he’s cute and all, but how much do you really know about him? You guys are awfully serious for the short time you’ve been together. Maybe you should take a break. Maybe . . .”

“Enough,” Alicia snapped.

Behind his coffee cup, Drew smiled, but Gretchen pressed on.

“Hey, I’m not the only one who thinks so. Liam said he was worried about you. Being with Drew, I mean.”

“Worried. What do you mean?”

“You know, that Drew might be the jealous type. Like he might do something crazy.”

“Crazy? Really? And what puts Liam in any position to judge?”

“Are you forgetting about the girl at the bar? What if Liam’s right and Drew really did leave with her? What if he’s been playing you all along? You know how shallow guys can be.”

Drew’s hand clenched around the cup. Hot, bitter steam rose from the lid. He should have followed Liam home from the bar and taught the prick a lesson. Instead he’d waited, and Liam had joined forces with Gretchen the Witless in hopes of undermining his relationship with Alicia.

“Drew wouldn’t just leave with some girl,” Alicia said, but the tone of her voice lacked conviction.

Gretchen heaved another dramatic sigh.

“He’s gone dark, Alicia. Do you know where he is and what he’s doing? Look, I’m not trying to cause trouble or anything, I’m just saying that if it were me . . .”

Drew couldn’t sit and listen to this crap another second more. Gretchen’s blather encroached on dangerous territory. He spun in his seat and glared directly at her.

“If it were you, what, Gretchen?”

Gretchen looked like a guppy with her mouth dropped open wide. She looked so ridiculous he would laugh if he weren’t so fucking furious. Alicia was shocked to see him too, but she recovered more quickly, composing her face into a stony mask of indifference.

“Oh, Drew, I didn’t see you there.”

Drew cocked an eyebrow. “Mind if I join you?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He scraped his chair across the tile floor and sat down at their table. Avoiding eye contact, Alicia angled her gaze out the huge glass window and watched the traffic pass by. Drew’s knee grazed Gretchen’s and she flinched away, as if singed by the sudden, unexpected contact. Anger bubbled in Drew’s gut.

Gretchen tugged on a fat red curl and glanced across the table at Alicia, who was still staring out the window. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair and cleared her throat.

“Alicia and I were just talking about Saturday night,” Gretchen said.

“I gathered. So Liam has been spreading rumors about me and some blonde?”

Bull’s-eye. Gretchen’s cheeks flushed a deep, unflattering shade of red. She looked mortified, like she’d rather be anywhere else right about now. She’d much rather whisper her poisonous lies into Alicia’s willing ears.

“Well, Liam said he saw you talking to some girl at the bar.”

“Did he now?” Drew took a sip of his Americano, letting the awkward silence stretch out. He wanted Gretchen uncomfortable. He wanted her to regret opening her mouth. “I’m surprised he noticed. He seemed to be pretty intent on impressing Alicia.”

“Liam and I are just friends,” Alicia said.

“Really? Because he’s the only friend whose hand was on your ass. Or didn’t you notice?”

Gretchen sputtered coffee across the table. Covering her mouth, she coughed.

“That go down the wrong way, Gretchen?” Drew thumped her on the back.

“I’m fine,” she croaked.

Holding up a hand, Gretchen swabbed her face with a wad of paper napkins.

Alicia looked directly at him. “Let’s leave Gretchen out of this, Drew. This is something we should discuss alone.”

“Why? It seems like Gretchen is anxious to tell you all about what happened after I left the group on Saturday night. Maybe we should listen.”

Gretchen cleared her throat and held up a hand, palm out. “Not me. I didn’t see anything.”

“Well, it just so happens I was talking to a blonde at the bar. Some creep was hitting on her, so I interrupted. I wanted to make sure she was all right.”

Drew waited. The secret to telling a good lie was seeding it with enough truth to make it ring true. This one was sure to shut Gretchen’s big fat trap.

“Who was she?”

“Just a girl. I don’t remember her name, but it certainly wasn’t anything you should be concerned about.”

Gretchen’s phone beeped. She checked the display.

“Excuse me,” she said, looking relieved. “I have to go. I’ll call you later, Alicia.”

Drew’s eyes met Alicia’s, and he wondered if she would flee too, but she didn’t. She stayed put.

“Where did you go Saturday night?”

“Home, Alicia. What about you?”

She pursed her lips and eyed him warily. “Why haven’t you been answering my calls?”

“Because I’m pissed.”

“Clearly.”

“Anybody in my shoes would be.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your ex-boyfriend comes to the party, plants his hands all over you, and you expect me not to react?”

“His hands weren’t all over me.”

Drew arched his eyebrows, and Alicia dropped her gaze. Her cheeks flushed red, and he sipped his coffee, letting the silence stretch out like an elastic band ready to snap.

“Are you sure about that? You two seemed quite cozy.”

“Honestly, Drew, I didn’t know he was coming. Gretchen invited him.”

“How convenient.”

Alicia frowned.

Was Liam using Gretchen to stir up trouble, or had she come to Alicia all on her own? Either way, they were a problem. He might be able to get Gretchen on his side. Liam was a bigger problem.

“Look, Alicia, I’m not going to compete for your attention. If you want Liam, just say the word and . . .”

Drew met Alicia’s gaze. This time she didn’t look away.

“I don’t,” she said, looking worried.

“Okay. You may consider him a friend, but are you sure that’s all he wants from you?”

Alicia looked troubled. Her dark eyebrows pulled together over her blue eyes.

“What he wants is irrelevant,” she said at last. “I’m with you. That is, if you still want to be.”

Drew set his coffee cup on the table and offered his hand. After a second’s hesitation, Alicia took it, and Drew smiled.

“Of course I want to be with you,” he said. “You already know that. You also know I’m not the jealous type. But I want you to think hard about something.”

“What?”

“Think about Liam and his motivations. Is it possible he still has feelings for you?” Drew shrugged. “Look, I can’t blame the guy. I’m crazy about you too, and if I lost you, I would do everything I could to get you back, including telling lies about him.”

“You wouldn’t do that,” she said.

She covered his hand with hers, and Drew knew that he’d won. Leaning across the narrow table, Drew kissed her. The press of her lips tasted sweet, like victory.



Chapter 9


Rain drizzled down in a fine mist and mingled with the sweat on Charles Sully’s face. He’d already worked out, and the ache of swollen muscles in his chest and arms was a pleasant reminder of what Lara would call his “penance.” Penance. That was a fucking joke. Other than his grandfather’s funeral, he’d never been to church in his life.

He’d been thirteen then, and his mother had dressed him in a borrowed suit, some ugly gray piece of shit. She didn’t care it was too small. She wanted him to look decent. But he hadn’t looked decent. He’d looked like a fat, pizza-faced kid with the jacket buttons straining around his gut and the cuffs of the pants riding up on his ankles. The suit pinched. It was itchy and he couldn’t wait to take the fucking thing off. That was the last time he’d been goaded into wearing a suit. It was also the last time his mother had forced him to do anything against his will.

The constant thrum of cars speeding past on nearby Aurora Avenue was barely muted by the sparse greenbelt bordering the parking lot outside his condo. Hunkered down over the trunk of a bright-green Dodge Super Bee, he examined the coarse fabric of the lining with a flashlight. Small bits of debris—leaves, twigs, torn fabric—he deposited in a white Safeway bag. The earthy smell brought him back to the forest.

As a kid, when things got bad at home, Sully escaped into the trees. Deep in the woods, he couldn’t hear his mother nagging or his father yelling. Alone he would slide into the trees and become invisible. Even now the forest offered the isolation and escape he needed.

He slowly swiveled the light back and forth, and a glimmer of metal caught his eye.

A gold hoop earring had woven its way into the fabric. Carefully he wiggled the thin metal with his thick fingers, freeing it from the bottom of the car’s trunk without tearing any of the fibers loose. He held it up for a brief examination. If he’d overlooked this, what else had he missed?

Beads of sweat raced down the back of his neck, and Sully scratched them away, casting a quick glance over his shoulder. He was alone. Casually he strolled across the parking lot and dropped the gold hoop through the broad slats of the storm drain. If there had been two earrings, he might have been able to pass them off as a gift, but one did him no good at all. If Lara had found the earring, she would have had lots of questions about where it came from and who it belonged to and on and on.

He didn’t need that shit.

Sully returned to the car and resumed his examination of the trunk—more slowly this time, determined not to miss a single thing. He froze. Captured in the yellow beam of light was a red speck on the charcoal-gray fabric near the opening for the spare tire.

“Fuck,” he growled.

Reaching down, he smudged the speck with his finger. It caked off under his nail like dried mud, but he knew it wasn’t mud. He would need to do a more thorough cleaning soon.

The whine of the handheld vacuum cleaner masked the sound of her footsteps. She was directly behind him when he finally heard her high-pitched voice.

“Carlos, aren’t you going to drive me to my mother’s?”

The shrill tone of her voice was every bit as annoying as the slow screech of fingernails scraping down a chalkboard, and he cringed. He wanted to ignore her, but he knew Lara wouldn’t shut up until she got her way. He used to like that about her, back when what she wanted was him. Now he wanted to drill his fist into her fat mouth to stop her from saying another goddamned thing. He stared down into the trunk, flexing his twitchy fingers.

“Carlos, turn that damned thing off.”

He hated when she called him Carlos. Like he was a spic.

Sully’s jaw clenched. Who the fuck did she think she was? His own mother didn’t speak to him that way. You’d have thought she’d have learned her lesson by now. Maybe she was just plain dumb.

He thumbed the switch, and the vacuum cleaner ground to a halt. With all the control he could muster, he turned to face her.

Lara was a good half a foot shorter than he was. Her black hair was scraped back into a ponytail, and her fisted hands were propped on her ever-broadening hips. How many times did he have to tell her he wanted her hair loose and flowing down her back? The stupid bitch didn’t listen. Maybe she needed another lesson in respect. Maybe then she’d remember. Maybe a black eye would provoke her into wearing some makeup.

Didn’t she care about looking decent?

“Carlos, do you hear me?” she squawked again, her dark eyes boring into his.

“Of course I hear you. I’m not fucking deaf.”

“Then answer me. Are you going to drive me to my mother’s?”

“For lunch? You don’t look like you need to eat to me.”

Lara’s face went slack. Hurt flashed in her eyes, and he knew he’d struck a nerve. Before she’d gotten fat, Lara had had an insane body. Normally Sully favored blondes, but Lara in a tank top and skinny jeans had caught his eye. Ever since she got knocked up, though, she’d let herself go.

“What are you doing out here anyway?”

“Cleaning my car. What does it look like?”

Lara crossed her arms. Her dark eyebrows thickened as she frowned up at him. Goosebumps pimpled her caramel-colored skin. He could see her nipples hardening through the light cotton top she wore. At least he still liked her tits. If there was one upside to the pregnancy, it was her bulging bra. At least that could still get him going.

“You spend more time with that damned car than you do with me.”

The top of the Safeway bag fluttered in the wind, and he lowered the trunk lid, blocking her view. He couldn’t argue the point. A classic car like this cost a lot of money. It was an investment. His father had owned one just like it when Sully was a kid. Of course, it was a beater. His old man never took care of anything, while Sully prided himself on keeping the Dodge in pristine condition. What was the point in owning something if you didn’t take care of it?

“Forget it, Carlos. If it’s too much bother, I’ll ask my mother to come get me.”

His fingers curled into fists and he looked past Lara to where the neighbors shuffled by. Great. Now they had a fucking audience.

The nosy couple who lived across the hall sauntered across the parking lot. They were staring. Sully nodded his greeting. The woman screwed up her pinched face and ducked into the car, but the guy offered a weak smile.

Sully deliberately lowered his voice.

“I’ll be ready in twenty minutes.”

“The car is spotless. I don’t know why you need to . . .”

He shot her a look that stopped her midsentence. Her head dipped, and she cringed away from him like a beaten dog.

“I’ll wait inside,” she said.

He waited until she’d waddled around the corner, her round hips swaying under the weight of the growing baby; then he turned the vacuum cleaner back on.

Once he dropped Lara off at her mother’s, he’d look for a dumpster to stash the Safeway bag in.

He didn’t want it anywhere near his home. Just in case.



Chapter 10


The howling wind snaked around the edges of the small cabin, clawing at the tin roof. It clanged and clattered, sounding like it might actually tear free of the trusses and launch itself up into the sky. Shivering, Brooke pulled the thin edges of the blanket around her. The ratty, stinking thing barely took the edge off the damp chill that drilled deep into her bones, but it was better than freezing to death.

She stared at the plastic bucket wedged into the corner, hating it, hating every single thing about being trapped down here. Chained up. Scared. Alone.

She crossed her legs and tried to hold it, but with her blood sugars soaring sky-high, there was no way around it. She had to pee. Her stomach churned. She hated the indignity of squatting over the bucket and smelling her own foul waste, but what choice did she have?

Teeth clenched, she marched over to the corner. She pulled down her panties and squatted over the bucket. Her thighs screamed like she’d just run a half marathon. Urine trickled out like water leaking from a hose, and Brooke grimaced.

Business done, she trudged back to the bed. The chain hissed along the floor behind her, the links digging into the thin flesh around her bony ankle, and she slumped down onto the mattress. She peeled back the corner and pulled out the insulin pen. Six inches long, it was the same length as a writing pen and four times the size around.

The plastic housing encased a small vial of short-acting insulin. She pulled off the cap, revealing a short, slim needle.

Brooke studied the pen in the waning light, her stomach tied up in knots. Under normal circumstances a pen would have lasted her a week. But that was when she was supplementing her shots with long-acting insulin. Trapped here, she had nothing but this. Without refrigeration, the medication lost some of its potency. This small device, with the one hundred units of insulin it contained, was the only thing keeping her alive.

And while she knew she had to use it, she also knew she had to use as little as possible. She had to let her sugars run as high as she could stand, because once the insulin ran out, she was as good as dead.

Brooke grabbed the dial at the end of the pen and twisted it slowly, carefully measuring out a dose. Twelve units? No. She cranked the dial back to eight. It wasn’t enough. It wouldn’t quench her cottonmouth, ease her aching muscles, or stop her skin from crawling like an army of ants marching up and down her body, but it was enough. It would keep her alive.

A violent gust of wind sent branches battering the tin roof. Brooke’s eyes cut up toward the bare cedar beams, like at any minute the big bad wolf would huff and puff and blow her house down. The walls shuddered but stood firm, and Brooke looked down at the insulin pen in her hand.

She stabbed the short needle into her thigh. The dial clicked as the insulin pen dispensed, and she replaced the cap, still holding it tight in her fist . . . reluctant to let it go. Knowing it was the only thing that kept her going. And if she lost it, she would slip quietly into a coma and never wake up.

Brooke sank onto the mattress, her knees pulled in close to her chest, still gripping the pen. Fear and despair wrapped tight around her like the moldy woolen blanket over her shoulders. Tears threatened to fall, but she willed them back. Tears would do her no good. She had to stay strong; she had to survive.

The wind howled like a wolf through the woods. The lonely sound filled the empty cabin, and Brooke closed her eyes, letting it fill her too. Her breathing evened out, and she felt herself drifting toward the edge of sleep.

Then she heard it. A crack. Her heart jolted and Brooke bolted upright on the bed. She heard a hiss and another crack. The cabin rocked and Brooke tumbled off the bed. Bright sparks of pain exploded behind her eyes as her head hit the floor.

A rumble. Up above. Brooke rolled underneath the bed frame for shelter as something hard and heavy crashed through the roof. Chunks of beam and branches rained down around her. The floor shook. Her head throbbed. She pressed her palm tight against the wound at her temple. Warm trails of blood slid down her forehead onto her cheeks.

Violent gusts of wind shuddered overhead. The smell of wet pine filled the air. Hard, slashing rain blew through the gaping hole in the roof.

She waited for more—for what was left of the cabin’s roof to cave in, for the massive trunk of the tree to pin her to the floor, for the bed frame to collapse on top of her. But that didn’t happen. She was alive. It was enough.



Chapter 11


The wind kicked up. Branches from the laurel hedge outside the window scratched against the windowpane. Unable to sleep, Marissa drifted down the darkened hall to Brooke’s room. She crept into the deep shadows, bumping into the boxes and stacks of books piled on the floor. So many of Brooke’s things hadn’t made the college cut, a treasure trove of personal belongings too dear to donate, but not vital enough to cram into her small college dorm room.


How can a place so full feel so empty
 ? Here among Brooke’s things, fear flashed bright in her mind. She could have handled anything if she’d known Brooke was going to be okay.

More nights than she could count, Marissa had peered through cracked bedroom doors, checking on the girls while they slept. Kelly stretched out like a starfish on her back, a tangled mess of sheets wound around her torso and her arms and legs flung wide. And Brooke, curled up on her side, neatly tucked under the covers, her face serene in sleep.

In the weeks since Brooke moved out, she’d found herself worrying about all the little things that could go wrong. Was Brooke eating right? Taking her insulin? Making smart choices? Marissa wasn’t stupid. College was a time when most kids experimented. Brooke wasn’t like most kids though. Her diabetes set her apart, so some of the normal things kids did—partying, binge drinking, and drugs—were more risky for Brooke.

Marissa sank down onto the bed and clutched Brooke’s pillow tight in her arms. She breathed in her daughter’s scent still clinging to the pillowcase.

Alone in the dark, she let the tears come. For once she didn’t hold back. She let it all out—the fear ratcheted tight in her chest, the frustration of not being able to do a damned thing to help find her daughter, and, most of all, the agony of not knowing. Smothered sobs racked her body until exhaustion finally overtook her and she slept.

Marissa awoke with the full light of morning shining in her face.

What time was it? Marissa craned her neck around and stared at the clock. The digital display blinked, and she realized the storm must have knocked the power out overnight. By the time she bolted out of Brooke’s room, Kelly had already left for school.

Gritting her teeth, she endured a three-minute spritzing underneath the shower’s bracing spray, then grabbed the first clean outfit from her closet before bolting out the door. After the scene she’d caused in the lobby yesterday morning, Paige Benoit might just make good on her threat to fire her, but Marissa needed her job.

She had the whole train ride into the city to regret her hasty wardrobe choice. The low-cut blouse defied the firm’s conservative dress code. And although Marissa’s legs would have been the envy of a Las Vegas show girl, she tugged self-consciously at the hem of her skirt as it rode up above her knees.

Clearly Ervine liked the view. His beady eyes never made it past chest level as he leered.

“Finally decided to show up for work today, Marissa?”

The look of contempt on her face was lost on him, since he was too busy staring at her cleavage to notice. She rose from her chair and handed him a stack of mail, forcing him to look up.

“If you have any concerns about my performance, feel free to discuss them with Ms. Benoit.”

Ervine’s round face flushed, and he sneered.

“No need. I hear she’s already on the warpath. I’d start updating my résumé if I were you.”

Marissa’s stomach tightened another notch and she sank back into her chair. She wasn’t surprised Benoit was out for blood. She was not known for her empathy. Still, Marissa needed this job. Maybe if she apologized and explained the situation, Benoit might understand.

The first chance she got, Marissa pulled her phone out of her purse and glanced at the display. No messages. She’d talked on the phone with Detective Crawford about Brooke’s case last night. Since then, she’d heard nothing, and she was going nuts. The lobby was empty as she dialed Crawford’s number. Before she could finish, someone called her name.

“Ms. Rooney.”

Startled, Marissa looked up. Evan Holt stood by the desk. He was tall and thin with dark hair and deep almond-shaped eyes. His wide mouth wasn’t smiling, which was a shame, really. He might actually be handsome if he didn’t look so damned uptight.

Although Evan Holt was a lawyer, he was not a member of the firm. He worked closely alongside his Aunt, managing her personal matters. Marissa quickly scanned her calendar—Tuesday morning and she found nothing to explain his sudden appearance. At a loss, she forced a smile.

“Mr. Holt, what can I do for you?”

“Ms. Rooney, could you come with me, please?”

His tone was curt, his words more an order than a request, and Marissa’s stomach sank in a sickening spiral of dread. She stood on rubbery legs, staring dumbly at him.

“Bring your things.”

This was it. They were going to fire her for violating company policy and there wasn’t a damned thing she could do to stop them. They didn’t want to hear excuses. They didn’t care what was going on in her personal life or why she’d left the office in a panic. The only thing she couldn’t figure out was why they’d sent Evan Holt to deal with her. Surely Benoit wanted the honors.

Perplexed, Marissa collected her coat and purse and followed Holt toward the elevators. Paige Benoit’s chilly voice stopped her in her tracks.

“Just where do you think you’re going?” she demanded.

“Ms. Rooney is coming with me,” Holt said.

Benoit folded her arms, glaring at Marissa. “I wasn’t notified of this.”

“Then perhaps you should take that up with Mr. Regis.” Holt’s lips stretched into a condescending smile.

Leaving Benoit openmouthed and ready to spit fire, they exited the lobby and marched down the hall. Marissa supposed he was trying to be discreet, taking her away from prying ears to fire her. After yesterday’s fiasco in the reception area, the last thing anyone wanted was to cause another scene.

Marissa and Holt stood on opposite sides of the brass-and-copper-caged car without speaking. The elevator operator pressed the button for the thirty-seventh floor. They were going up instead of down. Confused, Marissa frowned and glanced over at Holt. He cocked an eyebrow and eyed her from head to toe, not undressing her with his eyes like Ervine had, seeming more like a scientist assessing a test subject.

Marissa shifted uncomfortably in her heels, well aware that today she did not fit the conservative profile of the firm. Today Holt’s mute assessment made her feel like a low-class bimbo.

“Nice shoes,” Holt said, breaking the silence at last.

“They’re Jimmy Choo knock-offs.”

“I know.”

He smiled. Confused, Marissa stood ramrod-straight, staring straight ahead as the floors slid smoothly by. Despite the brave front she presented, her apprehension grew as the elevator continued its steady climb.

If they fired her, she was screwed. Her savings account would evaporate in a matter of weeks. With Brooke in college, she was barely scraping by. Not only would she lose her family’s sole source of income, she would lose her medical benefits too. There was no way she could afford private medical insurance, and Brooke needed insulin. Without insulin . . . 

She clutched her coat against her chest, and the knot in her stomach tightened. Finally they arrived at the thirty-seventh floor. The elevator doors opened, and Marissa stepped out into a sumptuous suite. The floors were dark hardwood, polished to a lustrous glow. Flawless white walls stretched up to high, arched ceilings. Huge banks of windows showed a bird’s-eye view of the city skyline to the north and the football and baseball stadiums to the south. To the west Marissa glimpsed the turbulent waters of Elliott Bay.

She had always loved this view. On her lunch break, she would often ride the elevator to the observation deck overlooking the city. Not only did it get her away from the lunchroom gossip, seeing the city from this angle made her feel larger than life, like a god staring down from atop Mount Olympus.

Marissa followed Holt down a long hallway to a conference room. He closed the door behind her. A bitter taste filled Marissa’s mouth.

Yes. This would be a closed-door conversation.

Holt stood tall at the head of the table, his narrow face solemn as a clergyman’s. Marissa settled into a chair at the other end, staring past him out the huge bank of windows, where a thick layer of dark clouds hung low over Elliott Bay.

Slowly he opened a fat manila folder at the end of the table. A severance package
 ? She could hope.

“So, Ms. Rooney, it looks like you’ve been with the firm just over a year.”

“That’s right. I got hired after finishing my legal secretary certification.”

“At North Seattle Community College,” he finished. “Night school.”

The arrogance in his tone piqued her, and Marissa raised her chin.

“We don’t all go to Ivy League schools,” she said.

Holt’s expression remained flat, and Marissa wondered if there was a heart beating beneath his marble skin.

“Before that you worked for the Boeing Company.”

“It’s a good local company.”

“I’ve heard of it,” he said with a dry smile. “Why did you leave?”

Holt cocked his head, and Marissa wondered what was written in that magic file of his. Why she’d resigned was none of Holt’s business. In truth, her old boss made Ervine look like an altar boy, but she’d never complained and the terms of her resignation had been generous. The money she got had kept the family afloat while she went back to school.

“I decided to upgrade my skills,” Marissa said.

“Your attendance record has been good. I see no complaints in your file, and yet Ms. Benoit claims you walked out of the office yesterday without giving notice. Why?”

She saw nothing, no compassion, no curiosity, nothing in Holt’s expression to compel her to confide in him. But if she wanted to save her job, she had to tell the truth.

“I had a family emergency.”

“What type of emergency?”

Marissa pressed a hand against her flat belly. She wanted to tell Holt to shove his job up his uptight ass. Instead she forced the words from her lips.

“My daughter is missing.”

Saying the words out loud made the situation painfully real. Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away. She wouldn’t cry in front of Evan Holt.

Surprise registered on Holt’s face, and something else. Sympathy? Acid churned at the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want his pity. She needed her goddamned job. He glanced back at the file.

“Which one?”

“Brooke. She’s a freshman at UW.”

“You’ve been married three times . . .”

“And divorced,” Marissa cut in, her patience at an end. “What’s your point?”

His pawing through her private life, though amusing to be sure, was a waste of time, and Marissa was about done with the games.

“Just collecting background information.”

“Do you care to tell me how my marital history relates to my employment status? My kid is out there somewhere, and you want to know how many times I’ve been married? You’re kidding, right?”

Holt ignored the question.

“How long has she been missing?”

“Four days.”

“And you’ve filed a missing-persons report?”

“Yes, of course. I’m not an idiot.”

“How much of this did you tell Ms. Benoit before you left the office yesterday?”

Marissa glared at him, her eyes boring holes in his Burberry suit. She didn’t want to answer any more of his questions. Fuck the job. Fuck him.


Count to ten
 , she told herself, pulling in a deep breath. But she only made it to five.

“Do you have children, Mr. Holt?”

“No.”

Marissa’s chin jerked up and down in a rigid nod. She doubted Holt had ever cared about another human being more than himself in his whole self-centered, trust-fund-brat, entitled life.

“If you did, you’d know their safety is more important to you than anything else in this world. If the firm can’t see fit to grant me some leniency based on my excellent work record and the extreme circumstances of—”

Holt held up a dismissive hand, stopping her in midsentence.

“I get it, Ms. Rooney.”

Marissa’s anger sizzled white-hot. The arrogant bastard didn’t even have the decency to let her finish. Her hands clenched into fists as she fought to suppress the string of epithets she wanted to hurl in his face. Oblivious to her rage, Holt closed the folder.

“Would you mind waiting here?”

“What for?”

“I won’t be long.”

Left alone, Marissa scratched at the nicotine patch she’d applied before leaving for the office. If she’d had cigarettes in her purse, she’d have lit one up right now. Damn the rules. Damn the consequences. Damn him.

Marissa raked her hands through her hair. What the hell was she going to do? Best-case scenario, they’d pay her severance. That would help, but it wouldn’t be enough. She closed her eyes, knowing full well there was only one option. As much as she hated the idea, she was going to have to ask Logan for money. She had no other choice. She needed health insurance for Brooke, and she needed to keep a roof over Kelly’s head.

She opened her purse and pulled out her cell phone. She thumbed through her contacts and was about to hit the dial button when she saw Kelly’s name on the screen. A flicker of hope flared in her chest, and she answered.

“Did you hear from Brooke?”

Kelly hesitated. Tension crackled on the line before she finally spoke.

“No.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, Mom. I’m calling about something else. Do you remember my friend Ashley?”

Marissa closed her eyes and kneaded her forehead.

“From Redmond. Sure.”

“Well, her parents are heading to Napa Valley for Thanksgiving weekend. Apparently they’ve got this amazing place. Anyway, Ashley has invited me to go with them. What do you think?”

The words tumbled out of Kelly’s mouth so fast, it took Marissa a second or two to catch up.

“About?”

“Can I go with them to Napa Valley for Thanksgiving?”

The question caught Marissa off guard. She opened her eyes and stared out the bank of windows. Outside, a green-and-white ferry bobbed across the white-capped waters, struggling to hold its course against strong winds buffeting Puget Sound.

“It wouldn’t be expensive, Mom. I’ve already checked flights online. If I book now, it will cost less than three hundred dollars. What do you say?”

Kelly sounded so excited it hurt Marissa’s heart to say no. But what choice did she have? She dropped her gaze to the empty conference room table, gripping the phone tight in her hand.

“Look, Kelly, things aren’t good at work. We can’t afford—”

“But, Mom, all I’d have to pay for is my flight. They’d take care of everything else. I could get a part-time job and pay you back. It’s not like it’s a lot of money, only a couple hundred dollars. Please?”

“It’s money I don’t have to spend. Besides, with your sister missing, how can you even ask?”

Silence greeted her, and she could picture Kelly’s expression all too well. Hurt. Angry.

“I could ask Logan. He’d—”

“Kelly, I said no.”

“Since Logan works for the airline, maybe he can get me a free seat.”

“No.”

“You’re such a bitch. No wonder Logan doesn’t want you anymore.”

Marissa’s mouth dropped open, but before she could utter another word, Kelly hung up. Tears filled Marissa’s eyes. She blinked them back, knowing any minute now Holt would march by, passing judgment, and there was no way she was going to cry in front of him.



Chapter 12


What the hell was taking Holt so long?

Unable to sit still another second, Marissa stood and paced the length of the conference room. How long would he keep her waiting? And for what? He was just going to fire her anyway. He could damn well mail her the paper work.

She snatched her purse off a chair, slung it over her shoulder, and stalked toward the door. Her hand was stretched out toward the door when it opened. Marissa jumped. Holt stood in the doorway, his face revealing nothing.

“Ms. Rooney,” he said, “please come with me.”

Holt led the way to a pair of mahogany French doors. He stopped and knocked once. Marissa scowled. Visions of a firing squad flashed through her brain, and for one brief moment she thought she could smell the seductive scent of cigarette smoke. Holt threw open the door.

“Lizzie,” Evan Holt said in a disapproving tone of voice.

Elizabeth Holt sat behind a huge, ornately carved desk. Her yellowed skin was the same color as parchment paper. Pale, lined, and thin, it covered her sagging cheeks and drooping chin. Evan glared at the cigarette pinched firmly between Ms. Holt’s fingers like it was a stick of dynamite. Marissa watched the silvery ring of smoke swirl up into the air above Ms. Holt, curving around her head like a halo. A pang of longing shot through her. The smell filled her lungs and she could almost taste the warm buttered-toast flavor of a cigarette.

Ms. Holt looked unconcerned by Evan’s censure. Her lips curled up at the edges in an impish smile. Defiance twinkled in the old woman’s eyes.

“That’s Ms. Holt to you, or Aunt Elizabeth, if you must.”

Her voice was like coarse sandpaper, hard and grainy. Evan frowned. His upright stance stiffened and he glared across the desk at his aunt.

“You know what the doctor says.”

“He is not here. Besides, at this point, what difference would it make?”

“Well, if you don’t care about your doctor’s advice, then perhaps you could consider my welfare. I work here too and have no wish to inhale your secondhand smoke.”

Ms. Holt stared at him for a long moment, her sagging chin angled up. She placed the lipstick-stained butt between her lips and took another long drag, as if goading him to say something more. Evan’s mouth opened, but no words escaped as she reached over and flicked on the purifying air filter. The hum of the fan interrupted the silence, and smoke was sucked down into the blunted end of the device.

While Evan evidently found the aroma of cigarette smoke revolting, Marissa drew in a deep, longing breath and held it. Her fingers scratched absently at the patch on her arm.

“Ms. Rooney,” Ms. Holt said, turning her attention to Marissa. “Thank you for coming to see me. If you would be so kind as to take a seat, we can get started.”


Started? Start what
 ? Ms. Holt wasn’t the type of woman you argued with, so Marissa stepped forward and perched on the edge of a high-backed leather chair. Her short skirt inched up her thighs, and she tugged it back into place again, grimacing, regretting her hasty wardrobe choice again.

Holt swished her hand through the air.

“Evan, you may go.”

Dismissed like a lapdog, Evan exited the room. The door clicked shut behind him, and Marissa’s apprehension grew.

“Would you like a cigarette, Ms. Rooney?”

Marissa touched the patch on her arm. Would she? Absolutely, but there was no way she was going to sit here and smoke with Elizabeth Holt. Instead she shook her head.

“I’m trying to quit.”

“A noble effort. I, myself, have never been the quitting type.”

A thin smile stretched Holt’s lips, and she took a final drag on the cigarette. The smoke was released from her lungs in a luxurious, silvery stream. Marissa watched it fade from the air like mist on a sunny morning. Holt crushed the glowing end of the cigarette in the heavy ashtray. Long, bony fingers plucked a file folder off the desk, and Holt opened it without glancing up. Her sharp eyes scanned the first page quickly.

Holt looked draped in wealth. The long, flowing cobalt jacket matched her eyes. The matching dress fell from her slim shoulders in a flattering neckline appropriate for a woman her age, low enough to show the glimmer of the gold necklace around her throat, but not too low. Her steel-gray hair brushed her shoulders in a sleek bob, and huge diamond earrings completed the look.

Holt’s laser stare met hers over the top of the manila folder. Next to Holt’s elegance, she looked like a ladder-climbing bimbo in her ill-fitting outfit. Marissa tugged at the neckline of her blouse and smoothed the hair away from her face.

“In the lobby yesterday, you said you were leaving to find your daughter.”

Marissa’s frustration bubbled over. “Aren’t people in the firm allowed to have family emergencies?”

She regretted her defensive tone as soon as the words escaped her lips, but Elizabeth Holt didn’t look offended. She looked curious. Her lips angled up in a ponderous smile. The smug expression irked Marissa.

“Of course, Ms. Rooney.”

“I know Ms. Benoit was upset when I left yesterday, but when I realized my daughter’s roommate hadn’t seen her since Saturday, I had to leave. Quite honestly, Ms. Holt, I would do the same thing tomorrow.”

Holt dipped her sagging chin in a slow nod. “Given the circumstances, it is entirely understandable.”

Marissa’s eyebrows wrinkled. Understandable? Bullshit. Why had Evan Holt grilled her? Why was she sitting here, if not to plead her case? Marissa had no idea what game Holt was playing, but she no longer cared. She was done with their games.

“So what do you want? Are you hoping I’ll quit?”

“I want to know more about your daughter’s disappearance. What have the police said?”

The abrupt change in topic took her by surprise, and Marissa clasped her hands in her lap.

“Not much. I spoke to Detective Crawford at the SPD. He asked a bunch of questions, and I haven’t heard from him since. I left him a voice mail this morning and am waiting to hear back.”

“You must be frantic with worry.”

Was Holt screwing with her? Of course she was frantic with worry. Anyone in her shoes would be. She shouldn’t be sitting here; she should be out looking for her daughter. She was wasting precious time.

Marissa stood up, looking down at Elizabeth Holt.

“Let’s stop playing games.”

Holt’s eyebrows arched. She probably wasn’t used to people giving her the straight goods, but Marissa was out of patience.

“Just what game do you think we’re playing, Ms. Rooney?” Holt tented her fingers beneath her chin, waiting for Marissa to respond.

Marissa flipped her hands, palms up, returning Holt’s stare. “Come on. It’s obvious, isn’t it? If you’re going to fire me, I’d prefer you just get on with it.”

Holt’s lips thinned, and she regarded Marissa with a curious look.

“Very well then, Ms. Rooney,” she said, and swished a hand through the air like a magician waving a magic wand. “You’re fired.”



Chapter 13


The words didn’t come as a shock. Marissa had already been braced for the blow. Expelling a breath from between pursed lips, she snatched her purse off the floor.

“Send the paper work to my home address,” she called over her shoulder as she strode to the door.

She could probably sue for wrongful dismissal. God knew she needed the money, but right now it was the least of her worries. All she could think about was finding Brooke.

“Just a moment, Ms. Rooney, if you please.”


What now
 ? Marissa turned and glared down into Holt’s lined face. Holt raised a gnarled finger.

“I do have another job opening . . .”

“Another job?”

“Yes. One for which I believe you’re uniquely qualified. Please sit.”

Marissa gripped the purse strap tight, torn. Was Holt screwing with her? Part of her wanted to march out of the office and never look back. Part of her knew she had to listen. Reluctantly she resumed her seat across from Holt. The old woman smiled.

“You see, I’m starting a new foundation. That’s why I was visiting the office yesterday morning. I’ve asked Regis to draw up the papers for me.”

“What kind of foundation?”

“Its purpose is to help victims of violent crimes and their families.”

Marissa’s head swam. She tried to grasp what Holt was saying. Hugging her purse to her chest, she shook her head.

“I don’t understand. How do your plans for the foundation involve me?”

“My dear Ms. Rooney, I would think it would be quite obvious. Your daughter is missing, and I want to help. I’m going to need an executive assistant to help me launch the foundation, and you happen to be out of a job.”

Marissa stared at Holt, dumbfounded. She was a receptionist, not an executive assistant. Why would Holt want her? Before she could utter a word, Holt continued.

“I propose we make the search for your daughter the foundation’s first case.”

Was she hearing this right? Was she dreaming?

“You want to help me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Holt eased back in her chair, a flicker of emotion crossing the old woman’s lined face. Her flinty blue eyes were softer now, and Marissa waited. Holt reached beneath the collar of her shirt and pulled out a golden amulet at the end of a fine chain. From this angle, it looked like some kind of religious symbol, like a saint or an angel. Elizabeth Holt rolled it thoughtfully between her finger and thumb. At last she spoke.

“I’ve spent half my career, and a good chunk of my fortune, looking for ways to help families in crisis, Ms. Rooney. You see, when I was a young college student, much like your daughter, I was attacked in my dorm room. The terror of that day is something I will never forget. In the years that followed, I looked for ways to deal with my own trauma and heal my own wounds. I became a lawyer to fight for justice—not just for me, for all victims.”

Holt released the amulet, and it disappeared in the folds of her blouse. She straightened.

“Eventually I realized justice wasn’t enough. There will always be more predators than there will be jail cells to house them, and predators are very difficult to catch. I want to do more while I still have time—to create a foundation that will provide resources to the people who need them most, to help victims and their families get on with their lives.”

Marissa was stunned by Holt’s revelation. Elizabeth Holt, wealthy, powerful, successful beyond measure, a victim? She couldn’t imagine it.

“I’m very sorry to hear about your daughter’s disappearance. I want to help.”

“How?”

“By giving you access to resources to help find her. By providing support for the search that you otherwise would not have.”

“And what would I have to do?”

Holt tented her fingers underneath her chin and smiled.

“Mainly, you would focus on the search for your daughter. But along the way, I will ask you to do a number of things to help make my dream of the foundation a reality.”

“It sounds too easy, too good to be true.”

“Easy?” Holt raised her eyebrows. “Oh no. Quite the contrary, Ms. Rooney, there will be nothing easy about it. You have faced many challenges in your life so far, but you have not given up. You have worked hard to better yourself, to build a life for your daughters. You are strong, and by the way you stood up to Ms. Benoit yesterday, I could see that you have got a lot of fight in you. That is good. You are going to need it. You are going to need every bit of strength you possess if you are going to survive this ordeal.”

Holt’s words chilled Marissa. Crossing her arms, she settled back into her chair.

“First, you are going to need to trust me. Can you do that?”

Marissa squirmed under Holt’s appraising eye. Trust? Everyone she trusted had betrayed her. Her mother. The men in her life. How could she learn to trust a woman she didn’t even know?

“You want to find your daughter?”

“Of course.”

“Then join my foundation. Let me help you find Brooke. I am warning you, though, as a prosecutor I have seen a number of these types of cases. They are often hard and ugly. Happy endings are a fantasy reserved for the movies. This ordeal will change you. It will change your daughter in ways you cannot begin to imagine. Let me ask you, Ms. Rooney, are you ready to face the road ahead, no matter how painful it might be?”

“I have no choice.”

Holt leaned back in her chair, eyebrows raised. “Indeed you do not.”

Marissa swallowed, her mouth as dry as sandpaper. “So, where do we start?”

Holt inclined her head, a slight smile on her lips.

“First we go to the police. We find out what on earth they are doing to find your girl. Second, you write a press release.”

“A press release?”

How the hell was she going to do that? No doubt Holt could whip one off in her sleep, but Marissa didn’t know where to begin.

“We need to engage the media in the search for Brooke. A press release is the first step.” Holt paused, her cobalt eyes never leaving Marissa’s face. “Shall we get started?”

“Yes,” Marissa said.



Chapter 14


Elizabeth Holt stepped out of the limousine. The wet wind whipped off Puget Sound. Holt’s black coat billowed around her narrow frame like a cape. She swept up the staircase, entering police headquarters like she owned the place. Marissa followed close behind. They crossed the lobby, heading for the front desk, where a young, clean-cut officer sat. He looked up as they approached, recognition registering on his narrow face.

“I’m here to see the chief,” Holt said before he opened his mouth.

He glanced at a flat-screen monitor in front of him.

“Do you have an appointment, Ms. Holt?”

“I do not.”

Still staring at the computer screen, the young officer angled his head to the right.

“I’m afraid his schedule is booked.”

Holt cast a withering smile in his direction and pulled her phone out of her purse. She dialed a phone number and waited. With each passing second, the apprehension on the young man’s face grew.

“Elizabeth Holt here. I need to speak to Marty. No, he most certainly cannot call me back. I need to speak with him now.”

Marissa’s eyes widened. Marty? She couldn’t even get the police to call her back, and here Holt was calling the mayor. What must it be like to have such powerful connections?

“Interrupt him. This will only take a few minutes,” she said in a hard voice, the thin veneer of civility stripped away.

Holt waited. Marissa stole a sidelong glance at the officer manning the desk. He was pretending to ignore Holt, but she could tell he was hanging on every word.

“Marty, I have a situation. I need to see Chief Abrams. Now. It’s about a missing-persons case.”

Holt bent her head, her sour mouth pursed, looking displeased as she listened to the mayor’s response. Marissa’s hopes plummeted. They weren’t just going to waltz in there to see the chief. Even the great Elizabeth Holt’s influence had limits.

“No, Marty, I am afraid that is not good enough. Did you hear the news? I’ve made Fortune
 magazine’s list of most powerful women.” She paused. “Thank you. I’m planning to talk to Lesley Stahl from 60 Minutes
 about the nomination tomorrow, but now . . . well, turns out the publicity might aid my cause, though I was hoping to discuss the matter with the chief first. Of course, if he’s too busy . . .”

Marissa gaped at Holt’s brazen play. She wasn’t just cutting through the bureaucratic red tape—she was shredding it.

“That would be fine. The girl’s name is Brooke Parker. She’s a nineteen-year-old college student from UW. I also want to meet the detective assigned to the case.” Holt’s chin jerked in a tight nod. “Excellent. Thanks for your help, Marty.”

Elizabeth Holt dropped her cell phone in her purse. Two beats of silence passed before the telephone at the front desk rang. The officer stared at it as if it were a ticking bomb. His eyes flicked to Holt’s face. She raised her eyebrows in expectation, and Marissa waited, hope coiled like a spring in her chest. He answered.

“Yes, sir,” he said, and hung up the phone. “Ms. Holt, the chief will meet you upstairs in twenty minutes. I’ll have you escorted up immediately.”

They entered a large conference room and Elizabeth seated herself at the head of the long cherrywood table. Too keyed up to sit, Marissa paced the length of the room. Holt hadn’t been exaggerating her influence. She was astonishingly well connected. After her phone call with Detective Crawford, Marissa hadn’t heard a peep; now here she was, waiting for an audience with the chief of police. And all it had taken was a short, contentious phone call to the mayor.

The chief of police, John Abrams, marched crisply into the room, a phalanx of uniformed officers in tow. Abrams was a trim man in his midfifties with salt-and-pepper hair and piercing brown eyes. He had an erect military bearing and moved with a quick, efficient stride. After taking up a position at the foot of the table, Abrams introduced the two other police officers.

“This is Captain Moses Lindquist from the West Precinct and Lieutenant Brad Alvarez.”

Each man reached across the table to shake their hands—Holt first, Marissa second—before everyone settled around the table. Tension showed in the men’s tight, polite smiles. They didn’t want to be here, but they had no choice.

“Ms. Holt, it’s a pleasure to see you,” Abrams said. “How can I be of service?”

“Good of you to see me, Chief Abrams. Who has been assigned to the case?”

“Detective Crawford.”

“And where might this Detective Crawford be?”

“He’s out in the field, ma’am. We don’t need to wait for him. I’m sure we can handle this,” Lindquist said.

Abrams had a good poker face. He looked pleasant, as if he were meeting with a colleague for coffee, with no trace of resentment on his face. She shouldn’t be surprised. Political savvy was a must for anyone in his position.

“As I’m sure the mayor informed you, I am here because Ms. Rooney’s daughter has gone missing. I was hoping you could get us up to speed on the investigation.”

Holt’s stern gaze swept the room, from Marissa to Chief Abrams, and settled on the police officers, who were seated to his right.

Captain Lindquist spoke first. He was a middle-aged man with a powerful build, thick through the shoulders and chest. He swung his bright-blue eyes toward Holt.

“So far we have found no evidence indicating that Brooke Parker was abducted.”

Lindquist’s matter-of-fact tone rattled Marissa. All illusions she’d had of the police snapping to evaporated.

Holt jumped in.

“Evidence? You mean an eyewitness swearing that some monster swept Ms. Parker off the steps of the Chapel and shoved her into a van? Is that the type of evidence you are looking for, Captain?”

Lindquist’s eyes narrowed.

“Of course not. We’ve talked to people who saw Ms. Parker at the club that night. No one saw or heard anything that leads us to believe Ms. Parker left against her will. Additionally, she posted a message on her Facebook page saying she was heading out of town . . .”

“And I suppose no one has ever hacked a Facebook site?” Holt asked with mock naïveté.

A grim smile stretched across Holt’s lips, and Marissa realized the old woman loved this; she loved going to war.

“It’s presumptuous to think someone would go to such lengths to—”

“Cover up a crime?” Holt interrupted, eyebrows cocked. “Surely you don’t believe that, Captain Lindquist.” She flattened a bony hand against her sagging chest and said, “If I was brazen enough to snatch a girl up from a local bar, is it that much of a stretch to think I might cover my tracks?”

“And can you hack Facebook?”

“Me?” She touched her fingers to her chest and grinned at Captain Lindquist. “Hardly. I am barely capable of using my cell phone. I would be willing to wager that in less than twenty minutes, I could find someone who can.”

Lindquist’s lips compressed into a thin, angry line.

“So tell me, just how will the department look if it fails to investigate the disappearance of a teenaged girl?”

“Hold on, now. Let’s back up,” Chief Abrams said, raising a hand. “No one is saying we’re not investigating the case. However, at this point, we have no reason to suspect foul play. So, Ms. Rooney, help us understand what you think happened to your daughter.”

Marissa fidgeted in her chair and her mind went suddenly blank. She had been foolish to think Holt would handle everything for her. Her mouth bone-dry, she struggled to compose her response as all eyes turned toward her. Marissa fixed her gaze on Lindquist. There was nothing friendly about his answering look.

“Captain,” she began in a shaky voice, “I haven’t seen or heard from Brooke in three days. I believe something has happened to her.”

He grinned. She hated that grin. It made her feel small and stupid.

“No disrespect intended, Ms. Rooney, but your daughter is not a kid anymore. She doesn’t have to tell you where she’s going or ask your permission.”

Marissa glanced over at Holt, hoping she would jump in and crush all remaining doubts that Brooke was a runaway, but Holt was staring back at her. They all were.

“Brooke’s a diabetic. She needs her medication to stay alive.”

“Yes,” Lindquist said. “A condition your daughter has managed for years. There is no reason to think that she can’t manage it now, right?”

“Not necessarily. If she was taken, she might not have medication with her.”

“Any way to know that for certain?”

“No,” Marissa said, rattled but still determined to plow ahead. “She missed her sister’s recital. Brooke is not the kind of girl who would fail to show up, not to something she knows is important to her sister. I haven’t heard a single word from her. Normally she sends me a text or calls almost every day. It’s unusual for her to go dark, especially for this long.”

“Ms. Rooney . . . ,” Lindquist said. He was going to dismiss her again. She could tell.

A slow flush of anger warmed Marissa’s cheeks. She couldn’t let him shut her down. Not now. She had to fight for Brooke. She couldn’t let them intimidate her into silence. The police said they were investigating the case, but she knew time was their enemy. She knew in her gut something was very wrong and stalling could cost Brooke her life.

Marissa’s gaze hardened and she leaned forward in her chair.

“Do you have teenagers, Captain Lindquist?”

“Yes,” he admitted, angling back.

“Is your teenager surgically attached to her cell phone? I know my daughter is.”

Lindquist reluctantly dipped his head in acknowledgement.

“Have you checked Brooke’s phone records?”

Lindquist’s gaze dropped to the table and Marissa knew what that meant—she’d scored a point. Her confidence grew.

“In the eyes of the law, Ms. Rooney, your daughter is an adult with a right to privacy. We need to compel her service provider to release her cell phone records, and in order to do that, we’d need a warrant.”

“Then get a warrant,” Marissa said. She pushed out of her chair and eyed each of the police officers in turn. “Even her roommate hasn’t heard from her since Saturday night. Brooke is missing classes, and that’s not at all like her. She’s coming up on exams. She wouldn’t just leave town without a word to anyone. I don’t care what her Facebook page says; there is something wrong. I know it. I need you to find out what it is.”

Lindquist cast a glance over at Chief Abrams. The chief nodded. But before he could speak, Lieutenant Alvarez jumped in.

“We’re working on it, but I have to tell you, Ms. Rooney, I get calls like this all of the time. Just last month there was a girl reported missing. Everyone agreed she was a responsible kid that would never just leave without letting her parents know. She met a boy at a party and took off for a weekend without telling her parents or her boyfriend
 where she was going. If we spent our time running down every single one of these cases . . .”

“Tell me, gentlemen, is Brooke Parker the only girl missing?” Holt interrupted, staring at Lindquist like she already knew the answer.

In the burgeoning silence, Holt beckoned toward Marissa. Hands shaking, Marissa pulled the missing-person flyer from her purse and slapped it on the table.

“What about Kim Covey?” Marissa asked. “Have you found her yet?”

Marissa slid the flyer into the center of the table. All the cops in the room glanced at it, then quickly looked away. Marissa caught Holt’s approving nod.

Alvarez looked like he was about to explode.

“We know how to do our jobs, Ms. Rooney. At this point there is no reason to think your daughter knew Kim Covey. They moved in different circles.”

Marissa slammed her palm hard on top of the flyer. The sound echoed in the room.

“Have you found her yet?”

She stared directly into the lieutenant’s eyes. Alvarez looked away first.

“No, but the last thing we need is for the public to panic about some psychopath out there abducting college girls.”

“Then you had better find my daughter soon, because I think it’s time the press heard about Brooke and what you’re doing, or, more importantly, not doing to find her. I’m sure they will be interested in a potential connection between Kim Covey’s disappearance and Brooke’s—two girls who went out with their friends and never made it back to the university campus. Take a look at this picture,” Marissa said, shoving the paper across the table toward Alvarez. He recoiled like she’d just flung a snake at him. “Look at her. Kim Covey looks so much like Brooke they could be sisters. Tell me you don’t see it.”

Marissa stared across the table at the police officers. All traces of apathy had vanished from their faces. Only Elizabeth Holt looked pleased.

Chief Abrams’s brow furrowed and he turned to Lindquist with a look as hard as stone.

“Call Crawford.”

“He’s on his way.”

“Call him,” Abrams commanded.

Lindquist’s lips pursed and he gave a brief nod. After rolling his chair away from the table, he stood and marched from the room. Moments later he returned and placed his cell facedown on the table.

“Rest assured, Ms. Rooney, we will continue to look into your daughter’s case.”

“And do what?” Marissa demanded.

They were pissed. That was good. So was she.

“We’ve got procedures,” Alvarez said.

“Procedures?” Marissa shook her head. “Brooke is an insulin-dependent diabetic, and yet it doesn’t look like she’s taken enough insulin with her to be away for days at a time. I found a full vial of insulin in her dorm room. Do you know what that means, Lieutenant? If she doesn’t have enough insulin, she will die. My daughter is out there somewhere without the medication she needs to stay alive. So while I’m busy waiting for you to follow your procedures, she may already be dying.”

A heavy silence answered Marissa. She met Alvarez’s hostile stare without flinching.

“How long will she survive without her medication?”

Marissa whirled toward the doorway. Her eyes collided with the newcomer’s. Shock jolted through her.

Thick, ropy scars disfigured the right side of his face. The puckered red skin arced beneath his eye, swept taut across his cheekbone, and ended at his jawline.

Marissa didn’t want to stare, but somehow she couldn’t tear her gaze away from his wreck of a face. He didn’t seem to notice. He met her eyes with a level gaze.

“You’re late, Crawford,” Alvarez said.

“Yes, sir. Traffic’s a bitch.”

Alvarez looked irritated by Crawford’s response, while Chief Abrams masked a grin behind his square hand. The detective was still looking at her, awaiting her response.

“With an insulin pen, a week, maybe two if she cuts back on her medication, but without the insulin in the vial, she’s going to run her sugars high.”

“What does that mean?” Crawford asked, sounding like he wanted to understand.

“It means she’ll be in constant pain as the muscles in her body feed on themselves to consume enough sugar to stay alive.”

Captain Lindquist grimaced. Marissa wondered if he was thinking about his own children now and how he’d feel if they were suffering. The other faces around the table looked equally sober.

“I looked at Brooke’s phone records and bank statements,” Crawford said. “There’s been no activity since eleven o’clock on Saturday night. It’s a definite break in her regular pattern. I was on my way over to the university to talk to her roommate when I was redirected here.”

Crawford wasn’t here to cover his ass, Marissa realized. He was actually doing his job. He was looking for her daughter.

“We will find out what happened to Brooke.”


Brooke
 . He remembered her name. For the first time in days, Marissa felt like she could breathe again. She forced herself to look past the hideous scars on Crawford’s face and into his steady gray eyes.

“That’s all I’m asking, Detective Crawford.”

“Does that meet your expectations, Ms. Holt?” Chief Abrams asked.

“Indeed it does. I do, however, request daily progress updates.”

Lieutenant Alvarez’s face turned a deeper shade of red. “In all appreciation for your interest in the case, Ms. Holt, Detective Crawford is carrying a full caseload. I will not ask him to provide you with daily updates.”

“I’ll do it,” Crawford said. He wasn’t looking at Elizabeth Holt. His gaze met Marissa’s squarely.



Chapter 15


Alvarez stormed out of the conference room, a man on fire. On the drive back to the West Precinct, Alvarez barely said a word. Seth didn’t mind the silence. It gave him time to consider Marissa Rooney and what she had said about her daughter’s medical condition. Insulin affected the timeline in a big way. Without it Brooke would survive hours, maybe a day, until it was too late. They had already wasted too much time.

Alvarez paused in the break room and poured himself a cup of coffee. He turned toward Seth.

“So, Crawford, how did you like getting your balls busted by the great Elizabeth Holt?”

“I don’t know what your problem is, Lieutenant, I love politics,” Seth quipped.

“Yeah, you’re known far and wide for your astute political savvy.” Alvarez flashed a fierce grin. He gestured with the coffee carafe and Seth shook his head, declining the offer. Alvarez set the pot down. “You couldn’t pay me enough to do the chief’s job. The way I heard it, Holt was hell on wheels back in the day. She knows the system inside and out. Lucky us. We’ll get to smile as she shoves this case down our throats.”

Seth couldn’t blame him for being pissed. No one liked being called into the chief’s office. It wasn’t like they were sitting around on their collective asses. But instead of getting bent out of shape about it, he did what his shrink advised him—he ignored the stuff he couldn’t control and focused on the missing girl.

“So what’s your plan with the Parker case?” Alvarez asked.

“I’ll bump it to the top of my list for the next day or two. With any luck she’ll pop back up at the dorm with a story about how she went out partying. No harm, no foul.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice?” Alvarez said, his expression grim. “If not, we’ll have the chief and the dragon lady breathing fire down our necks. At least the mother’s not hard on the eyes.”

Alvarez cut a sidelong glance his way. Seth shrugged.

“If you say so.”

“Like you didn’t notice.”

Of course he’d noticed. What guy wouldn’t? But it wasn’t her pretty face that lingered in his mind. He couldn’t quite shake the look of panic in Marissa Rooney’s eyes.

“Keep me posted on your progress.”

“Yes, sir.” Seth snapped a flippant salute and strode across the busy squad room toward his desk.

Seth’s fifteen years on the force had left him short on optimism. Experience had taught him to treat every missing-persons case like a homicide. Politics aside, this case was no different. One missing college student was bad news. With two on the books, the sooner he could uncover or rule out a connection between the cases, the better.

Brooke’s Facebook page was a treasure trove of information. While the techies were busy scouring her circle of friends to uncover any potential overlaps with Kim Covey, Saturday night’s post told him that she and her roommate, Tess Turner, had spent the evening at the Chapel. One of Brooke’s Facebook friends, Jesse Morgan, tended bar there. A quick phone call later, he learned that Jesse’s shift was just beginning.

Seth opened his desk drawer to retrieve his car keys.

The photograph stuffed in his drawer stopped him cold. A stab of pain sliced through his heart. Golden-brown eyes stared up at him, bright and brimming with life. Holly. Two years had passed, and still not a day went by that the memories of her didn’t burn through his soul like acid.

His shrink said he should get rid of the pictures—pack them away in a box where he didn’t have to see them. But what good would that do? The memories stayed with him. So he kept the picture locked away in his drawer, a private pain only he could see. Some days he looked right past her face, barely flinching. Days like today, though, with a missing girl and a scared mother on his mind, the hole in his heart gaped like an open wound.

Reaching over the photo, he grabbed his car keys and slammed the drawer shut.

#

Midafternoon patrons perched like vultures around the Chapel’s U-shaped bar. Large arched windows reflected the gray afternoon sky. House music blared, and Seth was surprised he recognized the artist. Madonna. Though he admired her ability to keep up with the trends, he had little use for the song, electronic and hollow. He found himself missing the days when bands played real instruments. He knew his fondness for wailing guitars dated him, but what the hell.

The bartender was busy slicing up enough fruit to garnish a sea of jewel-colored cocktails. He glanced up as Seth approached. Catching sight of Seth’s face, the kid did a double take before quickly looking away. He recognized Jesse Morgan from his DMV photo.

Jesse was a good-looking kid. Medium build. Sandy, shoulder-length hair. Blue eyes. A colorful sleeve of tattoos wound its way up his arm from wrist to shoulder.

A slight young woman perched across from him. With spiky black hair, pale skin, and bright-green eyes, she looked like a wood sprite. Seth didn’t have to hear what she was saying to see she was pissing Jesse off. It was obvious—Body Language 101. There was no mistaking the clenched jaw and the way he glared at her, eyes as hard as metal.

Seth stepped close enough to hear her voice over the pounding music.

“Why invite us in the first place if all you were going to do was ignore us?”

Jesse glowered at her. He tossed a lime into a container and shook his head.

“So you’re not going to answer,” she said, folding her arms like an angry wife.

“You saw how busy it was. What did you expect me to do? I was working.”

“Working? That’s what you call it?”

“Look, I don’t give a fuck what you think.”

Seth recognized the girl from Brooke Parker’s Facebook page. Tess Turner. She was supposed to be in class; instead here she was, harassing Jesse.

Jesse looked up and caught Seth’s gaze.

“What can I get you?”

Seth flashed his badge and Jesse rolled his eyes.

“Drinking on duty, Officer?”

“Just here for a friendly talk, but I see Ms. Turner beat me to it.”

Looking directly at him, Tess grinned. “You’re the cop I talked to on the phone.”

“One and the same.”

Seth wasn’t a big man, but in his grasp, her hand felt as small as a child’s.

“Can you make her leave before I throw her out?” Jesse asked, pointing the business end of the paring knife in Tess’s direction.

Tess scowled. “Throw me out? For what?”

Jesse pointed toward the glass on the bar and Tess raised her palms.

“It’s soda water, Einstein. You weren’t so self-righteous on Saturday night.”

“If I’d known what a huge pain in the ass you were going to be, I’d have . . .”

Jesse stopped midsentence. His face flushed red, and Tess leaned across the bar, planting her bony elbows wide.

“You’d have what, tough guy? Come on. Out with it. They say confession is good for the soul.”

Jesse shot Tess another murderous glare. She returned his look with a grin.

Seth sighed. “That’s enough, Ms. Turner.”

“You heard the police officer.” Jesse sliced the tip of the paring knife through the air, pointing toward the doors. The sharp metal edge glinted silver in the light. “Go home, little girl.”

Tess opened her mouth, ready to argue, but Seth stifled her response with his upraised palm.

“Ms. Turner, if you would be so kind as to wait over there”—Seth gestured to a booth in the corner—“I’ll speak with you after I finish with Mr. Morgan.”

Tess flashed a haughty show of teeth. With a light thump, her boots hit the floor, and she padded over to the booth with quick, graceful strides. The two women at the end of the bar held up their shot glasses, and Jesse gave a curt nod. The dark-haired woman smiled. The dimple in her cheek, so like Holly’s, sliced through Seth’s heart, and he turned away.

“You’re here about Brooke,” Jesse said.

He grabbed two shot glasses and slammed them onto the bar in front of the women. A splash of Galliano in each, a sugar-coated lemon on each rim. Then he poured a shot of sambuca into a brandy snifter and set it on fire. Blue flames filled the bowl. Slowly spinning the snifter, Jesse warmed the alcohol.

Unable to tear his eyes away from the flames, Seth watched, his fingers stroking his scarred cheek. Jesse poured the flaming sambuca over the two shot glasses. Fire rolled over the rims and pooled on the bar. Blue flames flickered. The women laughed, looking delighted.

Seth missed drinking—how the sweet oblivion of alcohol made everything fade from his mind until there was nothing. His shrink called drinking a crutch. His sponsor called it a problem. He called it a solution, but they couldn’t all be right.

“When was the last time you saw Brooke?” he asked.

“Saturday night.”

“Where?”

Jesse’s hands splayed wide. “What do you mean, where? Here, obviously.”

“You were working?”

“Right. They were sitting at the end of the bar.”

“Did you leave the bar with her?”

He shook his head, long bangs obscuring his eyes. “Around midnight, I looked up and she was gone.”

“Did you see her leave?”

“The place was a zoo.”

“What about Ms. Turner? When did she leave?”

“I couldn’t tell you. There must have been a hundred people hanging around the bar. It’s tough to see any one person. We’re hustling all night.”

“Poor baby,” Tess called from the table. “How many phone numbers did you get?”

Jesse’s brows furrowed and he fixed his angry gaze on Tess. “Contrary to popular belief, I’m not a man-whore.”

Tess looked skeptical, but let it drop.

“What time did you say you left?” Seth asked.

Jesse grabbed a bar cloth and ran it under the tap.

“After we closed, around two thirty.”

“Anyone see you?”

“Sure, there were a few of us who hung around for a drink before we went home.”

“Did you leave with anyone?”

“Look, I moved back to town a week ago. I’m still looking for a place. For now I’m crashing out on my buddy’s couch. He can vouch for me. I went back to his place after my shift. Alone.” Jesse wrung the cloth dry and wiped some smudges from the bar. His expression sober, he shot a quick glance at Tess and lowered his voice. “You don’t really think something bad happened to Brooke, do you?”

“She’s missing, you moron. What do you think?”

Jesse’s hands clenched into fists. Seth sighed and cast his stare over at Tess. She shifted in her seat and looked away.

“Ms. Turner, must I ask you to wait for me outside?”

She scowled and shook her head. Jesse propped his hands on the bar.

“How well did you know Brooke?”

“We were friends in high school. Well, more than friends, actually, but after graduation I moved away and we didn’t stay in touch.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Five years. So when I moved back, I looked her up.”

“And what made you want to get back in touch with her?”

Jesse cocked his head. “You saw her, right?”

Seth nodded. Brooke Parker was a pretty girl. She looked like her mother. Jesse dropped his gaze and continued.

“We were close once.”

“That’s all?”

“Maybe I was interested in seeing if there was something still there. You know, the road not taken.”

“And was there?”

He shrugged with his palms up. “We barely had time to talk. Like I said, it was crazy in here.”

Seth paused. The easy answer was no, so either the kid was a skilled liar or he was telling the truth. Seth was inclined to believe him. Still, he pressed on.

“Can you think of anything else that might help locate Brooke?”

Jesse’s expression was grim.

“I wish I could. I tried texting her on Sunday, but heard nothing back. I thought maybe she was pissed.”

“Why would she be pissed?”

“Because I didn’t spend any time with her. You know how touchy women can be.”

Seth waited for more, but Jesse fell silent. Dropping his gaze, he pushed back onto his heels. His lips tightened into a grimace. “Christ, I hope nothing bad happened to her. I feel responsible, you know, like if I hadn’t invited her here on Saturday night, none of this would have happened.”

He sounded sincere, and checking his story out would be easy. There were plenty of people Seth worked with who could tell him what kind of kid Jesse was.

Seth placed his business card on the bar. Jesse stared at it for a moment before stowing it in his pocket.

“If you see or hear something that might help, call me.”

“I’ll talk to the regulars. Maybe they saw something.”

“Thanks.”

Seth pivoted away from the bar and crossed the room to join Tess at the corner booth. She wasn’t looking at him though. Her gaze was locked on Jesse Morgan.

Reaching out a hand, he picked up her glass and gave it a sniff. It smelled like pool water. The sulfuric scent of soda and lime filled his nose. His curiosity satisfied, he set it back down. She looked amused by the gesture.

“How long have you been sober?” she asked.

Surprised, Seth glanced up, and his eyes locked with hers.

“That’s an odd question.”

“My father’s retired army. He has a lot of friends in the program. After a while you get to know the signs.”

Seth rubbed a hand across his jaw and studied her. Small, pierced, and edgy, Tess was easy to dismiss—just another kid trying desperately to stand out. Her keen instincts were hard to ignore, though, and the total lack of a filter between her brain and her mouth was going to get her into trouble someday.

“It’s not him, you know,” she said, with all the certainty a nineteen-year-old could muster.

Seth suppressed a grin.

“Is that your professional opinion, Ms. Turner?”

“Tess,” she corrected him. “For starters, he’s not smart enough. Second, if he wanted Brooke, he wouldn’t have to work too hard. It’s not like she goes out to bars, so I figured she must like him to come here.”

“Does she have a boyfriend?”

“Not really. I mean, she hooked up with a guy at a party a few weeks back, but it was no big thing. The next day, she told me what a jerk he was.”

“Was he the type of guy who would stalk her?”

“They hooked up. That’s all. It was no big deal.”


No big deal,
 Seth thought. Sex had always meant more to him than that. But then, he’d married his college sweetheart. What did he know about teenage girls playing the field?

“Can you think of anyone who may have held a grudge against Brooke?”

“Well, there was that asshole at the bar.”

“The guy whose picture is posted on Brooke’s Facebook page?” Seth pulled his phone from his pocket and showed her the photo.

She nodded. “Yeah, that’s him. He was hitting on Brooke and it was creeping her out.”

“Creeping her out how?”

“Most guys will go away when you blow them off, but not him. He got angry. He started asking if she was too good for him, you know?”

“Is that why Brooke took his picture?”

“I snapped the photo, figuring if he was some kind of psycho-pervert, the fact we had his picture would freak him out.”

“Good thinking. Do you recall his name?”

“Who? Douchebag? I don’t know. I was just happy to see the back of him.”

“Did you see him leave the bar?”

Tess shook her head. “Lover boy was right about one thing: it was pretty crazy in here.”

Nobody liked getting snubbed, but was he crazy enough to do something about it—especially considering Brooke had his picture? If he took Brooke and her phone, he might have thought he was safe.

“Did you see Brooke post the photo?”

“No.”

“What happened after that?”

“I went to the bathroom. When I got back, Brooke was gone. I assume she got tired of lover boy ignoring her.”

“Did she drive here?”

Tess shook her head, the barbell stud in her eyebrow catching the light. “She’s got an app on her phone.”

Seth made a mental note to check Brooke’s account to see if she’d taken the service home.

“What did you do after that?” he asked Tess.

Cheeks turning pink, she twisted her small hands together on the table.

“Well, I met up with these other guys and left with them about one.”

“Where did you go?”

“A party at their house on Capitol Hill.”

“And when did you get back to the dorm?”

“Sunday afternoon.”

“Oh,” Seth said.

Tess looked away, and he wondered if she was thinking the same thing he was—he could just as easily be sitting with Brooke asking questions about Tess’s disappearance.

“And that’s the last time you saw Brooke?”

“I tried calling her later, but her phone went right through to voice mail. I knew her sister had some kind of music thing the next day. I didn’t think much about it until her mother called.”

“Did you think it was unusual for Brooke to take off like that?”

“I guess I didn’t think that much about it. Not until she missed class, I mean. She was pretty religious about school.”

Seth’s brow furrowed. No doubt the bar had surveillance cameras, but the quality of the video would depend heavily on how up-to-date the system was. Best-case scenario, he could track Brooke’s movements more closely, see if anyone had tailed her out of the bar. Worst case, they’d be chasing a shadow.

“Thanks for all your help, Ms. Turner, but I’ll take the investigation from here.”

Her lips pursed and she glared at him through narrowed eyes.

“I’m sure,” she snapped. She stirred her drink as a silence stretched out between them. “Have you ever considered plastic surgery for your scars?”

“What?” Seth asked. The bluntness of the question took him off guard.

“Your scars. I know it’s none of my business, but one of the guys from my brother’s unit had some pretty nasty burns from an IED in Afghanistan. The doctor he’s been seeing does really good work. You can still tell he has a burn, but it’s much better than it was.”

Seth blinked. Most people avoided uncomfortable topics, but Tess plowed ahead without the tiniest trace of embarrassment. She was honest. Real. Not something he saw much of in his line of work. Maybe that was why he liked her.

“Your brother is military?”

She nodded. “It’s the family business. He’s currently deployed. Afghanistan.”

Abruptly Tess jumped to her feet and pulled on an oversize army jacket. Her tiny frame swam in it. A patch above the pocket read Turner
 .

“One more thing, Ms. Turner. Do you know this girl?”

Tess’s face paled as she stared at the image on Seth’s phone. She gave her head a tiny shake.

“But you know who she is, don’t you?”

“I’ve seen the posters on campus enough times to recognize her. That’s Kim Covey.”

“Do you think Brooke knew her?”

She shifted her weight between her feet, looking grave. “You don’t think the same psycho who took Brooke also has her, do you?”

“We’re trying to rule out any connection between the two cases.”

Tess angled her head and looked away. “I don’t think so.”

Seth nodded and stowed the phone back in his jacket. He looked up and eyed Tess thoughtfully. “What are you studying in school, Ms. Turner?”

“Forensic psychology,” she said, her lips curled in a trace of a smile.

Seth shook his head. A grin spread slowly across his face. “Figures.”

His cell phone rang.

“Crawford,” he answered.

“We’ve got a match on your photo.”



Chapter 16


Jasmine-scented steam swirled from the brim of Alicia’s teacup. She wrapped her long fingers around the porcelain, leeching as much heat from the glass into her hands as possible, and shivered like a flower petal in the wind.

“How are you feeling?” Drew asked.

She certainly looked like shit. Her face was pale and her eyes glassy. She should be home under a blanket, not huddled over a teacup fighting to stay awake.

“My throat hurts and my head’s killing me. Seriously, would it kill them to turn up the heat in here?”

Drew reached across the table and pressed his palm against her forehead. She was burning up.

“It’s not cold in here, sweetheart. It’s you. Let’s get out of here.”

He looked around for the waitress but didn’t see her. She was probably in the back flirting with the cook or the dishwasher, or checking her Facebook site, or whatever it was that kept her from doing her job. Alicia burrowed deeper into the folds of her sweater.

“You finish eating first.”

Drew wasn’t about to argue. This was his favorite Thai place in the city. From the outside it looked like a dive, with its pitched roof and rotting shingles. Bar none, it had the best pad thai. He shoveled another heaping portion into his mouth and savored the sweetness of the sugar, the warm, luscious noodles, the crisp, slightly bitter tang of the sprouts, and the crunch of the peanuts. This was sex on a plate.

Alicia’s phone chirped. She pulled it out of her pocket and scowled at the screen.

“Who is it?”

“Gretchen.”

Drew’s lips twitched. Gretchen was the worst kind of friend. With no life of her own, she inserted herself into the lives of others, planting her poisonous little lies like seeds in fertile soil, waiting for them to sprout roots. That’s what unhappy people did. Of course, Alicia didn’t see it for what it was. They’d been BFFs since third grade, and Gretchen had probably been doing this sort of thing their whole lives.

But Drew knew a thing or two about manipulation. He knew there was nothing benign about Gretchen’s meddling. She wasn’t an overprotective friend looking out for her circle’s best interests. She was a parasite.

“So, what’s good old Gretchen up to tonight?”

“She’s getting drunk and wants me to come join her.”

Alicia held up her phone. Gretchen was a big white blur against the dark sea of humanity behind her. Even with the bad lighting, Drew recognized the U-shaped bar of the Chapel well enough.

He took another bite of pad thai, but the thought of Gretchen left a bad taste in his mouth. He swished a gulp of jasmine tea around in his mouth and swallowed.

“Are you going?”

Alicia thumbed the button on the side of her phone and stowed it back in her pocket.

“Are you kidding? It’s Tuesday night. I’ve got work in the morning and I feel like crap. The only place I’m going is home to bed.”

Drew looked up and caught the waitress’s eye. He motioned for the check.

“That’s a good idea. Some extra sleep and you’re going to feel much better in the morning.”

By the time he dropped Alicia off, she was coughing, and he figured that after downing a healthy dose of NyQuil, she’d be out for the night. He didn’t drive home though.

Opportunity awaited him on a barstool on Capitol Hill.

#

Gretchen hunched over her phone. The black wraparound dress she wore gaped away from her cleavage and dipped low enough to reveal the edges of a turquoise lace bra. From all the way back here, he could tell she was frowning.

She looked desperate. Begging to be noticed. Slamming the phone down on the bar, she looked dangerously close to tears. Drew pushed away from the wall, knowing there would never be a better time to make his move.

Poor little Gretchen needed an ally.

“So, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?” he asked, perching at the bar beside her.

“Fuck off,” she said without glancing up.

Drew smiled. “Ugly talk for such a pretty girl.”

“Where’s Alicia?” she asked, her words a little slurred. She wasn’t drunk yet, he realized, but she was on her way.

“She’s sick. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.”

Gretchen rolled her bloodshot eyes.

“What do you want, Drew?”

“I’m hurt, Gretch. You don’t look happy to see me.”

She glowered, but didn’t comment. A long-haired bartender deposited a fresh ruby-red drink in front of her.

“Hey, weren’t you here on Saturday night?” he asked, squinting at the two of them.

“Yes,” she said, a smile blossoming on her face.

Drew smirked. Jesus, she was easy to read. One glance from a good-looking guy pulled her right up out of her funk.

“I was hoping that maybe you’d seen a friend of mine. She’s missing.”

The smile wilted on Gretchen’s lips. She glanced at the snapshot, and Drew’s heart jolted as he recognized the girl. Brooke Parker.

“Sorry,” Gretchen said. Orange curls bobbed around her face as she shook her head.

Beneath his crisp white shirt, Drew’s pulse pounded. He was a dark blur behind Brooke’s blonde head. A clearer image would have sent Gretchen racing back to Alicia with another story he’d have to explain away.

“You’re sure?” the bartender asked.

“Sorry,” Gretchen muttered, handing back the phone.

He turned his gaze on Drew. “What about you?”

Drew had no choice. He took the phone and studied the picture. “You said she’s missing?”

“Disappeared Saturday night.”

Drew shook his head. “Sorry, man. I wish I could help.”

“Did you take any photos that night?”

“Me? No. I’ll check with my girlfriend. I’m not sure how much help they would be. We were up there most of the night.” Drew pointed to the balcony.

“Thanks,” the bartender said, pocketing the phone. With a grim look, he whisked the empty glass away, leaving the two of them alone again.

“What do we have here?”

Drew lifted the martini glass off the bar. It smelled fruity, sweet—cranberry with a slight hint of orange.

“It’s called an Angel’s Kiss.”

A wicked grin crossed Drew’s face and he took a sip. Cloyingly sweet, it slid down his throat, and he grimaced.

Angel’s Kiss? It tasted more like a Tacoma Whore to him.

“Hey.” Gretchen swatted his chest. “That’s mine, asshole.”

“And you’re welcome to it. It’s too sweet for my taste.”

“I thought you liked sweet things.”

A smile tugged at Drew’s lips. He liked Gretchen bitter. She was so much more interesting than the giggling bimbo he’d met Saturday night.

“What are you doing here anyway? Did Alicia send you on a mission of mercy?”

She didn’t look up. She propped her temple against her fist and half drained the martini glass. Drew kept his gaze focused on her until finally she raised her eyes.

“Alicia went home sick and I thought you could use a ride.”

Gretchen snorted.

“Really? So you came to my rescue all on your own? How fucking noble of you. I thought you were still mad over the coffee shop thing.”

“Look,” he said, leaning in, “I know we haven’t exactly gotten off on the right foot, and I was hoping we could change that.”

“I don’t see how.”

“Let me drive you home.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “You’re serious?”

“As a heart attack, Gretch. You’re in no shape to drive, and taxis take forever. Come on. Let me do something nice for you.”

“I don’t believe you. What do you really want?”

“We both care about Alicia. Wouldn’t it be better for all of us if we tried to get along?”

Gretchen bobbed her head, her eyes fixed on the empty martini glass. She looked sad, defeated, like she didn’t have a friend left in the world. He leaned closer, his voice so soft only she could hear.

“So, what do you say we get out of here?”

“You’re not trying to pick me up, are you?”

Drew’s lips stretched into a crooked smile.

“What do you think?”



Chapter 17


“So that’s your girl right there,” the tall, skinny cyber-tech said, pointing at the blurry footage from the surveillance video.

Seth’s hand splayed on the desk as he inched closer to the screen. It was Brooke Parker all right. “It’s grainy as shit.”

“Fred Flintstone technology. I’m surprised it records anything. Looks like the Chapel is in serious need of an upgrade.”

Seth nodded, his eyes locked on the monitor. Brooke Parker sat at the bar along with her friend, Tess Turner. A man approached them. Husky build. Frizzy, reddish-brown hair.

“That’s your guy. Charles Sully.”

“How can you tell?” Seth couldn’t make out any specifics from the video feed.

“We ran facial recognition on him from the photo you sent us and this.”

“The footage is usable?”

The tech angled his head.

“Well, not on its own. We’ve worked some of our magic on it, and even then, we needed the photo from the girl’s Facebook site.”

Seth nodded, watching the interaction between Charles Sully and Brooke. It fit with what Tess had told him. The guy was coming on strong and Brooke was pulling away and then . . . 

“Who’s that?”

“The new guy?”

“Yeah.”

Seth leaned in closer to the screen. A tall, dark-haired man was standing behind Brooke. He squared off against Sully and Sully backed down. The dark-haired guy stayed with the girls. A few minutes later, Tess left for the restroom.

Why hadn’t Tess said anything about him? It didn’t make sense.

“I’m going to skip ahead some.” The tech grabbed the remote control, and the action skipped by, too fast to see, until he slowed it down again.

Seth saw Brooke trail the tall guy out of the bar. Charles Sully followed, several feet behind.

“That’s it?” Seth asked. “They left together?”

“No, the guy comes back in, like, thirty seconds later. Here.”

Seth watched the tape long enough to see the dark-haired guy stride back in through the doors. Sully did not.

“Can we figure out who the new guy is?”

“Tried that. We don’t have a good angle on his face. Even if we did, the quality isn’t good enough to run facial recognition on its own. We’d need something else to go on.”

“Thanks, man.” He clapped the tech on the shoulder and headed back to his desk.

At least now he knew the name of the guy posted on Brooke’s Facebook page. It was a start.

#

Charles Sully was the kind of sick bastard you didn’t want anywhere near your daughter. He was the kind of asshole you wouldn’t even let walk your dog, Seth concluded as he scrolled through Sully’s file. Convicted on a domestic abuse charge a few years back, Sully already had two strikes against him. One more conviction would send him away for a long, long time.

According to the police report, the beating Sully’s last girlfriend had suffered was so severe that the judge ordered a psychological evaluation before Sully was released from prison. Seth made a note. He wanted that report. First thing in the morning, he’d call the forensic psychologist to see what other details he could dig up.

The other guy Tess had mentioned—the college guy Brooke hooked up with a few weeks back, was a dead end. He’d been visiting his parents in Kelso the weekend Brooke disappeared.

His phone beeped and he looked at the display. It was a one-word text from his boss, Lieutenant Alvarez.


Update?


Seth groaned. The chief wants an update
 . He was already an hour and a half late with his daily report. Rolling his eyes, he grabbed the keyboard, composing the e-mail in his head. If he delayed any longer, the text would turn into a call. And a missed call would turn into a summons.

Half an hour later, he sent the report. Tension coiled tight around Seth’s spine. He tilted his head slowly from side to side, stretching his neck. It was late. He should go home.


Home.


The word sounded as hollow and empty as the house where he slept. He eased the desk drawer open a few inches and slid his hand inside. His knuckles scraped against wood and he hissed. He couldn’t look at her face. Not tonight. Not if he wanted to sleep.

#

Seth pulled into the driveway of his house. The security light flashed on, scaring off the neighbor’s cat. The orange tabby leaped from the railing and landed with a thud on the hood of Seth’s car. He raced by the windshield and disappeared through the laurel hedge.

Truth be told, Seth didn’t mind the cat. He’d thought about getting one himself. Having another living thing in the house, even if it was a stupid cat, didn’t seem so bad.

Seth glanced through the windshield at the house. The windows were black. Silent. Empty.

He put the car in reverse and pulled out of the driveway. Halfway down Fremont Avenue, he saw the bright neon lights of the Dubliner Pub and slowed down. Instinctively he looked for an open parking spot nearby. He could stop in for just one beer. Just one. Then he would go home. Then he would sleep.

The street was jammed with cars, no opening in sight. Disappointment rushed through Seth with relief following close on its heels. For a split second he thought about circling the block or maybe heading across the bridge to the Nickerson Street Saloon. Instead he pressed down on the accelerator and skimmed along the lakeside, heading south.

#

Marissa Rooney answered the door in a white T-shirt and yoga pants. Seth didn’t have to ask how she was doing. Her puffy red eyes spoke volumes about her state of mind. Marissa stared at him for a second or two, not speaking. Rain hammered against the door, and she ushered him inside.

“I’m making tea. Do you want some?”

“Sure, that would be great.”

There was nothing fancy about the house. It was a whitewashed Cape Cod on a nondescript street. The rooms were small, cozy, and simple—not quite as manically precise as Martha Stewart, but close. He followed her into the kitchen. It was painted a sunny yellow that set off the white cupboards and gave a homey feel to the space.

Marissa set the teapot and cups down in the center of the round IKEA table and settled in the seat across from him. She folded her arms and crossed her legs, one foot jiggling in the air.

“Do you have news?” she asked.

“Not yet. I have a few more questions.”

More than questions, really. He wanted to know what kind of mother Marissa Rooney was. Whether Brooke had had a reason to run away.

“What about Jesse Morgan? Have you found him yet?”

“I spoke to him.”

“And?”

“He’s got an alibi for the night Brooke disappeared.”

Marissa raked her long blonde hair away from her face, looking like she had more to say.

“I understand they were close.”

“They were.”

“You didn’t like him?”

“I didn’t approve of the relationship,” she said, sounding defensive. “He was older than her, the kind of kid without a plan.”

Seth nodded, filling in the blanks. Parents instinctively wanted to protect their kids, and it didn’t take a genius to do the math. Marissa was in her midthirties, which would have made her a teenager when Brooke was born. The last thing she’d wanted was for her daughter to get knocked up by a high school loser. Whatever sins she’d assigned to Brooke’s father, she no doubt foisted them off onto the Morgan kid.

“Did he ever do anything that made you worry for Brooke’s safety?”

“Like hurt her? I wouldn’t have thought so, but now I’m not so sure.”

“Why do you say that?”

Marissa huffed out a breath. She crossed her arms and glared at him.

“It seems strange to me that within a few days of his popping back into Brooke’s life, she disappears. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

He’d thought the same thing initially, but Jesse’s buddy had backed his story. So, with nothing more to go on, he’d pushed this lead onto the back burner. Unless the cyber-techs found something on Brooke’s e-mail or social media accounts to contradict what Jesse had said, he had to look elsewhere.

“What about other boyfriends?”

“There were a few in high school.”

“Anyone you can think of who might hold a grudge?”

“Of course not. Everybody loves Brooke.”

He knew it wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. Unless Brooke was an angel or a saint, there was someone out there who didn’t like her. Hell, even the pope got death threats. How many parents claimed their perfect children were incapable of committing the crimes they were accused of? He knew everybody had their own version of the truth—a story you told yourself so often you actually believed it. Even him. Especially him.

Marissa leaned forward, pouring hot tea into both mugs. Seth watched her. She was stressed, no doubt about it, but nothing she’d said or done so far gave him the impression she was lying or hiding information. And for some odd reason, he was glad. He wanted to like her—believe her.

The scent of orange and spice wafted off the hot steam. He thanked her and grasped the cup. Just then the door banged open, and in walked a tall, lanky teenage girl. She had straight blonde hair, jade-green eyes, and a smattering of freckles across her nose. Catching sight of him, she stopped dead in her tracks.

“Kelly, this is Detective Crawford,” Marissa said.

Kelly nodded without saying hello. “What’s he doing here?”

“He’s investigating Brooke’s case. Come sit,” Marissa said.

Kelly dropped her backpack beside the wall. Her motorcycle boots scraped across the floor, and she slumped into the chair beside her mother.

Marissa’s brow furrowed. “What did you do to your face?” she asked Kelly, pushing her daughter’s bangs off her forehead.

A red abrasion was visible at the top of Kelly’s cheek. Kelly jerked away. She shook her head, and her hair settled back into place.

“It’s nothing, Mom.”

“What happened?”

Kelly scowled at her feet. “I cut myself shaving.”

Marissa shot her a look and Kelly dropped her gaze.

“I took a basketball in the face, okay?”

Seth watched her eyes and knew she was lying. The fine pattern of scabs was more like road rash than an impact mark, like the kind he got when he wiped out on the gravel with his bike. Whatever her reasons, her closed-off body language made it loud and clear that she had no intention of opening up.

“Your mother and I were just talking about Jesse Morgan. Do you remember him, Kelly?”

Kelly hitched a shoulder in a grudging shrug. “A little.”

“What was he like?”

“Cool. Brooke liked him. He came over after school sometimes when Mom wasn’t home.”

Seth caught Kelly’s sidelong look at her mother, as if waiting for some reaction. None came, and Seth continued.

“Did you know that Jesse and Brooke were back in touch?”

“So what if they were? I don’t remember him well, but he didn’t seem creepy, like the kind of guy who would do something crazy.”

“How would you know?” Marissa snapped.

Kelly tensed. She glared at her mother through narrowed eyes. “How would you? You were never home.”

“I was working.”

Kelly crossed her arms and lapsed into a stony silence. Seth sipped his tea.

He remembered what it was like to be raised by a single mother, long hours alone, just him and his kid sister. Cooking macaroni and cheese for dinner because his mother was still at work. Most nights they had eaten hunched over their bowls in front of the television, watching Spider-Man
 .

Things had changed after his mother remarried though. His stepfather was a good man. A cop. At last there had been someone else to help out around the house, someone who showed up at his soccer games and took him camping. Over the years they’d become a family. They were lucky. It didn’t always work out that way. Looked like it hadn’t for Kelly’s family.

Setting the cup back down on the table, Seth pressed on.

“Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Brooke?”

He studied Kelly’s expression carefully, watching for any flicker of emotion on the girl’s face, anything indicating she was hiding a secret. Sisters sometimes did that for each other, but Kelly shook her head.

“Family? Friends? Boyfriends?” he prompted.

“Family?” Kelly scoffed. “Mom’s been divorced three times. Apparently my father was Robert Plant. Mom screwed him in the back of a tour bus and ended up with me.”

“Kelly,” Marissa gasped, horrified.

The kid was a grade-A smartass. Barely acknowledging her mother’s rebuke, she kept her level gaze fixed on Seth.

“Well, it might as well be true. It’s not like I ever met him. Come to think of it, Rick was a bit of a nutcase. Him and his creepy son.”

“Who’s Rick?” Seth asked, trying to keep up.

“Rick Bowman,” Kelly answered, swinging toward him with two fingers raised in the air. “Lucky husband number two. The only one who hit us.”

Seth tensed as a gruesome image flashed through his mind. A woman’s face beaten to shit—shattered cheekbone, broken teeth, and vacant blue eyes. If the 911 call had come fifteen minutes later, she would have been dead. With the husband strung out on coke, it had taken Seth and his burly partner to subdue him. Days later, released from the hospital, she bailed the bastard out. She went back. Most of them did.

He wondered how bad things had gotten before Marissa had called it quits.

Seth glanced over at her. She stared down at the table, a bleak expression on her pretty face. At least she’d gotten out. Often the danger peaked when the woman left the relationship, but sometimes things happened later to trigger a violent episode. It was worth checking out.

“Rick Bowman?” Seth asked. Marissa nodded. “When was the last time you heard from him?”

“It’s been years, at least five.”

“Do you think he’s the type of guy to hold a grudge against you?”

“You think this is about me?”

“I don’t know. I have to examine a case from all angles.”

Her fingers brushed her lips as she answered in a toneless voice. “Rick and I didn’t have an amicable split, but I can’t imagine he’d come after us. Why would he? Why now?”

Rick Bowman wouldn’t be the first guy to blame his ex-wife for the bad things that happened to him. After five years of silence, it was a stretch, but he’d seen crazier shit. He’d check out all the people close to Brooke to see if something popped. The alternative was far worse. Stranger abductions were rare and difficult to solve. If a stranger had taken Brooke, odds were good she was already dead.

He felt Marissa’s gaze on him, and he was glad she couldn’t read his thoughts. Glancing down, he changed the subject.

“Is Brooke still on your medical plan?”

Marissa nodded. “I called the pharmacy. She picked up insulin three weeks ago. Based on what I found in her dorm room, the pharmacist thinks it’s unlikely Brooke has a vial of insulin with her. She probably has an insulin pen, maybe two.”

“Remind me of the difference.”

“The pen is a fast-acting insulin. She would use the pen to inject herself to counteract the spike in her blood sugar levels after she eats. She would take the other kind of insulin once a day, to lower her blood sugar levels over time.”

“Can she manage with just a pen?”

“For a while. She needs shots every four to six hours to stay in control, but when it runs out . . .” Marissa’s words trailed off. She didn’t need to say more. Seth already heard the ticking clock in his head—with each shot of insulin, time was running out.



Chapter 18


Gretchen settled into the deep leather seat beside Drew. He shot through the yellow light and raced down Pike Street toward Belltown. Traffic was uncharacteristically light, and Drew zigzagged through the other cars like they were standing still.

“Christ, Drew. Where’s the fire?”

“Relax.”

“I just want to get home in one piece,” Gretchen said. He saw her clutch the armrest as he dodged a slow-moving Toyota Camry.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t lost anyone yet.”

Gretchen didn’t respond. She stared straight ahead through the windshield. The thick floral scent of her perfume nauseated him, and he cracked the window an inch or two, just enough to let in the fresh air. He glanced her way.

“What’s got you down tonight, Gretch? Man trouble?”

Her lips twitched and he could tell he’d struck a nerve.

“So, who’s the guy?”

“No one you know,” she snapped.

She sounded so defensive he knew she was lying. He also knew there weren’t many guys in Alicia’s small group of friends. Confident he knew the answer, he kept prodding.

“Was he supposed to meet you at the bar tonight?”

“Something like that.”

“And he stood you up?”

Her sullen silence was confirmation enough. Drew turned onto Fourth Avenue. He spotted her building up ahead on the right. Gretchen heaved a sigh and sank lower into the leather seat.

“It’s his loss, you know,” Drew said, sounding part big brother, part concerned friend.

Gretchen’s shoulders sagged. “Why do men have to be such shits?”

“Hey, we’re not all bad.”

“All you want is a nice rack and a size-two ass warming your beds.”

“Who said you didn’t have a great rack?”

Gretchen snorted as Drew slid the car smoothly into a parking spot. She stared out the window with a forlorn expression on her cheeks, like it was the last place in the world she wanted to be. In the dim light, he could see tears streaking down her face. She brushed them away.

“Seriously, are you okay?”

Gretchen swallowed. Her breath came in short, stuttering hitches. “Do you want to come up for a nightcap?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Pocketing the car keys, he trailed her down the hallway and waited while she unlocked the apartment door.

“My place is a bit of a mess,” she said, looking embarrassed. “Work’s been busy and I wasn’t expecting guests . . .”

Drew stepped inside. A mess? It looked like a bomb had gone off in there. There were clothes, magazines, and dirty dishes scattered everywhere. The sight of blue mold spores growing in the bottom of a bowl on the kitchen counter turned his stomach. Avoiding contact with the germ-ridden surface, he folded his arms and leaned up against the wall.

Gretchen slid a stack of dishes into the sink to clear a space on the counter.

“I was planning to clean up tonight, before I went out, but . . .”

“Don’t sweat it. You should see my place,” he lied.

“Really? Alicia told me you were a bit of a neatnik.”

“I clean up when I know she’s on her way over.”

“She’s always telling me I should hire a cleaning lady.”

Drew heard an edge in her voice, and he shrugged. “Easy for her to say. She’s the one with a trust fund.”

A smile played at the corners of Gretchen’s plump lips. “I know, right? We’re not all loaded like her old man.” She opened a cupboard crammed with booze. “Her father pays her rent while I’m drowning in student loans. Drink?”

“Sure.”

“Pick your poison.” She swept a hand toward her collection of liquor bottles.

“Surprise me.”

She plucked a bottle of Wild Turkey off the shelf and went in search of clean glasses. She yanked open the dishwasher and pulled two off the rack, then rinsed them under the spray from the tap. She dried them with a grimy dishtowel. He eyed the greasy sheen of slime smeared around the rim and made a face, half smile, half grimace, silently praying the Wild Turkey would kill off any fatal germs.

Ice cubes tinkled in the glass, and she poured a generous splash of bourbon into each. Holding his by the rim, she handed him the glass. Hers slipped from her slack fingers and shattered on the floor.

“Dammit,” she said.

“Don’t sweat it.” Drew shrugged and handed her his glass. Stepping around the mess, he grabbed the bottle and headed toward the living room. The couch was littered with clothes. She scraped them into a heap and pitched them onto a nearby chair.

Drew sat on the edge of the spongy red sofa. He smelled dirty laundry and rotting food. The stench reminded him of his father’s place. Rick had been a slob at the best of times, but when he was off his meds and on a bender, it had been like living in a crack house.

Drew took a sip from the bottle and eased back against the couch.

“Nice place you have here.”

“Thanks. It’s close to work.”

Looking as nervous as a teenager on her first date, Gretchen fidgeted with her hair.

“Relax,” he said. “It’s only a drink.”

Gretchen stared at him, the corners of her lips sagging down, like she already regretted inviting him up here. Taking a hit of bourbon, he glanced at her, wondering how he could get her to open up. What would he say to Alicia if she were the one sitting across from him and he was trying to make a good impression? He dropped his voice, speaking softly to her, like a friend confiding a secret.

“Look, Gretchen, I’m on your side, I really am, and I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I’d like to start over, if you’re willing.”

“You mean that?”

Drew looked deep into her eyes and smiled. He reached out slowly and brushed a curl away from her freckled cheek.

“I know I come across as an ass sometimes, and I’m sorry. Guys are idiots. We know it. But if you give me another chance, you might find out that I’m really not half bad.”

She flashed a timid smile. It wasn’t much, but Drew knew it was a good start.

She sipped her drink and wiggled out of her perch. “I need to freshen up. Maybe you could find something to listen to.” She gestured toward the stereo buried underneath a stack of DVDs.

He shuffled through an avalanche of fashion magazines and found the remote pinned between the current issues of Vogue
 and Glamour
 . Drew turned the stereo on. Z100 was blasting some insipid Kelly Clarkson song. He flipped stations until he found Deep Tracks. It was playing a trance remix of ZZ Top’s “Asleep in the Desert” to set the mood. Mellow and psychedelic, it was the type of song you dropped acid to back in the 1970s or made out with a girl to in the back of your father’s pickup truck. Perfect.

Satisfied, he dropped the remote on the littered coffee table. It rattled against Gretchen’s phone.

Drew couldn’t resist the temptation. Tossing a quick glance over his shoulder, he thumbed the power button. No passcode was set, so he clicked on the instant messaging client. His eyebrows arched as he read Gretchen’s last text.


I guess this means you’re not coming.


There was no response.

Quickly Drew scanned the message stream and grinned.

He’d known Gretchen had a crush on Liam. Anybody with half a brain could have picked up on it. But Drew had had no idea Liam had taken full advantage of the situation. Gretchen was Liam’s fuck-buddy. Alicia probably didn’t realize exactly what was going on between them. She wouldn’t approve. Unlike Gretchen, Alicia would realize Liam was just using her friend, while poor little fucked-up Gretchen harbored fantasies of having an actual relationship with the bastard.

A toilet flushed near the back of the apartment, and Drew placed the phone on the table where he’d found it. It clattered against an empty plastic vial. He spun the bottle so he could read the label.

Prozac. He shook his head.

Gretchen settled back into place, and Drew stretched an arm out along the back of the couch. He touched her hair.

“So, tell me about this mystery guy of yours.”

Gretchen sighed. She rattled the ice cubes around in her glass and took a gulp of liquid courage before she spoke.

“Not much to tell. He blows hot and cold. One minute he can’t wait to see me, then he avoids me. I don’t know what he wants. If he doesn’t like me, why does he pretend?”

Drew propped his chin on his fist and met her gaze head on.

“Liam’s a little shit, Gretchen. You know that, right?”

She gaped at Drew in wide-eyed alarm. “I didn’t say anything about Liam.”

“You didn’t have to. I saw the way you looked at him the other night.”

“You mean how he looked at Alicia?”

“That too.”

Drew placed his hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Gretchen didn’t pull away.

“Why waste your time on someone like him?”

Her eyes misted over and she stared down at the drink in her hand. “When it’s just the two of us, he makes me feel special.”


I’ll bet he does.


Drew paused, letting the emotional charge of her words dissipate before he spoke again.

“If he hurts you, Gretchen, he’s not your friend.”

“How do you know?”

Drew flashed a sympathetic grin. “Because I’m a guy.”

Gretchen turned her head. Her eyes brimmed with fresh tears. They leaked over her eyelashes and flowed down her cheeks. She brushed them away with the back of her hand. Mascara pooled beneath her eyes. She looked like a crying panda.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” she sniffed.

“Because you deserve the truth.”

“The truth? Ha. That’s funny. Liam thinks you’re lying to Alicia. He’s hired somebody to check you out.”

Drew’s heart skipped a beat. He shouldn’t be surprised. Clearly Liam had no idea what a dangerous game he was playing.

Sensing the shift in his mood, Gretchen asked, “Are you okay?”

Drew cracked a wicked smile.

“You know what they say about a fool and his money? Well, if Liam wants to waste his time and money on a private investigator, let him. I’ve got nothing to hide. I’m just saying that a girl like you deserves better friends. Better than Liam, anyway.”

Gretchen took a sip of bourbon, and Drew thought about the Prozac. Mixing alcohol with antidepressants was a bad idea. Or maybe it was a good idea. The combination had sent his father into a deep pit of depression that only electroshock therapy could touch.

“I’m sorry I was such a bitch at the bar,” she said.

Dreamy guitars played in the background, and Drew curled a fat red lock around his finger. Gretchen froze like a spooked raccoon. Vulnerability and desperation flickered across her face. Her bottom lip trembled.

“Who am I kidding? I’m not the kind of girl anyone looks at twice, not around Alicia. She’s so smart, so beautiful. No one looks past her to me.”

A fresh stream of tears flowed down her face. Drew swiped them away with the pad of his thumb. She shivered.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” she asked again.

“Because you’re a good person. Smart. Funny. And
 pretty.”

She swiped her nose with the back of her hand, her eyes wide. “You think I’m pretty?”

“Look at you.” He ran his finger down her round cheek. “Gorgeous red curls. Cornflower-blue eyes. Perfect skin. What makes you think you’re not pretty?”

Steeling himself, Drew leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. She tasted like salt water and Wild Turkey. Gretchen moaned. Her eyes fluttered closed. She slid against him and Drew deepened the kiss.

Music filled the silence between them. The song ended and Gretchen opened her eyes.

“What about Alicia?”

Drew brushed a stray curl off her wide forehead.

“Alicia’s not here. How about another drink?”



Chapter 19


Rain pattered through the tree branches and pelted the forest floor. Brooke shrank back against the wall and stared out into the gloom. Her breath billowed around her in a misty cloud of dew. Fuck, it was cold out here. The damp mist cut through the layers of clothes and blankets swaddled around her shivering frame to her very bones.

The front half of the cabin had caved beneath the weight of the fallen tree. A towering Douglas fir had crashed through the roof, sending glass and debris flying in all directions. Shattered glass from the window high on the wall had gashed her arm. She’d dressed the wound as best she could with a dirty pillowcase to stop the bleeding. The thin mattress she crouched behind shielded her from the worst of the rain.

Somewhere in the dark, beyond the line of trees, a yellow light wavered. She blinked, narrowing her eyes, trying to bring whatever it was into focus. Was it real or was she just seeing things? Judging by the way she felt—burning muscles, aching joints—her blood sugars were soaring up into the stratosphere. She hurt.

It was no use. She couldn’t see anything clearly.

God, she needed a shot. When her sugars were high like this, her blurry eyes were like lenses coated in gel. She clenched her chattering teeth together and kept her eyes on the light. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. Still, she couldn’t look away. A tiny sliver of her heart hoped that maybe someone really was out there, someone who could help her—that she wasn’t already dead.

Her mouth, as dry as sawdust, yawned wide to catch the soft rain falling through the trees. The thin moisture coated her mouth. She swallowed. What she wouldn’t give for a bottle of water. Hell, right now she’d take whatever she could get her hands on and guzzle it down in seconds. Of course, in five minutes she’d have to pee again. It was a vicious cycle.

The spark of hope in Brooke’s heart flickered and died under the weight of the certain knowledge that her body was dehydrating and that she was going to die here alone at the bottom of the valley.

She had, what, maybe an hour before she lost consciousness altogether, and then maybe a few hours more? That was it.

She wanted to cry, but she had no tears left. Tree branches whispered in the wind, and she thought about her mother. And Kelly. And the life she had left behind. School. About Tess, and how close to perfect everything had been until this . . . 

Brooke closed her eyes. Part of her wanted to give up. Dying would be easy. But then she thought of her mother and sister, and pictured his
 face in her mind. Anger displaced the desperation she felt. This was his doing. His sick plan. She couldn’t let him win. Not while she could still move. Her eyes snapped open.

Where was her insulin pen? She swung her head from side to side. It was so dark. She couldn’t see much of anything. And then there was the debris. Somewhere under the layer of glass and wood and branches was her insulin pen. She had to find it.

If she didn’t, she was dead.

She shifted, rolling painfully onto her knees. The mattress shielding her body from the rain fell away. Inch by inch she crawled as far as the chain allowed. Her fingers scrabbled across the debris field, digging. Searching.

Wet strands of matted hair fell across her face, and she shook it out of her eyes. A quick stab of pain shot through her finger and she reared back. Glass. Dammit. Rubbing the cut against her leg, she pitched forward again.

She heard a noise from out in the trees beyond the clearing. Her heart jolted. It wasn’t the wind or the rain; it was something louder. Like footsteps. Something was moving out there.


An animal? A wolf? Oh God.


She sank back onto her heels and looked up. The yellow light was closer now. It darted through the trees, moving toward her. A flashlight?

Hope swelled in her chest.

Was it the police? A hunter? A search party? Had someone heard the tree crashing and come looking?


Please. Please, God, let it be help. Let it be anyone but him.


The yellow light swayed like a lantern in the gloom. She blinked. Her eyes refused to focus. Another sure sign her sugars were high and she was in trouble.

“Help,” she cried, her voice dry and raspy. “Over here. I’m over here.”

She could see something. A shadow. A man. Moving closer. She thrust her heavy arms above her head and waved them frantically, praying the motion would catch his eye.

She called out again. Louder. Blood rushed in her ears as his every step brought him closer. She squinted as hard as she could, willing her eyes to focus, wishing she could just see his face.

The light stabbed her eyes and she averted her gaze.

She waved her hands. Her heart pounded. It had to be the police.


Please, God, if I ever asked you for anything . . . 


Footsteps scraped against the wooden floor. She wasn’t easy to get to. She heard the crash of wood and debris as he cleared a path.

Her arms dropped to her sides and she wrapped them around her shivering body. She wanted to go home. She wanted to see her mother and sister again. She wanted to be safe. She wanted . . . 

“I’m back here,” she called, her voice cracking on the words.

Finally he stood above her. Desperate, she reached and grabbed a fistful of wet jeans. She looked up. Even this close, she still couldn’t see a goddamned thing. He was a shadow, a blur, a black shape in front of her eyes.

He hunkered down. His hands gripped her shoulders. She stared into his shadowed face.

“What am I going to do with you now?” he asked.

Brooke shrank back, twisting free from his grasp. A high, keening wail wrenched from her chest. Her face dropped into her hands and she sobbed.



Chapter 20


Marissa stepped into the Smith Tower’s elevator car. Her head pounded. She’d barely slept, and what little sleep she’d managed had been plagued with nightmares about Brooke. She’d woken in the gray light of dawn, her pillow wet with tears.

All she wanted to do was hide under the covers and disappear into a cocoon of grief. But she couldn’t do that. Brooke needed her. Kelly needed her. So, like a zombie, she dragged herself out of bed and faked her way through the morning routine.

Making herself small, she slid to the back of the elevator, not wanting to see anyone she knew. Trading pleasantries was beyond her capabilities this morning. She stared down at her shoes. Her arm collided with another passenger’s, but she didn’t look up.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

“Ms. Rooney, I was under the impression you no longer worked at the firm.”

Benoit’s sharp face was inches from hers. Like a Doberman pinscher’s, her thin lips were pulled back in a sneer to expose a small row of mean teeth. Marissa groaned.

“Ms. Holt offered me a job.”

“A job? Doing what?”

Marissa heaved a sigh. “Maybe you should ask her.”

There was no time for a retort as the elevator reached the sixth floor. Shooting Marissa a nasty glare, Benoit elbowed her way through the crowd and exited the elevator.

With Benoit gone, Marissa’s thoughts turned to the day ahead, and her stomach sank. She had no idea what Elizabeth Holt expected from her. She’d said yes to Holt’s job offer out of desperation. She needed to support her family and find Brooke, but now, in the harsh light of day, she feared the two goals of helping Holt launch her foundation and finding her daughter couldn’t be more different. And she had no skills or experience to qualify her for either.

The elevator stopped and the doors parted. Marissa stepped out onto the floor. Everywhere she looked she saw people. The high ceilings amplified the noise into an overwhelming crescendo of voices. Desperate, Marissa scanned the room, looking for the one person she recognized in the crowd.

Elizabeth Holt stood tall and straight in the center of the room, a pillar of sanity amid the churning sea of chaos. Fully in command, Holt barked orders and channeled traffic, making it all look easy. Behind her, Marissa spied a three-foot image tacked to the wall. Brooke’s face stared out from the missing-persons poster. Marissa’s shoulders sagged. Fear clenched tight around her heart.

Holt looked up. Her cobalt eyes caught Marissa’s gaze, and she brusquely waved her over.

“Good. You’re here,” Holt said. “There are some people you should meet.”

Holt’s icy hand gripped Marissa’s elbow lightly as she steered her through the crowd toward a slight, dark-haired woman at the center of the group. The woman handed a stack of flyers to a man standing beside her. She turned toward Holt.

“Marissa, this is Alice Chang. She’s heading up the volunteer squad.”

“Volunteers?”

Though Chang’s hand was small, her grip was firm and sure. She nodded, angling her head close to Marissa’s so she could be heard over the crowd.

“We’re sending people out to post the flyers around the city, with the heaviest concentration around the university district, Wallingford, Sand Point, and Capitol Hill.”

Marissa blinked, imagining seeing her daughter’s face plastered on telephone poles and store windows across the city. A wave of heat shivered through her, and she felt like she might throw up.

“Are you all right?” Chang asked.

Marissa swallowed and forced a nod. “Yeah. I mean, yes.”

“Good. We have a group of volunteers manning a tip line. The number is on the flyers. Any tips that come in will be logged and passed along to the police,” Chang explained. “Then there are the searches.”

“Searches?”

“Local parks, greenbelts around the university and Capitol Hill. Places where Brooke might have gone,” Chang explained.

Panic spiraled at the pit of her stomach. Images flashed into her head—Brooke bleeding by the side of the road; Brooke trapped, unable to call for help; Brooke left for dead somewhere on the forest floor. She could be anywhere. How were they ever going to find her?

Her gaze shifted to the groups of volunteers getting their marching orders for the day—a sea of ordinary faces, good people who were here to help. A hoarse thank-you was all she could manage before Holt directed her away.

“The police will be here at ten o’clock sharp for the press conference.” Holt glanced at Marissa sternly. “Ten o’clock. You hear me?”

“Yes.”

“Good. The media will spread the word about Brooke’s disappearance. The chief will kick off the press conference, but you’ll need to say a few words.”

Marissa’s knees turned to water. Naïvely she’d hoped Holt would handle the whole thing. Stupid. She had been so focused on herself, on her own pain, that she was totally unprepared.

What was she going to say? How in God’s name was she going to get through this?

She trailed behind Holt to her office. The doors closed behind them, dropping the noise to a dull roar in the background. The familiar smell of lemon furniture polish and stale cigarette smoke filled the air.

A man sat behind Holt’s desk. Thin, middle-aged, he had close-cropped red hair and freckled skin. Short, strawberry-blond stubble covered his cheeks. He looked up from the monitor and stood as they approached.

“Marissa, meet Henry Cahill. He’s an Internet security specialist. I’ve asked him to look into Brooke’s case to see what we can find out about her social networking site.”

Cahill nodded and shook Marissa’s hand. His hands were callused, not the type of hands she’d expected from someone who spent his days behind a computer.

Marissa sagged into the comfortable green armchair across from the desk and scratched at the patch on her arm. If Holt offered her a cigarette now, she’d cave in a second. Holt didn’t offer, so Marissa folded her hands in her lap and focused her attention on Henry Cahill.

“I’m analyzing the photos uploaded to Brooke’s page.”

“Have you found anything unusual?” Holt asked.

“Yes and no,” Cahill said. “It’s what I haven’t found that’s interesting.”

“What do you mean?” Marissa asked.

She hated people who talked in riddles. It was as if they delighted in being the smartest people in the room. She waited for Cahill’s condescending smile, but it never came. Instead he met Marissa’s gaze directly.

“The photos from the night she disappeared were almost certainly taken and uploaded with Brooke’s cell phone camera. You see, most of the photos show the time and place where the images were uploaded. These are default settings for the social networking site your daughter uses, but this last one is different.”

“The one of the guy?” Marissa pictured his angry face.

Cahill nodded.

“What’s different about them?” Holt asked.

“Well, this last one doesn’t have a location or time stamp telling us where and when the photo was posted.”

Marissa stared at Cahill, trying to put the pieces together. “Why?”

Grinning like a teenager, Cahill bobbed his head. “Exactly. It’s like someone turned the default settings off.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Why indeed,” Cahill said, turning from Marissa to Holt and back again. “Your daughter has uploaded hundreds of photos to her Facebook site, all with the default setting, except this one.”

“Could she have done it by accident?” Holt asked.

“Those settings are buried deep in the user’s preferences. They’re not easy to shut off. You wouldn’t accidentally do it.”

“Why wouldn’t Brooke want people to know where the photo was taken?”

“Her post says she’s gone on an adventure. She might turn off her settings to hide where she is.”

“I’m not buying it,” Marissa snapped. “I know my daughter. She wouldn’t just take off. She—”

Cahill raised his hands in surrender. “There is another possibility.”

“Such as . . . ,” Holt prompted.

“What if Brooke didn’t post the image?”

“But who else could it be?”

“Someone else who has her phone or has hacked her account,” Cahill offered. “I’ll need to do some more digging.”

“But why would this man, Charles Sully, post a picture of himself on Brooke’s page? Why incriminate yourself?” Holt asked under her breath, her brow furrowed in thought.

Cahill shrugged. “Maybe Sully didn’t post it either.”

Marissa absorbed this in silence.

The door opened, and Evan Holt stepped into the office carrying a tray. He poured a steaming cup of tea into a bone china glass and handed it to Holt. The subtle smell of citrus wafted off the steaming cup.

Holt scowled at the intrusion and waved him away.

“Lizzie,” Evan said reproachfully.

Her scowl deepened and she grudgingly took the cup from his hands. Marissa saw him pass off a small white pill. Holt popped it into her mouth and sipped the tea. She reached for Evan’s hand and gave it a light squeeze. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips, and Holt set the cup down. It clattered in the saucer. She turned back toward Cahill.

“Okay, so we know there’s something unusual about Charles Sully’s image. What’s next?”

“I’ve put a trace on Brooke’s phone. I’ve pinpointed all the locations she used the phone before it went dead.” Marissa flinched at the word, and Cahill cleared his throat. His cheeks flushed, and his gaze flicked back to the screen. “I mean before the battery was pulled. I’ve set up a script that will ping her phone. If it powers back up, we’ll be able to pinpoint the location.”

“Do you think that’s likely?” Marissa asked.

The look that passed between Holt and Cahill chilled her to the bone.

“We’re going to locate your daughter, Ms. Rooney.”

At least he sounded confident, and she wanted to believe him, but faith wasn’t her strong suit. She had to hope though. Without hope, there was no way she would make it through all of the minutes, hours, or days until they found Brooke and brought her home again. Hope was all she had.

“Thank you, Mr. Cahill.”

“Henry, please.”

“Henry,” Holt said. “Can you give us a few minutes alone?”

Henry rose from his chair and followed Evan out the door.

Elizabeth’s long, bony fingers stroked the amulet attached to the gold chain around her neck. She fixed Marissa with an appraising look.

“How are you holding up?”

Marissa was at a loss. How could she explain to a woman like Holt how totally overwhelmed she was by the situation? There was an army of volunteers out looking for her missing daughter. There were no solid leads. It was as if Brooke had vanished into thin air. And she was starting a brand-new job with no idea what to do or what was expected of her.

Holt was still staring at her, expecting some kind of answer. She swallowed.

“I’m okay,” she lied.

She was a lot of things—okay
 was definitely not among them. Holt wasn’t fooled. The old woman cocked her head and smiled kindly at her.

“I have to admit, Ms. Rooney, I’d have made a lousy doctor. I don’t have much of a bedside manner, and providing comfort has never been my strong suit. I can only offer you this piece of advice. You have to focus on your goal. Finding Brooke is the only thing that matters—not your pain or your fear. Not what the cops or the media say about the case. Sweep aside everything that distracts you from achieving your goal. It’s not helping you.”

“What happens if we don’t find Brooke?”

The words slipped out before she could catch them, and like wildfire, once voiced, the fear consumed her.

Holt arched an eyebrow. She tented her fingers thoughtfully beneath her sagging chin and regarded Marissa with the cool look of a lawyer assessing a client. “Ask yourself this, Ms. Rooney, do those thoughts make your situation easier to bear? Do they help you focus?”

Marissa stared at Holt in silent agony. She knew Holt was right, but how could she turn them off? She thought about Holt’s story about being attacked as a college student. Had Holt ignored her pain? Her hate? Maybe she was the type of woman who could compartmentalize her feelings, but Marissa . . . 

Holt consulted her watch.

“We have an hour before the press conference. Let’s get to work.”

#

“It’s time to head to the conference room, Ms. Rooney.”

Marissa swallowed, her mouth bone-dry. She rose on shaky legs and followed Evan Holt out of the office.

“Is there anything you need?” he asked. “A bottle of water?”

“Yes, please.”

Her hands trembled as she followed him down the hall. She balled them into fists at her sides and looked around. The conference room was jam-packed with reporters. Every news station in Seattle was in attendance. Marissa’s head swam. Panic fluttered in her chest, and her mind went blank. Marissa searched for a familiar face and found Elizabeth Holt at the front of the room, standing with Chief Abrams. The two conferred quietly, expressions grave. Evan handed Marissa a bottle of water and joined his aunt at the front of the room.

Marissa twisted the cap, but the thing refused to budge. She sighed.

“Here,” Detective Crawford said, taking the bottle from her grasp. He removed the cap and handed it back. Marissa shot him a look and he grinned. “You loosened it.”

“Thanks.”

She took a sip. Water dribbled down the front of her blouse. Crawford pretended not to notice. She wiped her lips and cleared her throat.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Panicking a little.”

Crawford held her gaze, the look in his eyes gentle.

“It doesn’t matter what you say, just speak from the heart. Everybody in this room is here to support you, Marissa. Tell them about Brooke. Make her real. If seeing all these people freaks you out, just pretend you’re talking to me. Forget everything else, everyone else.” He gripped her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. His fingers were warm. Strong. “You can do this.”

Marissa smiled weakly and took another sip of water. She glanced back toward the podium.

“Do you know who those people are?” she asked, inclining her head toward the middle-aged couple standing behind Ms. Holt.

Crawford nodded. “They’re Kim Covey’s parents.”

“The Coveys? I didn’t realize they were coming.”

“Ms. Holt didn’t tell you?”

Before he could say more, Holt motioned for Marissa to join her. She looked around for someplace to put her water. A table. Something. Crawford took the bottle from her grasp.

“You’ll do great.”

Wiping her hands on her skirt, she took her place beside Elizabeth Holt.

Chief Abrams took center stage. The brass buttons of his dress uniform glinted in the bright lights.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming today. Two young women in our community are missing.”

The screen flashed, showing two images side by side. Marissa’s heart jolted as she was struck again by the strong resemblance between her daughter and the other missing girl.

“Kim Covey disappeared four weeks ago. Brooke Parker has been missing for five days. We believe these disappearances are the work of a serial kidnapper. This is a very dangerous man. We need your help before any more girls go missing.”



Chapter 21


Brooke’s eyelids eased open. They felt as dry and scratchy as sandpaper. Grainy light filled the cabin. Staring up, she could see the unbroken line of cedar beams overhead and the steep angle of the pitched ceiling. It was unnaturally quiet. The rain had stopped and the wind was still. She was cold, but it was bearable, nowhere near the bone-chilling dampness she’d felt huddled behind the mattress.

Where the hell was she?

Brooke jerked fully awake.

This was a different cabin. He must have moved her here last night. This one was smaller, with a long, rectangular window on the far wall, about seven feet up. If she could get to it, maybe she could find a way out.

She swung her gaze wide, searching for something, anything she could climb on.

A pair of pale-blue eyes collided with hers. Brooke gasped, jolting into an upright position. She scrambled back on the hard pallet of the bed, her back flattened against the wall and gaped at the woman across from her.

The cold eyes looked ancient and alien in the bruised and blood-streaked face. The woman was young, maybe twenty or so, but her puffy eyes and swollen cheeks aged her. She was gagged. Dried blood crusted on the dirty cloth. The smell of stale sweat and urine filled the cabin.

It took a moment for the shock to wear off. Once it had, she eased toward the woman. Brooke grasped the woman’s shoulders and gently turned her around.

The gag was tightly knotted. Gritting her teeth, Brooke struggled to loosen it, but it was no use. Days of soaring blood sugars rendered her fingertips numb. She didn’t have the strength or the dexterity to pry the knot loose.

Her eyes swam with frustrated tears, and she blinked them away. She couldn’t give up. She was this girl’s only hope. Brooke struggled with the knot a few minutes more, but nothing she tried made any difference. So Brooke did the only thing she could. She pulled the knot tighter. The fabric stretched, maybe half an inch. Maybe more.

It wasn’t much, but it was enough to work the gag out of the woman’s mouth. She couldn’t do anything about the zip tie binding the woman’s wrists. Brooke sat back on her heels. Sweat beaded her forehead. The cloth hung like a limp, bloody noose around the woman’s thin neck.

Revulsion mingled with the bile at the back of Brooke’s throat, and she stared into the woman’s battered face. She dropped her gaze, afraid she was looking into some kind of sick carnival glass. Was this her future? Would she end up looking like the woman on the floor, if she survived long enough?

“He shot something into your leg.” The woman spoke in a voice that sounded hoarse and gritty from lack of use.

“Who are you?” Brooke asked in a trembling voice.

“Kim Covey.”

Kim shook the long, matted mane of hair off her forehead giving Brooke an unobstructed view of her face. The purple bruises on her cheeks were fading to a muddy brown. The thin white shirt hanging off her shoulders was soiled and torn. The woman’s stench overpowered the musty smell of the forest floor.

“How long have you been here?”

Kim shook her head. A hopeless look crossed the gaunt face and sent Brooke’s heart racing. “I’ve lost count.”

“I’m Brooke Parker.”

Kim nodded, but there was no curiosity in her vacant stare. No fear either. What had he done to this woman? What was he going to do with her? Fear snaked its way through Brooke’s mind, making clear thought impossible. She swallowed, trying to contain it, trying to focus on Kim Covey—the one human face she’d seen besides his in days.

“How did you get here?”

“He brought me.”

All kinds of gruesome possibilities sprang to Brooke’s fertile mind. Had he drugged Kim? Had he carried her bound and gagged down into the valley? Or worse. Had Kim been lured?

Looking into Kim’s dead eyes, she thought she knew the answer.

“You came willingly?” Brooke asked.

“Didn’t you?”

The bitterness in Kim’s voice corroded Brooke’s composure. Brooke shook her head. Tears filled her eyes, and hate welled up inside her. Hate for the monster who had brought them both here and tied them up like animals. Like some evil kind of god, he held the power of life and death in his hands. They were wholly dependent upon him for everything. Food. Water. Shelter. Everything. If he never came back, they would die here at the bottom of the valley, where no one would ever find them.

“What has he done to you?”

“What do you think?”

“He beat you,” she said. Brooke reached out to touch the deep bruises around Kim’s eyes, the cut on her lips. Kim jerked her chin away and Brooke dropped her hand. He hadn’t just beat this woman—he’d tortured her. “Did he . . .”

She couldn’t force herself to say the word.

“Did he rape me?” Kim asked. The pain in her glacial stare was unbearable. Brooke dropped her gaze. She covered her eyes with her hands, not wanting to see, not wanting to think about what was going to happen to her—what fate awaited them both.

“Why is he doing this?”

“Because he likes to,” Kim said.

The simple, awful truth of it hit her with all the force of a ten-ton weight. The tears she’d been holding back leaked from Brooke’s eyes and slid down her cheeks. She pressed the pads of her fingers against her closed eyelids, trying to stop the flow. Crying was pointless. How many tears had Kim cried, and yet here she was, a broken version of herself.

“He shot something into your leg,” Kim said again. “Some kind of needle. I saw him do it.”

Brooke dropped her hands away from her face. The shock of seeing someone else had driven the words from her mind. She brushed the tears away and tried to focus. Yes. She felt different now. Her muscles no longer screamed at her. And though she was thirsty, her mouth had lost the cotton-dry feel of soaring blood sugars.

“Insulin,” she said, running her hands down her skinny legs. The jeans that had fit like a second skin days ago sagged. She was losing weight. It wasn’t a good sign.

“Insulin. You’re diabetic?”

Brooke nodded, and Kim’s expression darkened.

“He’ll like that,” she said.

A stab of dread sliced through Brooke, and she forced herself to look at Kim’s battered face. “We need to get out of here.”

Kim’s thousand-yard stare stretched out beyond Brooke. Her nod was slow. Her smile was grotesque. Terrifying. Blood crusted her swollen lips, and for the first time, Brooke saw the jagged peaks of Kim’s broken teeth.

“Oh, we will.”



Chapter 22


How many of the righteous sat in this very pew day after day, praying for miracles, praying for jobs, health, wealth? A myriad of secret hopes and dreams offered up to a faceless God. Pathetic souls, looking for forgiveness or deliverance, looking for something spiritual that would lift them up out of the mire and into the rapture, to a holy place. Heaven. Whatever.

But that wasn’t why Drew Matthews was here. There was nothing he needed that he couldn’t already get himself. He longed for neither salvation nor deliverance.

Once, a very long time ago, he’d believed the Sunday school stories about the power of prayer and a benevolent God. Night after night he prayed. But nobody came to his rescue, and left alone with an abusive drunk for a father, he learned all fairy tales lied. There were no happy endings.

And forgiveness? He was beyond asking for that. What would his poor God-fearing mother say about him now, had she lived long enough to see what he’d become? She’d joined her Savior in the heavens above when he was no more than a boy.

So what brought him here to this same pew week after week to stare at the same rosewood altar with the ornate carving of the crucifix hanging above?

The truth was, he liked the dark, the close smell of incense, the candles burning for the righteous, the murmured prayers of the faithful.

He liked the sense of solitude, looking up at the vaulted ceilings, knowing that there was no one staring down in judgment. No vengeful hand of God, poised to reach out of the sky and smite his black soul.

There was no rescue.

Most of all, he came here because he liked the ritual. That’s what Catholics were good at, right? Say the same prayer over and over and expect different results. Yeah. Wasn’t that the very definition of madness?

Slowly, almost reverently, Drew withdrew his mother’s rosary from his pocket, the same rosary she had spent countless hours hunched over in her hospital bed, praying for deliverance. And, well, she’d gotten it now, hadn’t she? Death had relieved her of sickness and pain. Death had removed her to a better place, and left him here. Alone, and very much alive.

He worked the beads methodically through his fingers. Ritual. It had become his friend too, something he could hold on to. Something he could take comfort in. Something that gave him release.

The long string of beads passed from finger to thumb, and still he remained silent. Drew knew the rosary prayers by heart, but he did not pray. Instead, words from his favorite Tennyson poem ran through his head like a song.


Yet all things must die.



The stream will cease to flow;



The wind will cease to blow;



The clouds will cease to fleet;



The heart will cease to beat;



For all things must die.



All things must die.


Drew’s gaze remained fixed on the crucifix until his fingers reached the cross. Only then did he smile.

The soft sound of Alicia’s sniffling broke the spell, and he looked over. Dark smudges of mascara pooled underneath her eyes like slick, oily puddles on a blacktop road. He suppressed the grin and arranged his features into a concerned mask. The hand not holding the rosary reached across to pluck hers from her lap. Their fingers intertwined, and his thumb grazed the naked ring finger of her left hand. He’d place a new ring there. Soon.

His gaze paused on the polished coffin at the front of the church.

“Are you okay?” he asked softly.

Alicia dabbed at her eyes. Splotches of mascara stained the damp wad of tissues, like miniature inkblots from a Rorschach test. He heard the question posed by the state-appointed psychiatrist as clearly as if the man were standing here beside him.


What does this one look like, Andrew?


Drew stared at the mascara stains on the wadded tissue and said the answer without speaking.


Pain.


Alicia blew her nose softly and the choir sang “Nearer My God to Thee.” Drew looked up. A cherubic-looking priest appeared behind the pulpit. With a round fleshy nose and gin-blossomed cheeks, he looked like he’d been hitting the sacramental wine too hard.

“There are no words of comfort at a time like this. We’re gathered here today to say goodbye to Gretchen Lange, who was taken from us too young.”

All across the church, Drew could hear an elegy of muffled sobs. The priest turned his head toward the ebony casket at the front of the church. A spray of pink roses was draped across the coffin.

Alicia shuddered beside him, and Drew slid a comforting arm around her shoulders. He tuned out the vicar’s words. Instead he heard the snort of Gretchen’s bovine laughter.

After an agonizingly long funeral mass, the priest concluded the service, and the mourners lumbered like cattle toward the huge double doors at the back of the church. Drew shepherded Alicia through the crowded aisles of the church toward the exit. He couldn’t stomach another disingenuous eulogy from Gretchen’s family or friends. In life Gretchen had been a pathetic waste of oxygen. Everyone knew it. In death, though, her family and friends glorified her as some kind of saint. Saint Gretchen. Patron of broken-down souls everywhere.

He was halfway to the door when Alicia spoke. Her soft voice didn’t carry over the noise of the assembled crowd, so he bent his head closer.

“I can’t believe Gretchen would do something like this. I mean, I knew she was depressed, but I didn’t think she’d actually . . .” Alicia sniffled again. “You know? Kill herself. Why would she do something so desperate?”

Drew looked down into Alicia’s tearstained face.


Did you know she was on Prozac? Did you know she was fucking Liam?


Drew said neither of these things. Instead he squeezed her hand reassuringly and said what any good boyfriend would. “No one realized how depressed she was.”

“She should have opened up. I would have been there for her. We all would have helped her. If only we’d known.”

“Sometimes there’s nothing you can do,” Drew murmured into her ear. “Sometimes the world has gone so black you can’t imagine any other way out.”

He thought about his mother and how desperate she’d been at the end.

“Why didn’t I go to the bar that night?”

“You were sick.”

Up ahead he spotted a flock of Gretchen’s clucking friends. He was in no mood to hear another word about sweet Gretchen and what a waste it had all been. Alicia was so wrapped up in her own grief, she didn’t notice he was steering her away from them and toward the exit. Ten feet short of the door, he ran straight into the one person he least wanted to see.

Liam stood tall and solemn in his slim-cut Armani suit. His wavy blond hair was freshly cut. He looked fit and tan, like he’d just stepped off a ski slope in Aspen. There was no avoiding him. Liam blocked their path. Drew stiffened. Liam’s cold eyes took slow measure of Drew before his gaze turned toward Alicia. Only then did his glacial stare soften.

“Alicia,” he said in a strained, halting voice.

She stopped in midstride.

“I can’t believe you’d show your face here,” Alicia hissed.

“Please, Alicia, I had no idea what Gretchen was going through. I swear.”

“You expect me to believe that you weren’t using her? Poor Gretchen. She thought you were sincere. She thought you cared for her when, all along, you were only getting what you wanted. You don’t give a damn about anyone besides yourself. You never have.”

At a loss for words, Liam swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat, and a warm, pleasurable glow filled Drew.


Really. Could this day get any better?


Ignoring Drew, Liam took a step toward Alicia, a hand splayed across his chest.

“Alicia, you have to believe me. Until I heard about Gretchen’s suicide note, I had no idea she cared about me that way.”

Alicia’s face contorted. Outrage burned in her bloodshot eyes.

“You were hooking up with her, you sick fuck. Don’t try to deny it. She had pictures of you on her phone.”

Liam ignored the shocked stares from the people standing around him and kept his attention focused solely on Alicia. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could utter another syllable, she raised her hand, palm outward.

“Not another word, Liam. I don’t want to hear any more of your lies.”

“Why would I hurt Gretchen?”

“Because you’re a selfish douche. Because she was going to tell everyone what a shit you are. I will never forgive you for what you did to her. I never want to speak to you again.”

Liam’s face turned ashen. He fell back a step, and his gaze met Drew’s. In that moment he saw a flash of understanding flicker across Liam’s face and he knew one thing for certain.

They both knew Gretchen hadn’t written that note.



Chapter 23


The slick black streets reflected the harsh glare of the car’s headlights as Charles Sully sped south down I-5. Just past Boeing Field, he punched the accelerator down, and the car’s powerful engine emitted a deep and throaty growl, like the snarl of a Bengal tiger. He blew past the little flamer in the Beemer. Superior German engineering, my fucking ass
 . He’d take a good old American classic over some fancy piece of Eurotrash any day.

Sully knew where he was going. The car could almost drive itself. It was still early by the clock, not even nine in the evening yet, but business on the strip would be in full swing.

He needed it.

Since Lara had gotten fat, he’d been getting his rocks off elsewhere. Maybe he’d stick around long enough to see if she lost the baby weight. She’d been smoking hot when they first got together. All that Latin spit and fire. But that was before she got knocked up. Now she was passed out and snoring on the couch by eight thirty every night.

Bad enough he had to listen to her moan about her backaches, deal with her mood swings, and eat Mexican every night because that’s what she said the baby liked. If she stayed fat, he’d fucking dump her. He didn’t want to be saddled with some big heifer.

At first he’d pushed for an abortion, even offered to pay for the whole thing himself, but Lara was dead set against it—said it was against her religion. He was pretty sure fucking was considered a sin too, but that didn’t stop her from spreading her legs any time he wanted.

Lately he’d been thinking that maybe the kid wasn’t such a bad thing after all. It might be nice to have a son. He could teach the kid about cars. Go hunting in the woods. All the things he hadn’t learned from his old man, who’d spent much of his miserable life behind bars.

Sully slowed down on the long strip of the Pacific Coast Highway. The rain had quit and the local wildlife had all crawled out of its hidey-holes. Sully took his time skimming down the streets. Window-shopping was half the fun.

This car was the shit. He liked the way heads turned as he cruised on by. He’d done much of the restoration work himself, right down to the custom paint job at his uncle’s shop.

The girl standing at the corner was cute, with wavy blonde hair hanging halfway to her ass. Tight jeans. White rabbit-fur coat. She looked hot. He skimmed the curb and rolled down the window.

She leaned in. She wasn’t a real blonde, but that was okay. Her mocha-colored skin was a shade dark for his taste. Good teeth. Freaky green eyes. Pretty enough. Too skinny to be a cop.

“Do you date?” he asked.

“What kind of girl were you looking for?”

“Someone who is up for a bit of everything.”

Sully didn’t like the way she eyed him, like he was a rotting piece of meat. Fucking women and their big fucking attitudes. Would it kill her to smile and act nice? She was the one out selling her wares. A little sugar from her might help sweeten the deal.

“Fifty,” she said, smacking her fat lips.

Sully’s hands clenched the steering wheel. Whore
 .

“Are you out of your fucking mind?”

He punched down on the accelerator and the tires squealed on the wet pavement. The girl jumped back just in time, and he merged back into traffic. Fifty bucks for her skinny ass? Jesus. Who the hell did she think she was? The Queen of fucking Sheba?

He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw her standing on the corner, one hand propped on a bony hip. Her other hand flipped him the bird.

Half a block away, he spied another blonde. Black skin. He hadn’t had someone like her in a while. He slowed down and she smiled. She was missing a tooth. Others had turned dark. Nasty little tweaker. He sped up and cruised on by.

Pickings were slim tonight. The lousy weather wasn’t helping. He might actually have to pay the bitch fifty bucks if he didn’t find something better soon. He’d wipe the smug look right off her face.

Then he spied her stepping out from the shadows toward the edge of the curb.

Blonde. Skinny. White. Nice rack. Not as pretty as the first girl, but hey, what the fuck? He wouldn’t be looking at her face.

He eased the car in beside her. She propped her pointy elbows on the window frame.

Up close she was young. Maybe sixteen or seventeen. Young was good. Smooth skin. Tight ass. He’d pay more for someone that young. And if she was really good, maybe he wouldn’t hurt her.

“Looking for some fun?” she asked.

He felt himself stir.

“Always.”

Sully pulled two twenty-dollar bills from the wad of cash in his pocket and set them on the dash. The girl stole a quick backward glance over her shoulder and climbed in.

Sully peeled off of the strip, heading east toward Military Road. Silver streetlights cut through the gloom. Houses and trees flashed by. There were a few places he liked to go—quiet, dark places where they could be alone.

The girl looked nervous. She sat staring out the windshield, digging around in her purse.

“You good?” he asked, shooting her a sidelong glance.

She nodded. Face pale. “Where are we going?”

She spoke well. Educated. Not like most of the girls around here.

Something wasn’t right. Sully could feel it deep in his bones. His gaze flicked to the rearview mirror, half expecting to see a cop cruiser tailing him, but the streets were empty. Good thing too. One more conviction and the only way he’d see his son was from behind bars.

“I said, where are we going?” she said, louder this time. More shrill. Like she was scared or something.

“There’s this place not far from here I like. You’ll see.”

Sully swerved onto a side road. One of those dead-end streets that overlooked the valley. There was a turnout a mile or so ahead. He and his high school buddies used to come out here to smoke dope. That had been before the shit was legal. He spied a break in the pine trees and took it. He slowed down, and the trees closed in around them. Tires rumbled along the gravel path. Lights twinkled in the valley below. Sully killed the engine.

Sully turned toward her. Her face was in shadow. All he could see was the soft glimmer of her blonde hair. He reached out to touch it. But it felt wrong. She felt wrong.

“Is this where you brought her?” the girl asked.

Sully frowned in the dark, sparks of anger igniting in his chest.

“What?”

“Is this where you brought her?” Louder now. Accusing.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

Sully’s hand shot out and grabbed a fistful of blonde hair. It came away in his hand. His fingers popped open and the wig slid to the floor.

“What did you do with her, you sick fuck?”

Sully’s other hand shot out toward her, fingers grasping the thin fabric of her shirt. He yanked her toward him. Without the wig, he saw it. Green eyes. Short, spiky black hair. The lesbo from the bar. The one with all the attitude.

“You,” he growled between clenched teeth.

She wrenched free from his grasp and reared back, head smacking against the passenger’s window with a dull crack. The purse tumbled from her lap.

“What did you do with her?” she screamed at him.

“Who?”

“Brooke!”

“You’re fucking crazy, bitch.”

“I know what you did.”

“You don’t know shit.”

She’d pay for screwing with him.

The girl lunged for the door. He grabbed her and yanked her back by the hair. Her head twisted around. Hate spilled from her eyes. Sully cocked his fist. She knocked his arm away and Sully heard a hiss. He screamed, covered his face. His eyes were on fire.

The passenger’s door burst open and she spilled from the car. Sully screamed. He couldn’t let her get away, couldn’t let her go to the cops with some crazy story. They would think he was guilty.

He pushed open his door and stumbled after her. He slipped on the bed of wet leaves and landed hard on his knees. He lurched to his feet and lunged straight ahead. His fingers brushed the back of her jacket.

“Get away from me, you freak,” she yelled.

She was close. Sully staggered toward her, eyes burning, tears streaming down his face. He couldn’t see shit, but there was no fucking way he would let her go.

He grabbed her coat and jerked her back. She stumbled. Cursed. Sully grabbed hold of her. Her face was a small white blur. His fist closed, poised to strike. She’d learn to keep her fucking mouth shut.

Pain. A bright flash of pain bolted through Sully’s chest. His knees buckled and he tumbled to the ground.



Chapter 24


Seth sipped the cold coffee on his desk and dialed the number on the pink message slip. It was late and he knew the chances of actually catching Dr. Rahul Jain in person were slim. He was already composing a message in his head when someone picked up the receiver.

“Dr. Jain.”

“Hey, Rahul. It’s Seth Crawford.”

“Seth. Right. I got your message. Sorry, I was too busy to call you back. You wanted to talk about Charles Sully. What’s he done now?”

The unexpected greeting knocked Seth off stride, and he knew he wasn’t going to like what came next.

“I’m investigating the disappearance of a college student, and I’m wondering if Sully’s our guy.”

“A girlfriend?” Rahul asked.

Past behavior was the best indicator of future behavior, Seth knew, and Sully’s record spoke for itself.

“No, just a chance encounter at a bar. Sully hit on her, and she blew him off. Is he the type of guy to retaliate?”

Rahul paused, mulling the question over for a moment or two.

“Typically I see two kinds of abusers in my line of work. Both are violent. The first is an iceberg. Calm. Almost glacial. With guys like this, their pulse rate rarely spikes during an assault. They attack and move on. The second is a volcano ready to explode. They tend to pick victims close to them, like family members or partners. They are all emotion and violence. Sully is the second kind.”

“So this girl’s rejection could have triggered him?”

“Could have, but I see Sully as the kind of guy who, after getting rejected at the bar, goes home and beats the shit out of his girlfriend.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Most bullies are cowards, and the girlfriend is a safe target.”

“But he’s a violent guy. He could have snapped.”

“It’s always possible. Maybe he had a bad day—fought with his girlfriend or someone at work. Could be that he meets a girl in a bar who says the wrong thing and triggers his rage. There is no doubt in my mind he hates women. But here’s the kicker—if he’s that close to losing his shit, chances are good he’ll take it all the way.”

“And kill her,” Seth said, dreading the inevitable, bloody outcome.

“Could be. But Sully’s not a planner. He’s not a slow-burn kind of guy. If an attack occurred, it would likely be a spur-of-the-moment thing. You saw Sully’s record. His mother has a no-contact order in place. The girl he beat was messed up pretty bad. In both cases the bloody fingerprints led straight to him.”

“Is it possible he learned to cover his tracks in lockup?”

“Anything is possible. Just when I think I’ve got it all figured out, someone manages to surprise me.” Rahul paused. “So, what do you think? Are you dealing with an iceberg or a volcano?”

“I don’t know yet.”

The answer, while honest, was wholly unsatisfactory, and Seth knew he had to answer it soon. Time was ticking. And if this was a serial lunatic, it was only a matter of time before he grabbed another girl.

The phone beeped, and he saw a familiar number flash by.

“Thanks for your help, Rahul. I’ve got to grab the other line.” He jabbed a button on his phone. “Crawford.”

“Do you know Tess Turner?” Detective Linda Garcia asked.

Seth’s brow wrinkled. “Yeah. I’m investigating her roommate’s disappearance. Why?”

“I have her in custody. You need to come down here.”

“I’m on my way.”

#

Linda Garcia had the face of an angel and the voice of a hard-core smoker. A ten-year veteran of SPD, she had worked with Seth on a number of cases, and he knew she was sharp.

“Where’s Tess?” he asked.

“In there, cooling off.” Garcia hooked a thumb toward an interrogation room.

“What happened?”

“A couple of kids called it in. They were out on Military Road when they heard screaming. Ms. Turner was attacking some guy with a Taser. He’s in rough shape. Apparently she pepper-sprayed him before she tased him, poor bastard.”

“What were the kids doing out there?”

“Smoking dope. Not that we caught them with anything.” Garcia rolled her eyes.

“Who’s the guy?”

“Charles Sully.”

“Aw, shit.”

“You don’t look surprised.”

“I’m not.”

“What do you want me to do with her?” Garcia asked.

Seth brushed a hand across his eyes and shook his head. Stupid girl. He had half a mind to let Garcia charge her with assault. Maybe then she’d learn her lesson.

“I’ll talk to her,” Seth said. “Where’s Sully?”

“In the room across the hall.”

Tess Turner slouched in a chair behind a long, bare table. He barely recognized her underneath the thick layer of makeup smudged across her face. She recognized him well enough. Her chin inched up at a defiant angle as their eyes locked. Seth closed the door behind him.

“What the hell did you think you were doing?”

“Well, someone had to keep an eye on that psycho.”

Sorely tempted to slap some sense into her, Seth planted his clenched fists on the table.

“Detective Garcia wants to charge you with assault.”

“Me? What about that freak? He’s the one you should be arresting.”

“What for?”

“What do you think? He’s got Brooke.”

“And you know that how?”

Seth stepped away from the table, his hands swinging wide. Tess scowled like a petulant teenager. She crossed her arms and stared down at the toes of her boots. Hooker boots,
 he thought. Goes with the hooker outfit.


“It’s obvious, isn’t it? He was pissed at Brooke for rejecting him, so he went after her.”

“Do you have any evidence, Nancy Drew, or is your feminine intuition telling you this?”

Tess’s mouth dropped open. Anger flashed in her eyes. “You know I’m right.”

“Do I?” Seth raked a hand through his hair and reined in his own temper. “Okay, Ms. Turner, tell me about this brilliant plan of yours.”

“I thought if I could get him to pick me up, I might be able to get him to confess.”

“Confess? You think it’s that easy? Do you know the kind of danger you put yourself in? What if he has Brooke? What if he recognized you?”

“He recognized me, all right.”

“Jesus Christ.”

Tess’s skirt rode high up on her thighs, and she tugged it down an inch or two, still revealing more leg than was decent. Seth looked away, dropping his head into his hands.

“Maybe you should spend a night or two in jail. Maybe that would drill some sense into that thick head of yours.”

“You can’t be serious. I was protecting myself.”

“It didn’t look that way to the kids who called it in.”

“He was going to hurt me.”

“And what, exactly, were you expecting? You’re dressed up like a hooker. You got into his car with him willingly. He drove you to a remote location. What did you think he was going to do? Read you poetry? He’s a dangerous guy. Best-case scenario, you get raped and dumped off by the side of the road. Worst-case scenario, you disappear too. How does that help Brooke?”

“You could arrest him for solicitation.”

“And you for prostitution?”

Tess didn’t answer. She avoided his gaze, but Seth didn’t let up. He glared at her. A heavy silence stretched out between them, and his anger finally subsided.

“Why didn’t you tell me about the other guy at the bar?”

Tess stared at him with the wide, startled eyes of a doe. “Who?”

“Don’t play games,” Seth said. “I saw the surveillance video from the Chapel. Sully wasn’t the only guy you talked to that night.”

“Oh, him.”

“Yeah, him. Who is he?”

Tess shrugged her tiny shoulders. The torn collar of her flimsy black shirt slipped down, exposing the strap of a hot-pink camisole. Crawford looked away.

“Nobody. Sully was being an asshole and this guy pretended to be Brooke’s boyfriend to back Sully off.”

“And it worked?”

“Yeah, Sully left Brooke alone after that.”

“Did Brooke know the guy?”

Tess shook her head. “Neither of us did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t think about it. He was a nice guy, not a creep like Sully.”

“Are there any other unimportant details you’d care to share?”

Tess rolled her eyes. “No.”

Seth blew out a long breath.

“I’m not going to warn you again, Tess. Stay away from Charles Sully. Now go wash that shit off your face. I’ll have an officer drive you back to campus.”

“I can find my own way home.”

Defiance flashed in her green eyes. Seth’s jaw tensed.

“I’m not kidding. I’ll arrest you for interfering with a police investigation if I have to. Do you understand me?”

He stared her down until she answered.

“Yes, sir,” she snapped.

“Get out of here.”

Tess rose from the chair. She swayed her hips in an exaggerated gait on her way out of the room, no doubt for his benefit.

Seth rose from the chair and strode across the hall.

Charles Sully looked fidgety. Cracking his knuckles, he ran his gaze along the perimeter of the room. Looking for cameras, Seth surmised as he studied Sully through the one-way mirror.

“You want some company?” Linda Garcia asked, peering through the glass at Sully.

“Sure. It might unnerve him to have a woman in the room.”

Seth opened the door. He slapped a thick file folder down on the desk, and Sully sneered. He rolled his red, swollen eyes skyward.

“Tell us what happened, Charles.”

“Nothing.”

“That’s not what she says.”

“The bitch is lying.”

“Funny. She says the same thing about you.”

Garcia was right. Sully looked like shit. His eyes were red and swollen, no doubt still burning from the pepper spray. Sweat beaded on Sully’s forehead.

“You’re a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier than she is, and you expect us to believe she attacked a big guy like you unprovoked?” Garcia said.

Sully turned his sharp gaze her way. “That’s what I’m telling you.”

“Why would she do that?” Seth asked.

Sully’s gaze turned back toward him. “I don’t know. I wasn’t doing anything.”

“What were you doing out in the woods?”

“We were just talking.”

“Talking?” Garcia emitted a short bark of laughter and exchanged a skeptical look with Seth.

Sully’s jaw clenched. “I didn’t lay a fucking hand on her.”

“Then how did her shirt get ripped?” Garcia asked.

Sully’s head tipped back. “I don’t know.”

“I’m sure.”

Sully lapsed into a sulky silence.

Seth picked up the file and thumbed through the contents. He pulled out a photograph of Brooke Parker and placed it on the table. “What do you know about her?”

Sully’s eyes flicked to the photo. This guy was no poker player. His cheeks flushed. A vein bulged at his temple.

“Nothing.”

“Is that right? You’ve never seen this girl?”

Sully dropped his gaze to the floor. “Not that I recall.”

“Were you at the Chapel last Saturday night?”

“I might have been.”

“You don’t recall?”

Sully shook his head.

“What would you say if I told you that we found Brooke Parker earlier this afternoon? She’s recovering now and soon she’ll be talking to our investigators about her ordeal. What’s she going to tell us about you, Charles?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing to tell.”

Sully’s eyes blazed with hostility. Seth closed the file folder and pitched it back on the desk. He laced his fingers on the table, his lips stretched into a smug smile.

“Okay, Charles. You’re free to go. We’ll be in touch.”

Seth watched Charles Sully stride from the squad room. He would have preferred not to push Sully right now, but Tess had forced his hand.

Garcia closed the door. “What do you think?” she asked.

“He’s lying. I have video placing him at Parker’s last known location. I have his photo posted to her Facebook page. What I don’t have is any physical evidence linking him to the actual abduction.”

“He’s an angry son of a bitch.”

“Yeah, but is he a killer?”



Chapter 25


Charles Sully wanted to shred someone. Sprung from the police station, he beelined it to his favorite hangout, a dive bar not far from his house. The familiar smell of stale beer and cigarettes hit him as soon as he walked through the door. Management hadn’t seen fit to change the carpets in the past two decades of spilled beer, blood, and puke. Some customers complained about the stink, but Sully didn’t mind. To him the place smelled like home.

Some asshole stood blocking the path to the bar, and Sully shoved him out of the way. Guy was shooting pool with his buddies, too fucking stupid to pay attention to what was going on around him. The city was crawling with fucking clueless hipster douchebags. Why didn’t they stick to their overpriced clubs with their stuck-up twat girlfriends? Why did they have to come here? This place had been blue-collar long before the tech industry had overrun Seattle.

“What’s your problem?” the guy asked, trying to sound tough.

Sully didn’t stop to answer. He just pushed his way through the herd of sheep crowded around the pool tables and followed the glow of the neon beer signs. The cell phone in his pocket buzzed. Gritting his teeth, he withdrew it.

Lara was calling. Checking up on him. Fucking bitch.

All he wanted was to sit and drink in peace, but no. The bar was crammed with stupid fucks who didn’t have the common sense to get the hell out of the way. Then Lara, who couldn’t spend one fucking night home alone without calling. He could already hear her whiny voice in his head.


Where are you, Carlos? When will you be home, Carlos? Can you bring me some milk, Carlos?


On and on and fucking on until he was ready to explode.

Planting his meaty forearms on the sticky bar, Sully ordered a beer and a shot of tequila. The fat bartender, Terry, nodded. Sully downed the first shot. The bitter taste of tequila burned down his throat and settled in a satisfying glow deep in his belly.

The fucking police had hauled him in. That’s all he needed, the police poking around in his shit.

He wanted another drink, but Terry was gabbing with some fat fuck at the end of the bar. He eyed the slutty waitress buzzing around the bar in her miniskirt. She blew past him without sparing him a glance. Clenching his teeth, Sully pounded the shot glass against the smooth, lacquered wood hard enough to draw attention to the fact that he was sitting down here without a shot.

Was it too much to ask for Terry to get his fat ass down here with a refill instead of shooting the shit with some other douche at the end of the bar? It wasn’t social hour. He had a job to do.

Terry turned, his beady eyes fixed on Sully. He held up the empty shot glass. Red-faced and annoyed, Terry nodded, getting the point.


About goddamned time.


Sully gripped the frosty pint glass in his fist.

Why couldn’t they just leave him the fuck alone? Lara, the police, that fucking dyke that had set him up.


Stupid fucking cunt.


She had no idea of the hornet’s nest she’d stirred up.

Sully guzzled down the pint. The chilled, frothy beer slid down his throat but did nothing to quench the burning anger bubbling up inside his gut.

The bitch should have minded her own business. She should have kept her mouth shut. She should have just left him alone. But no. She was too stupid for that.

Someone should teach her a lesson. Someone should shut the dumb bitch up.

Fists clenched, knuckles turning white, Sully downed the second shot.



Chapter 26


Thursday morning and Marissa felt on the verge of collapse. The emotional toll of baring her soul to the press yesterday, along with the constant panic of not knowing where her daughter was, had sapped what strength remained. And it was only eleven o’clock. There was still a hell of a lot of day to get through.

Henry Cahill had called them all into the conference room to discuss his latest findings. Detective Crawford sat beside her, a skeptical look on his face.

“So, Brooke turned off the location preferences on her social media account,” Crawford said, repeating Cahill’s words.

“Right. For this photo. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

“Not really.”

“Why for this photo? Presumably the picture of a guy who wigged her out?” Cahill asked. Crawford flipped his hand palm-up, his patience wearing thin. Cahill’s brows arched. “So what if I told you the picture of Charles Sully replaced a different picture?”

Crawford leaned forward in his chair, fully engaged now. “What do you mean?”

“The database record has been modified.”

“Hold it. You hacked into their database?”

“Well, hypothetically speaking, if one were to do that sort of thing, one might uncover an anomaly with the database record.”

“Hypothetically?”

“Hacking into their database might be considered illegal, so let’s say if someone were to do just that, they may be able to find out where the person was when they edited the posting, uploading the picture of Charles Sully.”

Cahill’s lips broke into a sly smile.

“Okay,” said Crawford, “so say Brooke uploads a photo to her Facebook site, then Brooke . . .”

“Or someone else . . .”

“Right, or someone else changes the post, replacing the original picture with Sully’s.”

“Exactly. And let’s say the new picture was uploaded in a coffee shop in Belltown on Sunday morning, a little after ten a.m.”

“Hold it. I thought the location services were turned off.”

“Well, what do you think is easier? Stripping the GPS data before the picture is uploaded, or not showing the GPS data in the user interface?”

“So all that info is still stored in the database? The preference controls whether the data is shown or not?”

“Gold star, Detective Crawford,” Cahill said.

“Any chance of recovering the original photo—the one replaced by Sully’s?”

“Unfortunately not. But if the coffee shop has a surveillance camera . . .”

“Right.”

Marissa got lost in all the technical jargon, but looking pleased with himself, Cahill handed Crawford a piece of paper with the name of the coffee shop and the time of the transaction. The group stood and filed out of the conference room ahead of Marissa.

Just outside the conference room door, her cell phone rang. Marissa’s heart jumped. Brooke? Please let it be Brooke. She opened her purse and started digging.


Ring.


Why couldn’t she find anything in this damned purse? A hairbrush and wadded receipts spilled onto the floor as she frantically searched for the phone. Marissa ducked into the conference room and frisked the pockets.


Ring.


Desperate, she yanked the purse open wide and upended it onto the table. Coins whirred along the smooth surface. Keys clanged. She scattered the contents with trembling hands, fingers finally latching on to the phone.

She pressed the answer button and clamped the phone against her ear.

“Hello,” she said, sounding like she’d just sprinted a mile.

“Ms. Rooney, this is Clarissa Erwin from Renton High.”


Kelly?


“What’s wrong? Is Kelly all right?”

“Well, that’s what I’m calling about. There’s been a fight on school property.”

“A fight? Is Kelly hurt?”

“Not seriously, but . . .” The woman’s voice trailed off.


Not seriously? What the hell does that mean?


“But what?” she demanded. “Where is Kelly?”

“She’s been taken to the Renton police station along with the other students involved in the altercation.”

“She’s at the police station? What for?”

“Like I said, there was a fight on school property.”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“Maybe it’s best if you just went down there.”

It was the first thing the woman had said that made any sense.

Marissa hung up and yanked the purse open. She grabbed fistfuls of her belongings off the table and stuffed them back in.

“Ms. Rooney, is everything okay?”

Marissa whirled around. Detective Crawford stood in the doorway. He set a handful of her belongings on the table beside the purse.

“Yes . . . no . . . shit.” She pressed her palms to her burning cheeks. “There’s been a fight at school and Kelly’s at the Renton police station. I need to go. Now.”

“Want a ride?”

Marissa stared at him. She didn’t have her car, which meant waiting for the train, which would take longer. She had no idea where to go or what she was walking into. Having a police officer with her would make things so much easier. Having Crawford with her revealed a reservoir of strength she hadn’t known she had.

“Would you?”

“Let’s go.”

Marissa opened the door to Crawford’s gray Nissan Altima. The pine-forest scent assaulted her nose as she settled into the passenger’s seat. The interior was in pristine condition. There were none of the empty coffee cups, fast food wrappers, or other evidence of unclean living she’d expected to see in a cop’s car.

They were halfway to Boeing Field before Marissa realized she’d left without telling Elizabeth Holt where she was going. Second day on the job and she’d gone AWOL, followed Crawford out of the building like some kind of zombie.

Now they were speeding down I-5, heading south of the city. Industrial buildings flew by. They were making good time. Then Marissa looked up to see four lanes of red taillights ahead.

“Damn it,” she growled.

Crawford maneuvered his way to the left lane and flipped on a switch. The police light on his dash sprang to life, flashing red and blue. Drivers shuffled aside, grudgingly allowing them past.

“Did they tell you why Kelly was taken to the police station?”

“There was some kind of fight at the school. I’m not even sure if she’s hurt.”

“If she was badly hurt, they would have taken her to the hospital,” he said, sounding like a cop.

Marissa saw the flashing lights of a fire truck and a police cruiser up ahead, alongside a wide field of scattered debris.

“Has Kelly ever been in trouble before?” Crawford asked.

Marissa shook her head. “She’s never been a star student, but she was always able to find her niche—art, band, whatever.”

Crawford honked at a red Honda Civic blocking his way. The driver eased over and Crawford squeezed his car around on the shoulder. Closer to the scene now, Marissa saw a Dodge Ram stopped by the side of the road, trunk bunched in like an accordion. There wasn’t much left of the Subaru Outback smashed into the guardrail up ahead.

Marissa caught sight of the truck’s driver. Sprawled over the steering wheel, bright-red blood sheeting down one side of her pale face. The firemen were talking to her, but she wasn’t moving.

Marissa’s gut clenched as she thought about the woman’s family and how their lives would change. How at some point today they would get a call and their lives would take a hard right, forcing them off the path they’d been on and into the unknown.

She thought about Brooke. Alone. Scared. Hurting. Her stomach rolled. Covering her mouth, she looked away from the mangled cars.

A state trooper waved them over. Lowering the window, Crawford flashed his badge.

“We need to get to Renton ASAP.”

“Well, shit.” The state trooper looked at the scene, then back at Crawford. “Stay as far left as you can manage.”

Crawford nodded. The trooper straightened away from the car and waved them through. Glass and plastic crunched and popped beneath the Nissan’s wheels as the scene disappeared in the rearview mirror.

Bare trees lined both sides of the highway. Their naked branches scratched the bleak sky. The familiar sprawl of  Westfield Southcenter Mall passed, and Marissa knew they were close. Five more minutes and they’d reach the station. And then what?

“You said Kelly just started at this school?”

“We moved to Renton in June. She was at Redmond High last year.”

Crawford whistled. “Redmond to Renton. That’s a pretty big change.”

Marissa stiffened. She knew the schools weren’t as good here. Redmond was full of white-collar professionals, folks who worked at Nintendo, Microsoft, Group Health, and other large conglomerates. Renton was a blue-collar town. Aside from the Boeing plant, the downtown was small and grimy, filled with stores struggling to stay afloat in this tough economy. Renton was all she could afford within driving distance of the city since the split.

“Yeah, well. Divorce sucks,” she grumbled.

Crawford didn’t respond. Marissa glanced over. There was no ring on his finger, and she wondered if he was divorced, if he knew what it was like to cleave your life from another person’s. How messy it all was.

They drove the rest of the way in silence. Crawford pulled into the salmon-colored building off Grady Way. He flashed his badge and told the clerk whom they were there to see. She was escorted to the waiting area while he disappeared through a heavy steel door.

Half a dozen people filled the waiting area. A man with a scrubby beard and overbright eyes turned toward Marissa.

“Rejoice, sister,” he said. “Those who know not suffering know not God.”

Marissa turned away and stared at the door. The minutes crawled by.

Finally Crawford emerged from the back, striding down the hall with Kelly in tow.

Marissa rushed forward and clasped Kelly in a fierce hug. Pulling away, she caught sight of the bruises and swelling around Kelly’s eyes. Chin held high, Kelly stared at her mother as if daring her to say a word. Marissa kept her jaw clenched tight, not trusting herself to speak.

They walked to the car, and Kelly slouched in the backseat. Marissa glanced over at Detective Crawford. God, what he must think of her. Of her family. Everything was so screwed up.

Marissa was surprised when Crawford didn’t drop them off at the curb outside their house. He followed them inside. Kelly dropped her backpack on the floor beside the closet door and turned on Marissa.

“Before you accuse me of doing anything, I want you to know, I didn’t start it.”

Marissa bristled at Kelly’s defensive tone.

“If you didn’t do anything wrong, what were you doing at the police station? Why did I have to leave work to bail you out?”

“Nobody bailed me out.”

“Really?” Marissa fisted her hands on her hips. “You really want to get into a semantic argument with me right now?”

Kelly’s face flushed red as she glared at Marissa. Her mouth opened and she was about to blast back when Detective Crawford silenced her with his open palm.

“Apparently Kelly was jumped by a group of girls. She defended herself.”

“If Kelly was attacked, why was she pulled into the police station?”

Crawford exchanged a glance with Kelly before looking back at Marissa.

“Because she had a knife.”

“What? You brought a knife to school?” The sudden realization of how much worse the situation could have been hit her with full force.

“Have they been threatening you, Kelly?” Crawford asked.

“Yes,” Kelly said, ignoring Marissa. “They’ve been on my ass ever since I started. On Monday they knocked me down and took my flute.”

“They stole your flute? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“What could you do about it? Call their mothers?”

“Kelly,” Crawford said.

She rolled her eyes. “Seriously,” she muttered under her breath.

“I can’t believe you brought a knife to school. Jesus.”

Anger and incredulity flashed in Kelly’s eyes.

“You’d rather I let them beat the shit out of me? You don’t know what it’s like there. You want everything to be fine, but it’s not. You’re not the one dealing with the shit that goes on there, Mom—the drugs, the gangs, you name it. I’m not going back there. I’ll drop out of school. I’ll . . .”

Angry tears shone in Kelly’s eyes and Marissa took a step toward her, desperately wanting to close the distance between them, but Kelly turned away. Marissa wrapped her empty arms around her torso. As if sensing how close she was to the breaking point, Crawford intervened.

“Can I have a minute alone with your mom?”

“Fine.”

Kelly stormed from the room. The bedroom door slammed so hard the walls shook, and Marissa was left alone with Crawford. She pressed her hands against her burning cheeks and stared at the floor.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me I’m handling the situation wrong.”

“I wouldn’t presume.”

Marissa leaned back against the cupboard and waited for the lecture to begin, but it didn’t. Crawford sat down at the table and motioned for her to join him. She didn’t want to sit. She wanted to march into Kelly’s room and settle this thing. But she couldn’t ignore his request. He’d been good enough to come to her rescue at the police station. She owed it to him to hear him out.

Reluctantly she pushed away from the counter and took the chair across from him.

“How much trouble is Kelly in?”

“The police aren’t going to press charges, but it’s quite likely Kelly will be suspended. Maybe even expelled.”

“Expelled? But what about the girls who attacked her?”

“They’ll be disciplined too. Unfortunately Kelly’s choice of weapon will weigh heavily into their decision.”

An angry bark of laughter bubbled up from Marissa’s chest.

“So Kelly gets attacked and they’re worried about what kind of knife she brought to defend herself? This is insane.”

“It’s not fair. From Kelly’s point of view, she felt threatened by these girls, and rightfully so. It’s a rough school. While I don’t agree with what she did, I understand why she did it. Bottom line, you need help.”

“Psychological help? Like a therapist or something?”

Crawford smiled gently. “I was thinking more like family support, like maybe Kelly should transfer schools.”

How was Marissa supposed to arrange that? It wasn’t like she could drive across to the Kent school district and enroll Kelly there. Besides, who was to say any of the local schools would be any better? And she sure as hell couldn’t afford private school.

“Do you have family? Someone who can help out with Kelly?”

“It’s just me. It’s always been just me.”

Marissa sighed. She was pathetic. Thirty-six years old and what did she have to show for it? She had no one she could count on, no one to support her. Tears stung her eyes. Horrified, she covered her face and bit the inside of her cheek. She wouldn’t cry in front of him. If she cried now, she might never stop.

“It’s going to be okay,” Crawford said, resting a hand on her elbow.

She flinched away, dropping her hands and glaring at him.

“I’m not stupid. Things are not okay. Brooke is missing. Kelly hates me. I’ve done everything I can to give these girls a decent life. I fed them, clothed them, made sure they went to school, stayed off drugs, didn’t get pregnant. I worked any job I could get to put a roof over their heads. I tried to build a family for them, and every single time things fell apart. Shit just doesn’t work out. I learned that the hard way. I make mistakes. I pick the wrong men. Maybe my mother’s right. I deserve this.”

She dropped her gaze to the table, wrapping her arms tight around her chest. She couldn’t spend another second looking into his kind eyes without losing it.

“None of this is your fault, Marissa.”

A pained smile twisted her lips.

“The day I left home, my mother said God would punish me for my sins. Apparently she was right.”

“Parents say a lot of things they don’t mean.”

Marissa gave a shaky nod and cast her gaze toward the window at the gloomy sky. She wished she could believe him, but she’d stopped believing in God when she was just a kid. Maybe this was his punishment, his way of getting even.

“I have to get back to the station,” Crawford said, breaking into her thoughts. “Are you all right?”

Marissa nodded. Crawford’s chair scraped against the tile floor. She rose from the table and followed him to the door. She had a crazy urge to grab his hand. She didn’t want him to go. He was so calm. So sane. She wasn’t sure she could handle any of this alone.

“Thanks for helping out with Kelly today.”

“I was glad to help.”

His hand gripped the doorknob, and he hesitated, turning back toward Marissa.

“I don’t want to overstep here, but I do have one small piece of advice. Just listen to Kelly. She needs to know you understand her side of the story, no matter what it is.”

“You’re heading back to the station?”

“I need to get the surveillance footage from the coffee shop where the photo of Charles Sully was uploaded.”



Chapter 27


Tree branches whipped her face. The wet wind plastered her hair to her head. She could see the headlights shimmering up ahead. She had to keep running. Faster. He was close behind.

“Brooke,” he screamed, his voice filled with rage.

Another burst of adrenaline shot through her. He was gaining.

Her muscles burned with lactic acid. Her blood sugars soared and she panted, trying to catch her breath. Her lungs were on fire, and close behind her, she could hear his heavy footsteps closing in, crashing through the brush.

The hillside was steep, and she clambered up the slippery terrain. Her feet slid. She grabbed a fistful of vines. Blackberry bushes. The spikes bit into her hands, drawing blood, but she didn’t care. She climbed. The lights drew closer. She had to get to the road. Ten or fifteen feet. That was all. She was close, so close.

A hand closed around her ankle and gave it a vicious yank. She fell. She tasted mud and filth and blood.


Oh God.


The blood rushed through her ears, as fast and as constant as the rising river outside the cabin. Brooke’s eyes opened. Her vision was blurred. Her blood sugar was soaring, and she was dying of thirst.

Her heart still pounding, she pressed her hand to her chest, trying to shake off the panic, but the nightmare had seemed so real. So real. Oh, shit.

She pushed herself up into a sitting position and brushed her hair back with trembling fingers.

He wasn’t here. But he would come back.

Time was running out. She felt it in the screaming of her muscles, the aching of her joints. She needed insulin, but she only had one pen. How many more shots were left? Without a glucometer, she had no way of telling how much she really needed. And when the insulin ran out, she was as good as dead.

No. She didn’t want to die here. She had to wake Kim. They had to find a way out. Together they could figure it out.

Pain throbbed through Brooke’s body. Moving was hard. She shifted onto her knees and squinted in the waning light. But Kim wasn’t on the bed.

Confused, she swung her gaze wide. Rocking back on her heels, she looked up.

Bile rose at the back of her throat. The breath rushed from her lungs, and she screamed.



Chapter 28


Outside the window the gray sky turned black. Marissa ripped off the nicotine patch she’d applied earlier that day and rifled through the kitchen drawers, searching for the last package of cigarettes she’d stowed there—for emergencies. Well, this sure as hell qualified. She slammed the junk drawer shut and opened the next. Nothing. Dammit. She finally found a pack in the bottom drawer, shoved underneath a stack of hideous blue place mats.

Her fingers shaking, she pulled out a cigarette and lit up.

It tasted stale as shit, but that didn’t stop her. She cracked the kitchen window open an inch and blew the smoke outside, not wanting Kelly to know just how weak she was. Halfway through she ground the cigarette out in the sink. Her head pounded with a blistering headache. Nine Inch Nails blasted from the speakers in Kelly’s room, and Marissa knew she was stalling.

Hours had passed. She had to talk to Kelly. She had to stay calm, because Crawford was right. She needed to listen to her daughter, without interrupting, without losing her temper.

Marissa crossed the kitchen and knocked on her daughter’s door.

“Kelly,” she called, and waited for some acknowledgement. The music blared. “I know you’re angry, but we need to work through this.”

She rested her forehead on the cool surface of the door. Her temples throbbed to the bass line of “Head Like a Hole.”

Marissa knocked again, louder this time, and still Kelly didn’t answer.

“Look, I know I shouldn’t have yelled at you, but I was scared. I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you. I’ll go to the school and talk to the principal. I know you don’t feel safe there. We’ll figure something out. I promise.”

Dammit, Kelly was every bit as obstinate as her father was. Every single time they’d gotten into a fight, he had gone storming out, leaving her behind to stew. Sometimes he’d be gone for days, leaving her alone with the kids. She’d never known whether he was coming back or not. And then one day he hadn’t.

Marissa hammered on the door.

“Come on, Kelly. Hiding in there won’t fix anything. You have to talk to me. Are you even listening? Turn the music down.”

Marissa waited. The music wailed and Kelly stubbornly refused to respond. Anger bubbling over, she grabbed the knob and flung the door wide.

The room was dark.

“Kelly?”

No answer. The bass guitar throbbed in time with her pounding headache. Marissa pressed a hand to her temple and flicked on the lights. Kelly was nowhere in sight. Her heart raced. Panic filled her chest.

“Kelly!” she screamed.

Cold wind blew in through the room. The window was open a crack. Marissa ran across the room and peered outside. The street was empty. No sign of anyone anywhere.

Marissa’s head swirled in a dizzying sway just before her knees gave way. She fell to the floor. Her mouth opened, but she couldn’t even scream.



Chapter 29


“What am I looking for?” the tech asked, loading the coffee shop’s surveillance video onto his computer.

“This guy,” Seth said, handing over a grainy printout of the mystery man talking to Brooke at the Chapel.

“You’re kidding, right?” the tech said, squinting at the printout. “Don’t you have anything better? I mean, I can’t tell anything from this.”

True. There was no way of telling what the guy looked like—eye color, facial features, or tattoos. The resolution of the camera was shit.

“He’s a white male, clean-shaven, six feet tall, dark hair. It’s the best we’ve got,” Seth said.

“Right. That narrows it down.” The tech shook his head and glanced back at Seth. “I’ll call you when I’ve got something.”

“Thanks,” Seth said, heading back to his office.

Gripping his car keys tight in his hand, he yanked open his desk drawer. Holly’s face stared up at him. Her pretty smile pierced his heart, and suddenly he was thinking about the pain he’d seen in Marissa’s eyes. With one daughter missing, the last thing she needed was Kelly’s fit of teenage rebellion. But life was like that. Just when you thought things couldn’t get worse, they did.

He slammed the drawer shut and rubbed his eyes.

“Crawford.”

Seth glanced up. Lieutenant Alvarez cut across the busy squad room, angling directly toward him. Before he even opened his mouth, Seth knew what he wanted.

“Catch me up to speed on the Parker case.”

“We’ve got a couple potential suspects. First up is Charles Sully, the ex-con who was hitting on Brooke at the bar.”

“You talk to him?”

“He lied about meeting Brooke at the bar. Says he knows nothing about her disappearance. He’s got a record, convictions for solicitation and domestic assault. According to the forensic psychiatrist, Sully’s a bit of a head case.”

“Does he feel like our guy?”

“Too soon to say, but there is something definitely off about him. Just need to figure out what. Then there’s the mystery man Brooke was talking to at the bar.”

“ID him yet?”

Seth shook his head.

“Not yet. The surveillance footage from the Chapel is useless. I’ll call Tess Turner . . .”

“Parker’s roommate?”

Seth nodded.

“I’ll have her come down to the station to work with an artist.”

“Good. What else?”

“Holt’s hired a super-geek to crawl through Parker’s social media site to see what he can find out.”

“Like what?”

“Don’t know, but maybe Cahill will find something useful.”

“I suppose it’s worth a shot. What about the girl’s condition?”

Inwardly Seth cringed. He didn’t like to think about how Brooke might be suffering without her medication. Investigating the disappearance of a teenager was scary enough. The extra pressure of trying to find a teenage diabetic magnified the ticking of the clock in his head. Each passing hour could mean life or death for Brooke.

“Well, if she’s got her insulin pen with her, she’ll be able to squeak by for a few more days.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

Seth shrugged. If Brooke didn’t have access to her insulin, she might already be in a coma, or worse. He didn’t need to spell it out for the lieutenant.

“And the mother?”

“She’s holding it together. Barely.”

“The chief wants your daily report. It’s late.”

“I know.”

“Get on it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Alvarez strode back to his office. Seth picked up his cell phone and dialed Tess’s number. He got her voice mail.

“Tess, I need you to come down to the station.” His landline rang. “Call me when you get this,” he said, and picked up. “Crawford.”

The panic in Marissa’s voice drilled an ice pick of dread into his chest. She was talking so fast he could barely understand a word she was saying. He pitched his voice low and calm as he interrupted her.

“Hold on. Slow down. Tell me again what happened.”

“It’s Kelly,” Marissa said. “Kelly’s gone.”

Seth slumped back in his chair. Seriously? The odds of two girls disappearing from the same family were slim to none. After fighting with her mother, Kelly was probably out blowing off steam. Quite likely Marissa was overacting. Still, he couldn’t ignore the situation.

“Tell me everything.”

He closed his eyes and listened intently while Marissa relayed the events since he’d left her house a few hours ago.

“What’s her cell phone number?”

Seth scribbled the number down on a note pad and made her promise to call if anything changed. He grabbed his car keys and headed for the door.

#

The kitchen smelled like Pine-Sol and cigarettes. Marissa’s red-rimmed eyes looked huge and frightened in her pale face, and Seth followed her down the hallway to the back of the house, where the bedrooms were located.

The door to Kelly’s bedroom yawned open. The dove-gray walls were covered with posters. Above the bed hung a framed picture of a gothic angel, ragged white wings against a stormy purple-and-black sky. Laptop and books on the desk. Clothes on the floor. Messy. A typical kid’s room.

Seth scanned the room slowly, methodically, not wanting to miss a single detail.

“She’s not answering her phone,” Marissa said.

She stood close to him, looking small and frightened. He looked past her, his gaze darting to the window. He stepped over Kelly’s orange backpack, pulled the sleeve of his leather jacket up over his hand, and slid the window wide. The peeling paint on the white frame didn’t look damaged. There were no locks on the window, and it didn’t look as if it had been jimmied from the outside.

“Is there anything missing?” he asked.

“No. I don’t know. I . . .”

“Has she ever taken off before?”

Seth heard a choking sound and he turned. Marissa’s hand covered her mouth. Tears streamed unchecked down her cheeks. He sighed. He rounded the bed and clasped her shaking shoulders in his hands.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said. “We’ll find her.”

Marissa’s head tipped forward, falling softly against his chest, and nestled in the curve of his shoulder like it belonged there.

She smelled like lilacs in springtime. It had been so long since he’d held a woman. Not since his wife. The heat of her body against him stirred long-dormant feelings in him, and he knew this was wrong. He knew he should let her go, but he didn’t want to. His fingers burrowed into her silky hair, and he breathed in the sweet floral scent of her for a few seconds more. Finally he gripped Marissa’s shoulders and eased her away.

She swiped her eyes. Mascara smudged the backs of her shaking hands. Seth turned away, searching for a box of tissues. Spying one on the desk, he plucked two and handed them to her.

“I’m sorry. I’m usually not this much of a mess . . .”

The phone rang, cutting her off.

The color drained from her face. Seth grabbed the cordless phone off Kelly’s desk and hit the talk button.

“Hello,” he said.

“May I speak to Marissa?”

It was a man’s voice. His eyes swung toward Marissa. She looked as stiff as a statue, with her hand clamped over her mouth, as if stifling a scream.

“And you are?”

“Logan Rooney.”



Chapter 30


Marissa splashed cold water on her face. The faucet hissed as she met her stare in the mirror. She looked like hell. Pale. Frightened. Dark circles puffed like bruises beneath her eyes. After turning the water off, she grabbed the white hand towel and dried her skin. She folded the towel neatly and hung it on the rack beside the handmade glass sink.

Kelly was hiding upstairs, afraid to face her, and Marissa felt like the worst parent in the world. She’d failed Kelly, and her daughter had run straight to the one person she still trusted. Logan.

Emerging from the bathroom, she smelled the faint scent of flowers and honey, a sure sign that Logan had brewed some chamomile tea—something to soothe her frayed nerves. But her nerves weren’t just frayed; they were ragged, more in need of Valium than tea.

Logan leaned against the counter, his tanned arms folded. He looked fresh, like he’d just finished a game of tennis at the club, while she looked like she’d been dragged through the wringer.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Marissa squelched an absurd urge to laugh, scream, cry. No, she wasn’t okay. She was nowhere close to okay. Her life was a mess.

“Any news on Brooke?”

She shook her head.

“Oh, Marissa. I’m so sorry.”

Logan poured them each a mug of tea and sat down at the dining room table. Marissa perched on the chair and wrapped her chilled fingers around the steaming glass mug, wishing the tea were something stronger.

Everywhere she looked she saw the elegant trappings of the life she’d left behind. The sleek modern furniture. The gleaming bamboo floors. The small telltale signs of luxury her new life no longer afforded.

No wonder Kelly resented her.

And as much as she didn’t want to drag Logan into their drama, Kelly had given her no choice.

“I suppose Kelly told you what happened.”

“She said some girls attacked her at school.”

“I had to go to the police station to pick her up. She had a knife.”

Logan landed the first blow.

“She must have been really scared to have brought a knife to school.”

Marissa winced. Leave it to him to consider Kelly’s motivations while she’d just gone postal.

“Yeah, and I yelled at her,” Marissa admitted, regretting her choices. Hating herself.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. I don’t know how you’re holding it together.”

Logan placed his hand on her arm. While part of her wanted someone to lean on, she couldn’t forget the reasons she’d left. Marissa straightened away, and Logan’s hand fell back to the table.

“She’s probably going to be expelled.”

“I’d like to help,” he said at last.

“Help? How?”

“Let Kelly stay with me for a while. I’ll call the school, see if I can smooth things over.”

Gentleness was Logan’s weapon of choice, and it had always been her undoing. Marissa wished it could be that easy. She needed help. Crawford had said that just a few short hours ago and he was right. She did need help. But Logan?

“I can’t let Kelly go. We’re family. We have to find a way to work things out. She’s my daughter, Logan, and you’re just . . .”

“Your ex,” he finished for her, looking resigned.

“She’s not your daughter.”

“You’ve said that already. Look, there’s no way you can handle everything yourself.”

“And you think you can? You think being a single parent is easy? You think . . . ?”

Marissa stopped herself. None of this was Logan’s fault. All he wanted to do was help, and here she was yelling at him, her anger and fear pouring out in a torrent of ugly words.

Damn Logan for being so sane. Damn him for being so . . . so right.

“Mom.”

Kelly appeared at the bottom of the staircase.

Marissa sprang to her feet and threw her arms around Kelly, never wanting to let go. Kelly hesitated. Slowly her arms circled around Marissa’s back.

“Thank God you’re okay.”

With Marissa’s arm still looped around Kelly’s shoulders, they walked side by side back to the table. Kelly sat between her and Logan. Marissa wanted to speak, but she held back, remembering Detective Crawford’s advice.


Just listen.


It sounded easier than it actually was. There was so much she wanted to say. Even so, she waited.

“I’m sorry I left without telling you. I just needed someone to talk to.”

The words landed like a punch to the gut.

“Why don’t you tell your mom what you told me?” Logan prompted softly.

Kelly swallowed. She stole a quick glance at Logan, who nodded reassuringly, before she spoke.

“Mom, I can’t go back to that school. Those girls . . . I don’t think today’s the end of it. I don’t know how they’re going to react. It will be worse next time. I know it. Then there’s Brooke. You have to help find her. You can’t do that if you’re worried about me.”

Dread settled at the pit of Marissa’s stomach. She knew where this was going. Kelly was building a case, and as much as she wanted to, Marissa couldn’t argue the facts. Kelly wasn’t safe at school and would quite likely be expelled. And with Brooke missing . . .

“I want to stay here for a while. At least until we figure out the school situation. I think it would be best for everyone.”

If she let Kelly go now, would she ever come back? It was an impossible choice. Bone-tired, Marissa turned her gaze on Logan.

“What about your job?”

“I’ll take time off,” he said. “Look, I know you’re still angry with me, Marissa, but please let me help. I can’t help you find Brooke, but I can be here for Kelly. I can do this, if you let me.”

She knew Logan was sincere. She knew staying here was probably the best thing for Kelly right now. Still, she couldn’t stand the thought of going back to that house. Alone. She’d go crazy. All of those silent hours to fill while she waited for some break in Brooke’s case, for some word about whether her daughter was alive or dead. But that was selfish.

She stared into Kelly’s hopeful face. Years flashed by in an instant—teddy bears and pigtails, lesson books and skinned knees—a lifetime full of memories.

“You can stay,” she whispered.

“Thank you, Mom.”

Kelly threw both arms around Marissa, and they held on to each other for a long moment. Finally Marissa pulled back and cleared her throat.

“Honey, I need to speak to Logan. Alone.”

“Okay,” she said. Kelly wiped the tears from her eyes and cast a quick glance over her shoulder before climbing the staircase.

“I’ll do this, Logan,” she said, once Kelly was out of earshot, “but you have to tell her the truth.”

A pained expression crossed Logan’s face. He closed his eyes and slowly nodded.

“I’ll tell her everything,” he promised.



Chapter 31


East of the highway, the crumbling forestry roads were bumpy and slick. He turned off the radio, needing to focus. The headlights cast a narrow band of light, showing the way ahead as he wound his way toward the valley floor. He parked down at the main camp, not daring to drive all the way in. It was too wet down here. Getting stuck would spell disaster. It wasn’t like he could just call AAA for a tow.

The heaving engine died. He pulled the key from the ignition and stepped out of the vehicle.

The woods came alive at night. As far back as he could remember, he’d loved the smell of pine trees in the cold air. Slinging the strap of the cooler across his shoulder, he gripped the flashlight in his hand but didn’t turn it on. The dark welcomed him like a friend, enveloping him like a thick black cloak as he walked through the trees by memory.

The spongy earth dampened the sound of his boots, and with each step his anticipation grew. Each sense was heightened, which made him feel more awake, more alive. Darkness unfurled inside him. Out here he didn’t have to hide who he was. Out here he was God. He held the power of life and death in his hands. The more they begged, pleaded, prayed, the more he liked it. Fear was addictive. Fear was power. Fear was a chalice full of tears, salty and delicious on his tongue. And once he had tasted it, there was nothing else like it in the whole world.

Rain fell through the trees in an ancient rhythm, an atonal symphony as old as the forest. Halfway through the stand of trees, he heard a noise behind him—a discordant note in an otherwise perfect movement. He stopped. Without the flashlight it was impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction. He turned and listened. Ears strained.

The trees rustled in the wind.

It was probably just an animal looking for food, maybe a deer. Winter was closing in. Any day now the snow would start flying, choking off the forestry roads, and hunting season would end.

He heard the noise again and picked up the pace, knowing full well he wasn’t the only dangerous thing out here. A wolf’s keen sense of smell would pick up on the food in the cooler in no time. Best get moving. There were two girls waiting for him—one whose time was coming to an end, and the other whose time was just beginning.

The dense line of evergreens broke up ahead. He could make out the shadowy forms of the cabins in the distance and he felt himself stir.

A week, maybe two, then he’d have to give up the game. The new one wouldn’t last very long, but tonight . . . tonight was his. Tonight he would get everything he wanted, and the other girl would get to watch. Learn. See the kind of fun she was in for before the grand finale.

The porch floorboards creaked beneath the tread of his heavy boots. He stuck the key in the lock. He felt the slow, grinding clack of the metal lock disengaging.

Darkness engulfed the cabin. He swung the beam of his flashlight around the room, illuminating the small space in bright slices of light.

His heart lurched. The cooler clattered to his feet, spilling water bottles and plastic-wrapped sandwiches across the bare plank floor.

“Jesus Christ,” he roared, not believing his eyes. “Jesus fucking Christ.”



Chapter 32


Kim’s lifeless body hung from a six-inch nail protruding from a beam. How? How the hell had she done it? Then he saw. The gag. The fucking gag. The other bitch must have worked the gag from Kim’s mouth, and Kim had used it as a noose.

But how? How had she gotten all the way up there? She must have climbed up on the bed, hooked the noose around the nail and then let go. 

Son of a fucking bitch.

His heart slammed like a jackhammer against his rib cage. He cast his wild gaze around the room until he found her. Crouched underneath a blanket—thinking what? He wouldn’t see her? She was safe? Fuck that.

He’d give her a wake-up call she wouldn’t soon forget.

He marched across the room, heavy boots booming against the wood floor, and thrust his hand into the mop of yellow hair. Teeth clenched tight, he yanked her to her feet. She cried out, a feeble, pathetic cry. Pain. Terror. He didn’t care which.

All at once she sprang to life. Like a feral cat, she dug at his hands with her nails. Finding skin. Ripping. Slashing. He hissed.

Breath heaved from his lungs and he dragged her across the floor. Not caring if he ripped every last hair out of her stupid fucking head. His fingers dug into the soft flesh of her chin, and he wrenched her jaw up high until she was staring at Kim’s lifeless form.

“See what you did? See what you did? This is your fault. All your fault, you stupid fucking bitch.”

He curled his fist and let fly. As his knuckles struck flesh, his ring ripped her skin—a bright-red gash across her cheek. She cried out, dropping to her knees, palms pressed to her face. Hot sticky blood flowed down her white skin.

She raised her hands to shield her head. He batted them away and cold-cocked her. One fierce blow to her head sent her reeling to the floor. She landed in a heap.

He kicked the cooler with all his might. It flew into the air and exploded against the wall with an earsplitting crack. Chunks of plastic rained down on the floor below. He swung back toward the girl, but she was out. A dark bruise bloomed against her pale forehead, and he wanted to hit her again. He wanted to keep hitting her until the anger ebbed from his veins, but what good would that do?

She looked like her whore of a mother and he wanted to make her suffer. She’d pay for fucking up his plans.

But not yet.

Grabbing the insulin pen off the floor, he spun the dial and plunged the needle into her leg. He pressed down on the dispenser and heard it click. Shot complete, he pulled it out, replaced the lid and dropped it to the floor. That should last her for a while.

He reached out and yanked the chain around her neck. The MedicAlert dog tags broke off in his hand. He stuffed them in his pocket.

Turning back toward the bed, he stared at Kim hanging from the rafters.

He ground his teeth together and thought about the duffel bag in the back of the cargo hold.

Then he got to work.



Chapter 33


Marissa arrived home to a dark house. A blistering headache pounded behind her eyes. She hadn’t eaten since early that morning, and she knew her body needed food. But eating was the last thing Marissa wanted to do. With her stomach tied in knots, she didn’t think she could keep anything down.

Too tired to bother turning on the lights, she shuffled into the bedroom and stripped off her clothes. Marissa let them fall to the floor and slid sideways onto the bed. She prayed sleep would come, ending this hellish day.

Her head throbbed to the slow beat of her pulse. Her eyes opened in the dark, and she stared sightlessly at the ceiling. In the silence of the empty house, the day’s events replayed in her mind like a trailer for a Lifetime movie. Brooke’s face on the missing-person poster. The call from the school. Kelly’s bruised face. And Logan.

The bed felt like a metal slab, and she rolled over onto her side, drawing her knees toward her chest. Rain pounded down on the roof, and Marissa shivered, shrouding herself in the comforter.

She tried to empty her mind, but dark thoughts flew through her brain like a flock of ravens, spiraling and twisting—dragging her to deeper and more dismal places than she’d ever been. Every mistake. Every bad moment she’d ever experienced replayed in her mind like the highlight reel of a wasted life.

Like getting pregnant at sixteen and dropping out of high school. Like everyone looking at her as if she were some kind of slut. Like her mother kicking her out of the house, saying that God would never forgive her sins. Like her back killing her after a nine-hour shift at 7-Eleven—her swollen belly sticking out for everyone to see. Like Jason screwing some waitress down at the sports bar and leaving her when Kelly was just a baby.

Rick crying after he’d hit her the first time and her forgiving him because she was stupid—because the one thing she wanted more than anything was a family. Marrying Logan, believing she’d found a happy ending at last and that she and her daughters would be safe.

All lies.

Exhaustion and sorrow pressed down on her heart, black and choking. She couldn’t make it through another day. Another day of waiting for the phone to ring. For Crawford to find Brooke. For Kelly to come home. For Elizabeth to fire her. Another day of waiting to lose everything she’d fought so hard to keep.

You reap what you sow, her mother had said, quoting Bible verses while Marissa stood pregnant with her suitcase in hand, tears streaming down her face.

Maybe her mother had been right. Maybe she deserved all the shitty things that had happened to her. Her whole life was falling apart around her, again, and it was all her fault. Again.

Her mistakes.

Her bad choices.

Alone in the house with no one to hear, she let loose a torrent of tears into her pillow until there was nothing left but the rain outside, the darkness all around, and the pounding inside her head.

Three in the morning and sleep eluded her, withholding reprieve from her pain. Marissa rose from the bed and staggered down the hall, thinking that maybe if she could stop the headache, sleep would come.

A bottle of Excedrin Migraine sat on the middle shelf of the medicine cabinet, and she reached for it. Her hand stalled in midair. Beside the bottle of Excedrin sat a little orange vial of pills.

Sleeping pills. The ones her doctor had prescribed for her after the split with Logan. She plucked the bottle from the shelf and shook it. Then she twisted off the lid and dumped the contents into her hand. Tiny white pills filled her palm. She stared at the perfect white disks, transfixed, and counted each one.


Fourteen.


In the silence of the house, she heard her mother’s voice whispering about how she’d failed. How she would never get her daughters back. How God would punish her for her sins. How she deserved this for being wicked. Sinful. How every bad thing that had ever happened was her fault. Her fault.

She looked down at the pills in her hand and swallowed.

Were fourteen pills enough?

Marissa closed her eyes.

Letting go would be so easy.

No more pain. Or worry. No more heartbreak or sorrow. No more fear. Or shame. Nothing. Just release.

No one would miss her. The world would be a better place without her.

Marissa opened her eyes and gripped the tap with a shaking hand. Water hissed into the stained porcelain sink. She grabbed a nearby glass, filled it with water, and stared at the pills—so shiny and white and perfect in her palm.

Peering into the bathroom mirror, Marissa saw her mother’s hard face staring back. Her lips twisted into a pained smile.

She raised the glass, fingers curling around the pills in her hand.



Chapter 34


No sign of dawn in the sky. Close to 4:00 a.m. and the rain continued to pound down, soaking the Seattle streets. He’d rather be sleeping right now, but thanks to that brainless bitch Kim, he had more work to do.

North of the city, he circled the winding suburbs of Shoreline. He knew all about Charles Sully and the incident at the bar. No doubt Brooke Parker’s stupid little roommate had already blabbed to the police, making his job easier.

So he’d spent time learning what he could about the prick. Tracking his online boot-prints wasn’t hard. Between Facebook and Twitter, he knew Sully was obsessed with muscle cars and porn. No shock there. A little more digging had revealed the name of the construction firm Sully worked for, as well as the locations of his last few job sites. A criminal background check courtesy of another online service confirmed Sully had a record and had served time for domestic violence.

If Sully wasn’t the police’s main suspect in Brooke’s disappearance, he would be soon. Windshield wipers frantically swiped the hard rain from the windshield while he circled the block where Sully lived—looking for any signs of life in the dead of night. He didn’t know if Sully was being watched, so he’d set a diversion to draw any unnecessary attention away from Sully’s building.

Gasoline fumes clung to his black leather gloves. He had set a fire two blocks away.

Fire reminded him of who he was and where he had come from. Two boys. One can of gasoline and a blazing garage fire. How he’d loved watching the orange flames arc into the dark night. Two boys, only one of whom had paid for their crime, while the other got off scot-free.


But here’s the thing. Karma’s a bitch.


Karma caught up with everyone sooner or later. So while one boy paid for burning down the garage by spending two years in juvenile detention, the other didn’t pay for a long time. In the end, though, everyone paid. The second boy had paid with his life. Karma was coming, and tonight was Charles Sully’s night.

Glancing at the clock, he shook off the thought. He had to remain sharp. Before long all the little rats would awaken and get ready for another day in the maze. He was already pushing his luck, and Kim had made his job harder. In two short hours he needed to be tucked into bed beside his girlfriend.

He pulled off the quiet street into Sully’s apartment complex.

Sully’s car was easy to find. The dick-wad took more pictures of his precious car than of his girlfriend. Near the back of the lot, the bastard had straddled the line, taking up two spots beneath one of four streetlights.

At least Sully had backed in. He’d caught a break there. He angled into the spot beside the Super Bee, backing in so the two vehicles were trunk-to-trunk.

The air was heavy with the scent of rain, pine trees, and engine oil. Cold fingers of rain ran off the peak of his Seahawks cap, down the collar of his jacket.

He rounded the back of the vehicle and opened the cargo hold. He shifted the duffel bag out of the way and grasped the nylon tool kit he’d brought along.

The blinking red light on the Super Bee’s dash warned him the alarm was set. The alarm didn’t worry him though. You could learn a lot of skills in juvie. Breaking into cars was just one of the many things he’d learned to do while locked up with a bunch of underage felons.

The trunk lid popped open. He glanced back up at the apartment building. Yellow light spilled from more windows. Damned Boeing workers and their early-morning shifts.

He lifted the trunk lid wide, and his heart jolted as he peered inside.


What the fuck?


Hot sweat popped on his forehead, mingling with the cold rain. The unmistakable smell of death wafted up from Sully’s trunk. She looked small—not much bigger than a child. If it weren’t for the girl’s waxy pallor, she might be sleeping.

Charles Sully was a very bad boy indeed, and now his plan was no longer simple. He supposed he could close the trunk and find someplace else to dump his body. But where was the fun in that?

He glanced up at the apartment building. Another light flickered on as fire engines and police flocked to the dumpster fire a few blocks away.


Ticktock. Time to move.


He hefted the duffel bag out of the cargo hold and set it on the pavement behind Sully’s car. Then, reaching into Sully’s trunk, he scooped up the dead girl. She felt light in his arms. He laid her in the back of his vehicle, placing her carefully on the tarp. Then he covered her with the ends, hiding her away from prying eyes.

The tailgate closed with a soft thump. Working fast, he muscled the duffel bag into Sully’s trunk. He pulled Brooke’s MedicAlert dog tags out of his pocket and tossed them in. The lid slammed down hard. The car horn blared.


Fucking hell.


He spied a large, jagged rock at the edge of the lot, back where the asphalt met the grass. He grabbed it and with one vicious throw heaved it at Sully’s car. Glass rained down on the parking lot and crunched beneath his feet as he ran back to his vehicle.

He landed behind the wheel and pulled out onto the street. Half a block away, he glanced in his rearview mirror.

Blue and red lights flashed behind him.

He drove slowly through the neighborhood, stopping at a red light. The police cruiser turned left into Sully’s complex. He grinned. The light turned green and he eased through the intersection.

The interstate loomed ahead. South of Shoreline, city lights glittered in the gloom. He couldn’t go home. Not yet. Thanks to Charles fucking Sully, he had more work to do. And daylight was fast approaching. He had to make it home before his girlfriend awoke.

First he had to dump his cargo. But where?

He thought about all the things he’d learned about Sully—where he lived, where he worked, and where he played.

Then he knew.



Chapter 35


Charles Sully awoke to the sound of sirens blaring. He bolted upright in bed, his heart beating faster than a 486 Hemi.

Beside him Lara rolled on her back.

“What time is it?” she yawned, rubbing her eyes.

“Early. Go back to sleep.”

Sully pulled on a discarded pair of boxer shorts. A sharp stab of fear cut through him as he jogged through the dark apartment, catching his leg on the corner of the coffee table. He swore under his breath but kept going. The patio door overlooking the parking lot loomed dead ahead.

A police cruiser was parked beside his car, lights flashing.

Sully froze. His chest constricted, making it difficult to breathe. He knew what was in that trunk. If they looked inside, he was fucked.

“What’s going on?”

Lara’s voice jolted him into action. He limped through the living room, jostling Lara on his way past.

“Jesus, Carlos. What the hell?”

In the darkened bedroom, he ignored the blood seeping down his leg and pulled on the same jeans and shirt he’d worn to the bar the night before. Stale beer and cigarette smoke clung to the soiled fabric. In his haste he slid his bare feet into his boots and grabbed the car keys off the nightstand. He was almost out of the room when he remembered.

He yanked the nightstand drawer open, grabbed the gun, and stuffed it into the waistband of his jeans.

Lara was yelling at him, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying over the buzz in his head. It didn’t matter. He had to get out of here. Now.

Sully snapped the lock open and jerked the door.

A beefy police officer filled the doorway.

“You Charles Sully?” he asked.

Sully nodded, running a hand through his tousled hair.

“Yes, sir.”

“Come with me.”

“What’s going on?” Lara called from behind, rubbing her massive belly like it hurt.

“Ma’am, are you okay?”

“You try carrying a bowling ball around in your uterus for seven months and tell me how good you feel.”

The officer preceded Sully down the hallway. Doors were opening, and the faces of his nosy neighbors peeked out. He could feel their judgmental stares follow him down the hall.

They took the elevator down to the first floor. Sully’s shirt clung to his clammy skin. The cold metal of the gun dug into his hip. His hand snaked around his back, reaching for the gun. Just then the door opened and another cop entered the building. Sully cringed, silently swearing, allowing his hand to swing back to his side. He was too late.

“Officer, what’s going on?” Lara panted behind them.

Sully cringed. Why couldn’t the fat fucking bitch stay in the apartment and mind her own goddamned business? What was she doing out here?


Now
 . He had to do something now while he still could. Once they saw what was in the trunk, it was all over.

“Ma’am, it appears there’s been a car prowler.”

Sully stopped. Lara ran into his back.

“Carlos!” Lara complained. Sully ignored her.

“Someone broke into the car?”

“That’s what it looks like.”

Like coolant filling a dry radiator shaft, relief flooded through Sully.

“If you’d come with us, sir, we can write up the report and get out of here.”

Charles followed along, able to breathe normally now. Lara was still yapping, but he kept his eyes on the officer ahead.

The officer made small talk with Lara, something about a rash of robberies in the neighborhood. Sully wasn’t paying them much mind. He just wanted to get the cops away from his car as soon as humanly possible, before this whole situation blew up in his face.

“You’re lucky. We were nearby,” the cop said.

“Why’s that?”

“Some asshole set a dumpster on fire a few blocks down.”

“This neighborhood just gets worse and worse. You know they found a dead hooker in the dumpster by the 7-Eleven. Awful place to raise a baby. I keep telling Carlos we should move, but . . .”

Sully clenched his teeth, wishing she’d shut up as he exited the building. But she didn’t. Lara kept on yammering. The cop seemed good-natured about it though. There was another cop shining a flashlight into the backseat of his car. Tension coiled inside Sully, but he forced himself to stay cool and to keep walking.

It took forever to cross the parking lot. Fat pelts of rain pattered on his head. Oblivious to the cold, Sully’s mind whirled. If he could just give a quick statement, the police would fuck off and he’d be fine. Fine.

“Oh, Carlos, your window,” Lara said.

The driver’s side window was shattered.

“Fuck,” he muttered, loud enough that the cop turned.

“Expensive to replace?”

Sully nodded. He glanced toward the trunk. Rain soaked his shirt, hiding the sweat stains.

“If you could take a look, Mr. Sully, to see if there’s anything missing, we’ll write up our report and be on our way.”

“Don’t bother. I can file a report later.”

The cop shrugged. “We’re here. Might as well do it now.” He turned toward his partner. “Any other cars hit?”

“Not so far,” the other cop called back.

“Looks like you’re the lucky one,” the cop said, turning back toward Sully. “Let’s take a look.”

The cop approached the car and peered inside. The other cop, the one with the flashlight, circled to the back. Sully’s throat constricted.

“Want to open her up to see if there’s anything missing?”

“Nah, it’s okay,” Sully said again. His pulse rate spiked.

“Chulito
 , you spent a fortune on that stereo. Why don’t you do what the officer said and take a look?”

A streak of white-hot fury shot through Sully, and he just barely stopped himself from lashing out at her. Shut up. Shut up. Shut up
 . He could handle this if she just . . . 

“Mr. Sully?”

The cop was eyeing him now with that look that cops get. Suspicious. Accusatory. He’d seen it before. He had no choice. He fingered the car keys in his pocket and thought about the gun.

With a slight shake of his head, Sully wrenched the keys from his pocket. He opened the car door and slid the key into the ignition. The alarm died. He glanced around. The stereo was still there. Nothing had been touched, as far as he could see.

“It’s good,” he said, easing his torso out of the car.

“Dave,” the cop behind the car said, and nodded toward the trunk. The tone of the man’s voice signaled a warning.

Sully straightened. The cop was eyeing him harder now. One hand near his hip. Inches away from the holstered Glock at his side. Beads of sweat trickled down Sully’s forehead.

“Could you open the trunk, Mr. Sully?”

“You got a warrant?” Sully asked.

The cop’s eyes darted to his partner, then back to Sully’s sweating face. His dark eyes were cold and hard as marbles. Sully’s heart throbbed. This was it. They knew. Somehow. They knew. He was fucked. His kid was fucked. He’d spend the rest of his life trapped behind bars like his father.


No.


Sully grabbed a fistful of Lara’s sleep-mussed hair. He jerked her hard toward him. She stumbled a few steps, let out a yowl, and crumpled to her knees on the rain-soaked asphalt.

With the other hand, he pulled the gun from the waistband of his jeans. He jammed the muzzle hard against her temple.



Chapter 36


Seth’s heart boomed in his chest. He thrashed in the sweat-soaked sheets. Underneath his splayed hand, the green door was hot to the touch. In the far-off distance, he heard the wail of sirens, the bleat of horns. Help was on the way. But they were too late. Orange flames lapped at the windows, and Seth knew they wouldn’t get here in time. He’d stood right here staring at the door more times than he could count, and they never made it in time.

She was in there.

Tendrils of smoke streamed through the cracks around the door. Sheer panic took hold, and with one vicious blow, Seth drove his shoulder into the green door. A white-hot flare of pain shot through him as the door splintered. He stepped through. Sharp spikes of wood clawed his skin, and he stumbled inside the burning house.

The roar of the fire was deafening. He swung his head wildly from side to side, desperate to find her. Smoke filled his lungs and he coughed. Burying his nose and mouth in the crook of his elbow, he dove deeper into the flames.

“Holly!” he yelled.

No answer. All he could hear was the sounds of the house dying around him. Light bulbs popped. Picture frames fell. Glass shattered. Bright-orange flames slithered up the walls. The heat was unbearable, like the fires of hell. He screamed her name.

Racing through the living room, he spotted a figure slumped on the floor. Holly lay wedged between the sofa and the coffee table. He sprinted toward her. Seth fell to his knees and turned her over.

He stared into her upturned face.

And his heart stopped. His hands jerked away. Marissa’s dead blue eyes stared up at him like the sightless eyes of a broken doll.

Seth started awake. A jarring buzz sounded close to his ear. It was still pitch-dark in his bedroom, and he was woefully short on sleep. He heard the buzz again, and his cell phone shimmied an inch or two across the wooden nightstand. He fumbled for it. In the dark his outstretched fingers sent the alarm clock clattering to the hardwood floor.

“Shit,” he muttered, rolling over, his fingers finally grasping the phone. “Crawford.”

“You’re going to want to hear this.”

The voice was unmistakable. It was Lieutenant Alvarez. Seth ran a hand across his eyes, trying to shake off the remnants of the horrific nightmare. His thoughts snapped to Brooke Parker, and a half-dozen scenarios flashed through his head. All bad. All ending in a trip to the morgue.

“What is it?”

“Charles Sully is holding his girlfriend hostage. SWAT’s been deployed.”

The words hit Seth like a shock wave, bringing everything into sudden, painful focus, and he remembered Dr. Jain’s warning. Sully was like a volcano ready to explode.

“What happened?”

“You’d better get down here. Now.”

“Text me the address. I’m on my way.”

Seth groaned. The heavy rain clattered against the roof. Oh-dark-thirty, and there was no hint of light in the sky. He flicked on the bedside lamp. If there was any consolation for spending his nights alone, it was times like this, when he was the only one jolted awake by a shrieking phone call.

He glanced over at what should have been Holly’s side of the bed. The sheets lay cold and empty and untouched while his were a damp, tangled mess. He remembered Holly—the way the room held her scent, soft and rich and floral. He remembered the sound of her deep, steady breathing as she slept beside him and how he used to tell her she purred. A pang of loss and longing filled him. His fingers grazed the ropy scars along his cheek.

The phone chirped, pulling him back into the moment. A text message flashed on the screen. This was his reality. He’d earned this, Seth thought bitterly. Resigned to his fate, he reached down to the floor and pulled on the clothes he had shed just a few short hours ago.

#

The predawn air smelled like car exhaust and bacon grease. A line of squad cars set the perimeter. Blue and red lights flashed in the muddy gray dawn. News trucks parked hastily on the far side of the street. Held back behind a series of folding white gates, neighbors gathered to watch the spectacle.

A quick flash of his badge and a cop waved Seth through the barricade. He caught sight of a familiar face in the crowd. Officer Pete Morris, recently assigned to SWAT, was approaching the scene on foot. Seth jogged to catch up to him.

“What’s going on?”

“Crazy fucker snapped. He’s holding a pregnant woman hostage.”

“Aw, shit.”

Seth cringed. Cold rain pelted his hair and ran down his neck like an icy torrent of tears. From across the parking lot, he could hear Sully yelling. Although the words were indistinct, he recognized the tone. Panic. Rage.

“That him?”

“Yeah.”

“Who’s the negotiator?”

“Phelps. He’s getting nowhere though. We’re going tactical.”

“Fucking shit,” Seth muttered.

“You said it. Happy Friday,” Morris grumbled, and strode off toward the command center.

Alvarez spotted him and broke away from the tight knot of high-ranking officers huddled around the SWAT commander.

“What happened?”

“Officers were leaving the scene of a dumpster fire and responded to a car alarm. It’s a high-crime area. Extra patrols every night just trying to get on top of things. Anyway, they heard a car alarm, figured it was a prowler. It was Sully’s car. When they brought him outside to check out the vehicle, he freaked.”

“Do we know why?”

Even before he asked the question, Seth feared he knew the answer.

“We think there’s something in the trunk.”

“Do we know what it is?”

Alvarez shook his head. Rain droplets were flung off the ends of his spiky black hair. “He grabbed his girlfriend, Lara Menendez.”

“Shit.” Seth groaned and wiped the rain from his face. “SWAT’s going in?”

Tendrils of dread slithered loose in Seth’s gut, like a writhing nest of pit vipers. He glanced at the Dodge Super Bee’s unopened trunk. Whatever Sully had hidden inside was worth trading off not only his girlfriend’s life but the life of their unborn child. His thoughts flashed to Brooke Parker. Was he going to have to tell Marissa her daughter was dead?

Alvarez shrugged.

“He’s highly agitated. There’s no telling what he’ll do.”

“We’ve got to keep him alive. If he’s got Brooke, he’s our only link to finding her.”

“I know.”

“Can I talk to Sully?”

Alvarez paused, weighing the request.

“This isn’t our dance,” he said, his expression grave.

“I know him. Maybe I can get through to him.”

“We can’t afford for this to go south.”

“It won’t,” Seth said with more confidence than he felt.

Alvarez sighed. “Let me see what I can do.”

He turned away from Seth and returned to the command squad. The SWAT leader shot Seth a dubious glance. Alvarez’s large hands flew out in exasperation. The SWAT commander fisted his hands on his narrow hips. Twitchy as a spider, Seth pulled out his cell phone and called Dr. Jain.

“Crawford. This better be good,” Rahul Jain growled into the phone.

“Sully’s on television.”

“Sweet Jesus.”

“SWAT’s going to take him out if we can’t talk him down. I need your help.”

“Okay. Tell me.”

Seth briefed Jain with what little information he had. Jain didn’t interrupt. When Seth was finished, he swore again.

“Sully’s a powder keg and they’ve lit the fuse.”

“How do we stop it?”

“The baby. Focus on the baby. Tell Sully he doesn’t want his child to grow up without a father like he did. His child can have a better life, but only if he makes the right choice. You’ve got to clear the scene, Seth. SWAT steps in and you give Sully no choice.”

“I know.”

“Do you want me to come down there?”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

“Okay. Where?”

“Turn on the news. You’ll find us.”

Just as Seth hung up, Alvarez broke away from the command squad and marched back toward him. Alvarez shook his head. Seth’s stomach dropped.

“I just got off the phone with Dr. Jain, and he said . . .”

“They’re going tactical.”

“No. Listen, I have an idea. Just let me talk to him . . .”

“Are you fucking deaf?” Alvarez snapped.

Seth’s hands clenched into fists, and he fought to control the anger that bubbled up inside him.

“If we push him, he’s going to go off.”

“It’s out of our hands.”

“Fuck.”

He wanted to drive his fist into the lieutenant’s face and keep hitting him until he didn’t get up. He was so fucking sick of the bureaucratic bullshit. Of the politics. Of all of it. Half of him wanted to disobey orders, stride into the scene, and talk Sully down. The other part of him wanted to shove his badge down Alvarez’s throat and walk away.

As frustrated as he had sometimes been over his many years with the force, he had never once even considered walking away. Sully’s yelling snapped him back into the moment.

Seth stepped closer to the perimeter. Alvarez’s hand grabbed his arm. Seth shook him off. He pushed as close to the perimeter as he dared. His eyes fixed on the horrific scene unfolding.

Floodlights illuminated the far corner of the parking lot. Sully stood feet away from the bright-green Super Bee. His girlfriend, Lara, was slumped on the ground at Sully’s feet. Seth’s gut twisted. She was quite far along in her pregnancy, about seven months.

All he could think about was the baby in Lara’s belly. Ten fingers and toes. A little boy or girl who didn’t even have a name yet.

Sully was a man unhinged. His broad chest heaved beneath the soaked T-shirt. A combination of sweat and rain beaded on his wide forehead. His red face contorted with rage. Sully yanked Lara’s hair. Her head snapped back. Seth heard her cry out. Pain. Fear. Tears streamed down her face.

Seth’s eyes fixed on the muzzle of the gun pressed tightly against Lara’s head. All the tension he felt was reflected on the thin, taut features of Phelps, the police negotiator.

“If you do this, Charles,” Phelps called, his voice echoing across the parking lot, “there’s no going back. I can help you, but only if you put down the gun.”

“Help me?” Sully scoffed. “How many red dots do I have on my fucking chest? How many? Ten? Twenty? I lower my gun and you blow my fucking brains out.”

“We don’t want to shoot you, Charles. We want everyone to come out of this safely—you, Lara and the baby.”

Sully wasn’t stupid. He knew what was at stake. Seth wished Dr. Jain were here. He wished he had a chance to talk Sully down. Phelps extended a hand toward Sully in a slow-down gesture.

“Just lower your gun, Charles, and let Lara go. Let your son live.”

Seth’s breath caught. He leaned toward Alvarez.

“The baby. Yes. Phelps has to focus in on the baby. Dr. Jain thinks it’s the only way to get to him.”

Alvarez muttered into his radio. Phelps touched a finger to his ear.

“Your son, Charles. Think about him,” Phelps said.

The muscles in Sully’s jaw bulged, and the crowd held its collective breath. The sound of the rain driving into the asphalt filled the supercharged silence. Seth watched Sully’s face for some signal, some sign of hope. Sully stood still as a statue. Seth counted the seconds ticking by.

Finally Sully’s shoulders slumped. His chin dropped toward his chest, and the muzzle of Sully’s gun lowered, easing away from Lara’s temple. Relief flooded Phelps’s face. Seth could almost feel tension drain from the crowd. It was going to be all right. Lara and her baby would live.

Then Sully’s stance changed. Seth’s gut heaved in a sickening twist and he reached for his gun.

Too late.

“My son’s not going to jail. Fuck you, cop,” Sully screamed.

The sound of the single shot was deafening. A fine mist of blood and brains sprayed across the wet asphalt. Lara’s lifeless body crashed to the ground. Behind Seth the crowd screamed. Sully pointed the gun at Phelps. In the next instant, a half-dozen rounds were fired, and Charles Sully landed in a heap.

Screaming. The EMTs rushed in to check on Lara Menendez and Charles Sully. It was a waste of time, Seth knew. They were already dead. What a mess. What a goddamned mess.

“The baby,” one of the EMTs yelled.

All medical personnel loaded Lara’s prone form onto a gurney and rushed her to an ambulance.

Seth pushed through the crowd, heading toward the Dodge Super Bee.

“We need a crowbar,” the uniformed officer closest to the car yelled.

Seth stared at the closed trunk lid. Whatever Sully had stashed inside, he’d been willing to die for it. Chilled by the cold rain, he wiped his face and willed them to hurry the fuck up. He needed to see what was inside. Was it Brooke in there? He’d promised to find her. He’d promised Marissa he’d find her. But not like this. God, not like this.

A uniformed officer wedged the end of the crowbar under the lip of the trunk and heaved. The lock gave way with a pop, and the trunk lid yawned open. Numb, Seth looked inside. A large duffel bag filled the trunk. The rancid smell of rotten meat was unmistakable, and he knew.

A young officer turned and rushed away from the scene. Dimly Seth heard the sound of retching. Seth could tell by the bulging biceps and clenched jaw of the officer heaving the bag from the trunk that it was heavy.

“Good Christ,” Alvarez said.

Seth didn’t respond. He didn’t look over at the lieutenant. His eyes were fixed on the duffel bag. The zipper of the bag purred open.

“Jesus. Fuck,” the officer said, and stepped away. Horror and revulsion contorted his face.

Seth looked inside. Was it Brooke? He turned away as he caught sight of the body. The realization struck him like a sucker punch to the gut. There would be no quick identification of the victim. The bitter taste of bile filled Seth’s mouth.

“There’s something else,” said the cop leaning over the trunk.

Seth looked up. Surely this day couldn’t get any worse. He turned to look at the object the officer held in his hand, and he realized he’d been wrong.

Things got worse all right. They got a whole lot fucking worse.



Chapter 37


Drew eased Alicia’s apartment door open. She sat at the table with a cup of coffee in one hand and his cell phone in the other.

“Where have you been?”

She fixed him with a prison guard’s stare, and he knew he was in for a blast of shit. What was she doing up so early? She should have been sleeping. Her alarm wasn’t set to go off for another hour. But here she was, wide-awake and spitting mad.

“I woke up early and thought I’d get us some croissants for breakfast,” he said.

“I don’t see a bag. Did you eat them already?”

“The line was out the door, so I thought fuck it.”

Alicia arched an eyebrow like she didn’t believe him.

Anger rolled like thunder in the pit of his stomach. His hands clenched into fists. Picking a fight with him now was a bad idea. If Alicia knew what was good for her, she’d keep her stupid mouth shut.

“Do you know how odd it feels to wake up and find you gone? I didn’t know what to think.”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

He didn’t need to explain himself to her. If she was smart, she’d leave it alone. But she didn’t. She just kept pushing.

“You’re usually such a sound sleeper. What woke you?”

“You snore like a fucking chain saw.”

Surely someone had mentioned this before, but looking down into her shocked face, he wondered if all her other lovers had been too polite.

“I do not.” Alicia frowned and propped a balled fist beneath her chin.

Drew took a deep, calming breath and lowered his pitch.

“I couldn’t sleep so I went out for a walk.”

Her eyes brimming with righteous indignation, she glared at him.

“How would you like it if I left in the middle of the night without leaving a note or anything?”

“What exactly did you think I was doing? Out screwing the neighbor or something equally vile?”

It sounded ludicrous when he said it like that, and Alicia’s hard expression crumbled. She dropped her gaze and looked contrite.

“I’m sorry. I know it sounds silly, but when I woke up and you weren’t there, I was worried.”

Drew didn’t answer. He stalked into the kitchen and poured himself a mug of hot coffee. God, he needed this—needed something to help get him through the rest of the day. He downed half the mug in silence, then marched out of the room to the shower.

Hot water sprayed his face, and Drew rubbed his eyes, feeling like he hadn’t slept in a week.

He propped his hand against the shower stall and dipped his head low. Water sluiced down his back, washing any trace bits of blood and God knew what else off his body.

Last night had been a huge fucking failure. He still couldn’t believe Kim had taken the coward’s way out and Brooke had done nothing to stop her. Not to mention what that freak Sully had hidden in his trunk. Another complication in what had already been a horrendous night.

But that’s what happened when you went off script. You took risks. You fucked up. You got caught.

Back in the living room, Alicia stood staring at the television, coffee cup in hand.

“Have you seen this?”

He glanced at the screen.

The marquee read “Standoff in Shoreline,” and Drew recognized Charles Sully’s apartment building in the background. His arms went slack. A television reporter spoke into the microphone, her expression sober.

“Early this morning, police responded to a hostage situation in Shoreline. Charles Sully held his pregnant girlfriend, Lara Menendez, at gunpoint. The half-hour standoff with police ended in tragedy as Charles Sully shot Ms. Menendez point-blank. Mr. Sully was shot dead at the scene . . .”

Alicia covered her mouth, still staring at the screen.

“My God, Drew, she was pregnant. What kind of monster would kill his girlfriend and his baby?”

That wasn’t all Sully had done, Drew thought as he strode across the room to the table where he’d left his coffee cup. Behind him the reporter droned on.

“Police found the remains of a dead woman in a duffel bag in Sully’s trunk. The identity of the victim is not yet known.”

“How awful,” Alicia said.

Strolling into the kitchen, Drew allowed himself a small smile. That dumb son of a bitch had gotten himself killed. Execution by cop. A fitting end for a fucked-up night. Without Charles Sully alive to testify, everyone would believe he had been responsible for Kim Covey’s murder. And with one of Brooke’s things thrown in for good measure, the case would be closed.

Drew sipped his coffee, feeling suddenly energized. The day might have started off shit, but it was getting better with each passing minute.

Alicia whirled toward him, remote control still in hand. She clicked off the television.

“I can’t believe this city. What’s next?”

“I know. It’s terrible.” Drew draped an arm around Alicia’s shoulders, pulled her close, and pecked her cheek. “I’ll call you later.”

“Okay.”

Grabbing his coat, he stopped just shy of the front door.

This day was going so damned well, he felt like celebrating. Drew thought about the engagement ring in his dresser drawer. He thought about Charles Sully’s explosive exit from this world and how he might not have a luckier day. He turned back toward Alicia.

“Why don’t we go out for dinner tonight? Wear something nice.”



Chapter 38


Marissa’s cell phone rang. Groaning, she rolled onto her side and plucked it off the nightstand, checking the call display. Her heart lurched.


Kelly.


“Hi, Mom.”

The words were like sweet rain on parched earth, soaking into her heart and easing the pain of last night. They spent a few minutes just talking—nothing profound. It was just so good to hear Kelly’s voice. Marissa thought about how close she’d come to ending it all. Staring into the bathroom mirror, her hand filled with pills, she’d realized she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t abandon her girls. No matter what, she would find Brooke. She would win Kelly back. She would fix her broken family.

Fueled by that realization, she pushed herself out of bed and took the train into work.

“Ah, you’re here, Ms. Rooney,” Holt said, looking surprised to see her. “Do you mind if I . . . ?”

Her words trailed off, and she waved toward the fan on the desk. Marissa shrugged. Why should she care if Holt smoked? Her lungs were probably screwed anyway.

“You left suddenly yesterday. Is everything okay?”

Marissa folded her coat over the back of her chair and nodded.

“Kelly was attacked outside her school. She was taken to the Renton Police Department.”

Holt’s expression changed. Concern filled her gaze as she drew a long white cigarette from the pack stowed in her desk drawer. She flicked the button on the cigarette lighter, touched the orange flame to the end of the cigarette, and sucked deep. A plume of silvery smoke issued from her lips. Reaching out a bony finger, she turned on the fan. The whirring turbine sucked Holt’s sins from the air.

“Was she hurt?”

“She’s okay. She’s staying with my ex-husband for a while.”

Holt tapped the gray stack of ash off into a black onyx ashtray. She took another drag on the cigarette and held the warm smoke in her lungs for a beat before releasing it into the air. Looking deep in thought, Holt watched Marissa and fiddled with the gold pendant hanging from the gold chain around her neck.

“Ms. Rooney, I see now it was unfair to offer you this position. How can I expect you to focus on the foundation when you are under such enormous pressure at home?”

Marissa needed this job. Money aside, how could she possibly stay sane if all she did was sit alone in her kitchen waiting for the phone to ring? She knotted her hands together on the desk and stared across the room at Holt.

“I can do this, Ms. Holt. I need to do this,” she said in a shaky voice. “This is my best shot at staying close to the investigation. Please.”

Marissa rose. She pulled a piece of folded paper from her pocket. She’d spent the entire train ride into the city writing, and while she knew it wasn’t perfect, she hoped it was enough to show Holt she was serious about the job.

“I’ve been working on a press release for the foundation.”

Holt took the copy from her outstretched hand and quickly scanned it. Her eyebrows rose. Marissa didn’t know if this was a good or a bad thing.

“Did you do this yourself?”

“I did a little online research.” On her phone.

Writing didn’t come easily to her. She could take dictation and draft business letters, but capturing the foundation’s mission statement in a press release had been like composing a sonnet in Klingon. Her purse was filled with crumpled drafts.

Holt read the copy out loud.

“‘The Holt Foundation is here to help victims of violence piece their lives back together by providing support and services to help those in need. Our network of professionals can help victims deal with the trauma of victimization while also providing critical legal support in the courtroom and criminal justice process.’”

“It’s a little rough,” Marissa admitted.

Elizabeth nodded and picked up a red pen. She marked up the page with broad strokes, slashing some sections and scrawling notes on others before handing it back to Marissa.

If doctors were notorious for their bad handwriting, lawyers weren’t much better. Holt’s cramped and narrow script was worthy of a third grader. Marissa glanced at the edits and stowed the paper beside the keyboard on her desk. Anxious to show she’d put some thought into the matter, she turned back toward Holt.

“It’s a good start, Ms. Rooney.”

“Thank you,” Marissa said softly.

Holt gripped the pendant between her fingers, looking pensive.

“Work saved me. After the attack, I mean. I decided to go to law school. That’s how I worked through my grief. My rage.”

“You became a lawyer.”

A short bark of laughter escaped Holt’s lips.

“Yes. In my weaker moments, I fantasized about prosecuting the man who raped me, which was ludicrous, of course. And while things never worked out exactly the way I planned, it was still the right path for me. The law. I think the foundation is the right place for you, Marissa.”

Holt’s cobalt eyes held Marissa’s, and she could feel a frank sincerity in the old woman’s words. Like Kelly’s call this morning, they brought a measure of comfort.

“I hope so too, but . . .”

Marissa was interrupted by Holt’s upraised hand.

“No. No more self-doubt. I’ve read your file. I know you have overcome your share of obstacles. You have raised two daughters single-handedly, put yourself through school, and worked hard to build a life for your family. I believe you can do whatever you set your mind to. It is time you started believing in yourself.”

No one had ever believed in her before—not her parents or her husbands. Not herself. “I’ve rendered you speechless.” Holt smiled.

She had.

Overwhelmed by Holt’s confidence in her, Marissa focused on something concrete—the next steps for the foundation.

“I’ve been thinking about the types of professional services the foundation could provide. Like helping with the search for missing persons,” she said, thinking of Alice Chang and her army of volunteers. “And legal support, of course. And maybe counseling.”

“Counseling.” Holt nodded.

“Absolutely,” Marissa said, thinking about the handful of pills swirling down the bathroom sink and how close she’d come to making a desperate decision. “Families need support. And the victims, once they’re safe, will need therapy.”

Holt’s lips stretched into a satisfied smile, and she stretched back in her chair, her sagging chin tilted toward the ceiling. She took a drag on her cigarette, collecting her thoughts.

“I like the way you’re thinking. Investigators.”

“Investigators? You mean like Henry Cahill?”

“Yes, and we’ll need others. Private investigators, maybe former police officers. We’ll need a network of people who have different types of expertise to engage in the different types of cases.”

Marissa jotted down some notes. Maybe Detective Crawford knew some retired cops she could contact. More staff meant more expenses.

“All of this will cost money,” Marissa said.

“I expect our network will consist of paid employees, special consultants, and experts who volunteer their time. But yes, money is key. The heartbeat of any foundation is its ability to fund-raise. You need money to do good work, and although I’ve already seeded the foundation with enough money to get it off the ground, it will eventually need to become self-sustaining. We need other benefactors. To that end I’ve arranged a fund-raiser on Saturday night. It’s a black-tie affair at the convention center. I’ll send you the guest list. I want you to add three more Seattle VIPs. Call them. Pitch the foundation. Get them to come.”

Marissa swallowed. She didn’t know any VIPs. How was she supposed to find willing benefactors with deep pockets? Why didn’t Holt just give her the names so she could call them?

Then she got it. It was a test. Holt wanted her to dig. Teach a man to fish, or something like that. She had some contacts through the law firm. Mr. Regis. Maybe Logan knew some people too. It was a starting point, and if all else failed, there was Google. There had to be a list of wealthy Seattle philanthropists posted somewhere online. She would find it.

“What else?”

Holt smiled. She took another pull on her cigarette. A fierce coughing spasm rattled her gaunt frame. Holt grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on her desk and covered her mouth and nose.

Evan Holt burst through the door. Elizabeth Holt’s watery eyes glanced up, and she held out a hand warding him off. Finally the coughing fit subsided. Marissa stepped back. Holt tossed the wad of tissues in the trash can, but not before Marissa noticed the bloody streaks of mucus. Evan handed her a glass of water, and Holt sipped slowly.

“Are you going to put that out?” Evan asked, nodding toward the smoldering cigarette.

Holt cocked her chin at a defiant angle and took another long drag on the cigarette. Evan frowned and shook his head. Marissa could feel disapproval radiate off him. Even she was surprised by the depth of Holt’s defiance.

“Lizzie . . .”

Evan’s rebuke was interrupted by a curt knock. Detective Crawford entered the room. Marissa felt a twinge of surprise, and something else. Fear.

Crawford’s eyes met hers. She knew by the look on his face that something was very wrong.

“Have you been watching the news?”

Marissa shook her head, her throat closing tight.

The color drained from Holt’s face. “What is it, Detective?” she asked.

Looking stricken, he locked his eyes on Marissa’s.

“We found a . . . a girl.”



Chapter 39


Marissa gritted her teeth. Traffic oozed like lipid-rich blood through sticky arteries. Everywhere she looked, the city streets were choked with gridlock. Moronic drivers paid more attention to their electronic devices than what was going on around them. She cursed pedestrians for crossing against the lights. Most of all, she cursed the city planners for designing a system so fundamentally broken it took half an hour to drive ten lousy blocks.

The girl in the morgue could be her daughter. Oh God
 . The thought was so terrible, so unbearable, that Marissa struggled to breathe. She cracked the window an inch. Cold air blasted her face and helped quell the waves of nausea.

“Can’t you go any faster?”

“Two more blocks and we’ll be there,” he assured her.

Marissa covered her eyes and focused on her breathing. She’d always believed she could face anything as long as it was the truth. But now, faced with the horrifying possibility that her daughter was dead, she knew she’d been wrong. For the first time in her life, she dreaded the truth.

“Is it Brooke?” Marissa asked Crawford in a small, scared voice she didn’t recognize as her own. “If you know, you’ve got to tell me now, before we get there.”

Crawford shot a concerned glance her way.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not good enough. How can you not know? What does that even mean?”

Crawford hesitated.

“I wish I didn’t have to tell you this, but the body . . .” He stopped and Marissa braced for more bad news. Nothing prepared her for the horror of what he said next. “This girl has been severely mutilated.”

Marissa felt the weight of Crawford’s stare, but she refused to look his way. She couldn’t bear to see the compassion, the pity in his eyes. She was barely holding it together. She needed proof. She needed to see for herself this girl wasn’t her daughter. Proof was still blocks away, though, as they continued their agonizing crawl through city traffic.

Marissa’s head pounded with a sickening thud as a migraine took root behind her eyes. She didn’t drop her hand away from her face until she felt the car stop.

The King County medical examiner’s office looked like any other office building located at the base of Capitol Hill. Modern construction, made of concrete and glass, it stretched fourteen stories up into the gray sky.

On shaky legs Marissa entered the lobby, trailing a step or two behind Crawford. It felt like they walked for miles along the arterial maze of hallways pulling them deeper into the building’s core. Each step came slower, harder, weighted down by the paralyzing dread she felt that her worst fears might soon be realized.

If it was Brooke, if it was, Marissa didn’t know how she would face it. How she would get through the rest of her life. Hell, the next few days, hours, minutes—if Brooke was dead.

She stopped, staring at the double doors ahead like she’d reached the gates of hell. Crawford turned. His compassionate gaze met hers. She trembled as her fears overwhelmed her.

“You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“I do,” she said at last. “I have to know. If it’s Brooke back there . . .” Her voice caught. She swallowed and pushed the painful words out. “If it’s Brooke, she shouldn’t be alone.”

Steeling herself for whatever truth lay beyond, she stepped toward the doors. Crawford gave a solemn nod. Placing a hand on her back, he guided her down the remaining stretch of hallway. Grateful he was standing by her side, she pushed through the doors.

#

Nothing had prepared Marissa for the smell. The sharp scent of ammonia did not mask the deeper sickly sweet, coppery smell in the room, like rotten meat. Marissa’s head pounded, and her stomach took a nauseating dive. She pressed a hand against her mouth to stop from gagging.

She remembered once riding on her bike past a dead raccoon smeared on the road. She might have been ten, maybe eleven, at the time. Flies swarmed around the carcass, and Marissa had pedaled faster, desperate to get away from the stench, from the horror of the poor animal’s remains. A lifetime had passed, and still she had never forgotten the smell of death.

A thin middle-aged man in green scrubs stood by the table. He turned and greeted Crawford with a nod of his head.

“Detective.”

“Dr. Meeks, what can you tell us?”

“This girl is in her twenties. Approximately five foot four inches tall, she weighs between one hundred five and one hundred fifteen pounds.”

Marissa stood frozen to the spot. She felt the room spiral around her and only just managed to hold on to what he was saying. Meeks’s broad description fit Brooke. She looked past Meeks, her eyes drawn to the steel table like iron filings to a magnet.

Crawford’s brow furrowed.

“You’re sure you can handle this?”

Fear gripped her throat in its choking grasp, robbing her of any words. She wasn’t sure at all, but she nodded anyway and he led her forward.

Marissa gasped, horrified by the sight of the body laid out on the cold metal table. Her knees buckled. She would have fallen if Crawford hadn’t caught her arm. He held her steady in his strong grip.

The body didn’t look real. It looked like someone had hacked apart a little girl’s doll and reassembled it on the table in some grisly form, like a jigsaw puzzle. Marissa’s stomach heaved. Bile rose in her throat. She swallowed hard, forcing it back.

“The police are still looking for the head,” Meeks assured her, but Marissa barely heard him. A black rose blossomed in front of her eyes, and she swayed against Crawford. He gripped her with both hands, gently shaking her as he stared straight into her eyes.

“Look at me,” he said.

She did, blinking hard, knowing she would never be the same again. Nothing would erase the horror of this moment. Unable to stop herself, she turned back and stared at the severed hand on the table. The fingers were bruised. Swollen. Unrecognizable. These weren’t Brooke’s delicate fingers.

How many times had she held Brooke’s hand to keep her safe as she crossed the street? How many times had she trimmed Brooke’s fingernails and painted them with sparkly pink polish? How many times had Marissa brushed Brooke’s golden curls away from her forehead or stroked the silky-soft skin of her cheeks?

What kind of animal could do something like this? He had taken a beautiful girl and defiled her in every possible way. Only a monster would cut up another human being and discard her like trash. Only a monster would kill another person like this.

Tears filled her eyes. She turned away from the body on the table, unable to look for another second longer. Her watery gaze fixed on a set of X-rays pinned to a light box above the table. Cold, bluish light illuminated discrete sections of bones: arms, legs, hands, pelvis, and clavicle. Documenting the disembodied parts of a girl who could never be made whole again. The X-rays swam in front of her eyes. Marissa blinked her tears back.

In a flash she remembered Brooke playing on the monkey bars. She had been little, no more than five. Hand over hand Brooke swung, blonde curls fluttering in the breeze, until that awful moment when she let go.

Marissa’s mouth dropped open as a sudden thought dawned on her. She turned back toward Dr. Meeks.

“I don’t know if this helps.” Her small voice echoed in the sterile room. “But Brooke broke her wrist when she was five years old.”

Crawford shot a keen look at the medical examiner. Meeks shook his head. His narrow lips twitched.

“There were no broken bones on the X-ray.”

A crushing wave of relief flooded through Marissa. It wasn’t Brooke. It wasn’t her baby lying here. Just as quickly, though, relief gave way to a deep, aching sadness. Slowly, haltingly, she stepped forward. Her fingers trembled as she reached out toward the table. She touched the bruised and swollen hand.

The brush of cold flesh under her fingertips felt alien, and Marissa wished the girl’s family were here so this poor girl wouldn’t have to be alone. No one should be alone in a place like this. She thought about the girl’s family and the horrible news awaiting them. Like her, they had a missing daughter. And like her, they were no doubt desperate for news, for her safe return. Suddenly she understood Holt’s mission in a way she never had before.

“Marissa?”

She turned at the sound of Crawford’s voice. With a heavy heart, she followed him to the door.

#

Marissa stared listlessly through the rain-streaked car window, feeling empty and alone. No place would ever feel like home again until both of her daughters were back where they belonged.

“How do you do it?” she asked, resting her head back against the seat and staring at the empty husk of a house.

“Do what?”

He sounded surprised, and she angled her weary gaze back toward him.

“Look at death every day and still stay sane?”

“You’ve got to disconnect from it.”

“And you can do that?”

“My first few years on the force, I brought every case home with me. Every victim, every family, until I reached a point where I couldn’t do it anymore.”

“So you disconnected?”

“You have to maintain some distance so you can remain objective about a case, otherwise you’re going to jump to the wrong conclusions, not to mention ruin your life outside of work.”

“And do you have a life outside of work?”

Marissa wasn’t sure what had spurred her to ask the question. Crawford’s expression closed, and she realized she’d pushed too far. Whatever the truth was, she imagined he kept it close to the chest. She hoped she was wrong. She hoped he had family to go home to, something more than just his job. But the more she thought about it, the more certain she was that Crawford’s life was as empty as the house awaiting her.

Marissa climbed out of the car. She hesitated, feet glued to the sidewalk. Cold drizzle chilled her to the bone. All the adrenaline-induced panic had drained from her body, and she felt like she had aged twenty years in the blink of an eye. Behind her she heard a car door close. Crawford’s light tread approached.

“Are you okay?”

Lies were easy. Dozens of worthless ones sprang to mind, but she dismissed them all. She shivered. Without thinking, she closed the distance between them. She wanted to step into the warm circle of his arms and hang on to him like he was the only thing that could stop her from drowning in a deep pool of fear and uncertainty.

His face was turned toward her. It wasn’t the twisted mass of scars she saw when she looked at him, but the fine arch of his eyebrows, the sharp angles of his cheekbones, the full curve of his lips.

He took a quick step back, as if reading her intention, and she knew there wasn’t going to be a replay of the scene in Kelly’s room, where she had been able to draw on his comfort and support. An invisible wall formed between them.

“Marissa,” he said, and gave a small shake of his head. “I should go.”

She shivered and trudged down the cracked sidewalk to the empty house.



Chapter 40


Drew propped an elbow on the bar and fingered the small velvet box in his pocket. Alicia was running late. On any other night this might have irked him, but tonight he was on a roll.

“What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

“Grey Goose martini. Dry and dirty.”

“You’ve got it.”

“Have I seen you before?” Drew asked, eyeing the bartender. There was something familiar about him.

“Could be. I work a bunch of places. Jesse Morgan.”

Drew shook the bartender’s outstretched hand. His phone beeped, and he pulled it out. The text was from Alicia. Drew frowned.

“Bad news?”

“Just my girlfriend. She’s stuck in traffic,” he said, and slid the phone back in his pocket. “You’d think the dumb shits in this town would learn how to drive in the rain.”

Jesse chuckled.

“My wife never made it anywhere in her life on time,” said a middle-aged man with a bulbous nose and gin blossoms staining his cheeks. “Except for divorce court. Goddamned right she made it there on time.”

Jesse shook his head. He strained the drink into a chilled martini glass. He skewered a couple of olives and plopped them into the briny drink.

“Big night?” he asked Drew, placing the glass on a cocktail napkin.

“You could say that.” He pulled out the velvet box and opened it. The diamond ring sparkled in the light.

Jesse pursed his lips and emitted a low, appreciative whistle. For good reason—the ring had cost a fucking fortune.

“Lucky girl.”

Gin Blossom snorted. He inhaled a sip of his drink and swiped a hand across his fleshy lips.

“You got something to say?” Drew asked, glaring down the length of the bar, fixing his cold gaze on Gin Blossom’s face.

“Listen, kid, if it were me, I’d just give the bitch half now and save yourself the trouble.”

Imagine, a catch like him, divorced. Drew sneered. No doubt the drunk asshole had gotten everything he deserved. No point in saying so. Guys like him, like his father, weren’t the introspective types. They were experts at foisting blame for their shit onto others. Nothing was ever their
 fault. It was always the booze or the drugs or the socks they’d left on the goddamned living room floor that started it.


Why can’t you ever do anything right? Why are you so fucking stupid? Go on, cry. Cry, you little pussy faggot.


Drew shook his head, banishing Rick’s voice from his mind. He gulped his martini. Alcohol burned down his throat. He grimaced and turned his attention to the television behind the bar, where Charles Sully was the big story of the day.

“Crazy bastard had a body stuffed in his trunk,” the drunk said, pointing his raised glass at the screen.

“I hear he hacked her up,” Jesse answered, pulling glasses off the revolving dishwasher behind the bar and drying them.

“I wonder how many more bodies they’re going to find,” Gin Blossom said, and slurped noisily from his drink. “Where there’s one, there’s more. And for once the cops did the right thing by killing him. Jail’s too good for the bastard.”

“Oh yeah, mob justice is totally the way to go,” Drew quipped.

“Well, if you can’t kill Gary Ridgway in this goddamned nanny state . . .” Gin Blossom’s voice rose. He lifted his glass and pointed it at Drew.

“You mean execute?” Drew said, cocking an eyebrow.

“Exactly. If you can’t execute the Green River Killer, then . . .” Gin Blossom trailed off, slurping from his glass.

Drew’s lips stretched into a condescending grin. He shook his head and turned back toward the television.

So far everything was going better than planned. The public believed Sully was a monster. And he was. The body Drew found in the Super Bee’s trunk confirmed Sully was no Boy Scout. Once the police identified the body and found the MedicAlert dog tags in the trunk along with the duffel bag . . . well, Charles Sully’s death tied a very nice bow on a very big mess.

At the far end of the bar, Gin Blossom’s head snapped around, and Drew glanced up.

Alicia walked through the doors wearing a form-fitting ivory dress that left her shoulders and arms bare. Her dark hair was swept away from her face, pinned at the back of her long, graceful neck. Earrings dangled from her earlobes like golden dewdrops. Drew stirred at the thought of what he’d like to do to her.

“Yours?” Jesse asked, inclining his head.

“Mine,” Drew confirmed, draining the last of the martini.

Jesse grinned and stuck out his hand. “You’re a lucky man.”

Drew shook Jesse’s hand and dropped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar.

Alicia’s full lips parted in a warm smile as she caught sight of him. She showed no signs of still being miffed from this morning’s argument. Leaning forward, he brushed a kiss across her cheek. Nuzzling her ear, he felt her shiver. The sweet floral scent of her perfume filled his head. He froze. Gretchen flashed into his mind. Had she been wearing the same perfume the night he drove her home? Impossible. Drew pulled back and brushed thoughts of Gretchen aside like he was dusting lint from the lapel of his jacket.

“Hello, beautiful. How was your day?”

Goosebumps dimpled the smooth flesh of Alicia’s bare arms.

“Sorry I’m late. Traffic’s a nightmare.”

“Our table is waiting.”

He extended his arm, and Alicia started off toward the dining room. Drew paused beside Gin Blossom’s stool, stooping low to whisper into the old man’s ear, “You don’t even dream this good.”

Gin Blossom grunted. Alicia turned with a questioning look and Drew smiled.

The mouthwatering smell of crispy duck and braised rabbit filled the dining room. Having skipped lunch, he was starving. He couldn’t wait to dive into the evening. This would be a night both he and Alicia would always remember. He would make sure of it.

The host led them through the dining room to a small table for two crammed into the corner. With a courtly, sweeping gesture, the host pulled out Alicia’s chair and held it, waiting for her to sit.

Irritation bristled at the back of Drew’s neck like tiny needle pricks racing across his skin. There was no fucking way he was going to get stuffed in a dark corner. Not tonight of all nights. Not with Alicia looking so perfect and the dining room only half-full. Didn’t he look like the type of guy who could afford a place like this? Didn’t he fit Maximilien’s clientele?

Drew forced a chilly smile. “I specifically asked for a window table.”

“Sir, we’re booked this evening, I . . .”

“Booked? The place is half-empty. I don’t see ‘reserved’ signs on any of those
 tables.”

Alicia looked up. A crease formed between her perfectly arched brows. “Really, Drew, this is fine.”

“It most certainly is not. There’s a table right by the window. That’s where we’re going to sit tonight.”

“But, sir, it’s reserved.”

Drew forced a smile and stepped close to the host. Placing a hand on the back of the man’s narrow shoulder, he leaned in. With his other hand, he grasped the man’s balls with a firm grip. They felt like overripe plums in his hand. The host gasped.

“Listen close. If you’re smart, you’ll seat us over there. Got it?”

The man gave a terse nod. Drew released his grip and stepped back. Anger pinched the corners of the host’s mouth, but Drew refused to back down. Finally the host cleared his throat.

“Of course,” he said in a tight voice.

With a stiff, upright gait, he marched toward the window table. Head bowed, Alicia followed. She quietly thanked the host as he held her chair. The man gave a stiff nod. Satisfied, Drew took a seat and unfolded the crisp linen napkin on his lap. He turned to admire the view.

The rain had stopped at midmorning, and while thunderclouds gathered heavy and black to the north, the skies over Puget Sound were uncharacteristically clear. Moonlight rippled silver across the cobalt waves. Out on the pier, tourists rode the garish Ferris wheel. The spokes lit up, forming a spider web of blue and green.

Drew turned his gaze on Alicia. She sipped her water and studied the menu in a thinly veiled attempt to mask her ire. She was pissed at him for making a scene. While he wasn’t the type to indulge her moods, Drew reached across the table, laying an open hand in the space between them. After a slight hesitation, she placed her hand in his. He squeezed her fingers and stared directly into her blue eyes.

A waiter approached. Before he could ask about drinks, Drew ordered a bottle of Dom Pérignon and waved him away. Alicia raised her eyebrows.

“Are we celebrating?”

“Of course.”

“Anything in particular?”

“The day I met you.”

“Really?” Her lips twisted into an impish grin. “Do tell.”

“The day I met you, everything changed. I went from a guy who was drifting through life to a man who finally knew what he wanted. Everything I want, Alicia, is sitting right across the table from me. I know it’s fast. I know it may seem crazy. I also know that there is no one else in the world more perfect for me than you. And so, Alicia Wright, will you do me the great honor of being my wife?”

Alicia’s eyes popped wide as she spied the box he slid onto the table. One hand fluttered to her lips. Her eyes glistened with tears. Unable to speak, she nodded.

The waiter arrived on cue, champagne was poured, toasts were raised, and by the time they ordered dinner, Alicia’s two-carat diamond sparkled around her slender finger. After a slight hiccup, everything was back on track. Drew sipped champagne, his mood soaring higher than the top of the Space Needle.

Dinner came and went. The food was as good as the reviews said. Local ingredients. Clean flavors, everything expertly prepared. He had the rack of lamb, with new potatoes and baby carrots. The meat was tender, succulent. Alicia looked pleased with the scallops. She all but licked the butter sauce from the plate before the waiter arrived to whisk the table clean. So far the night was living up to his expectations.

Alicia excused herself and strutted her way across the dining room toward the ladies’ room. Drew was quite sure he wasn’t the only man admiring the view as she exited the dining room.

The night was full of promise. Drew turned to gaze out at the pier. Puget Sound glittered like a sapphire in the moonlight. He was thinking about Alicia and all the ways he wanted to celebrate after they got home, when her cell phone whistled.

Curious, Drew reached across the table. He slid the phone along the smooth white tablecloth. The display sprang to life, and Drew thumbed the message icon.

The gentle buzz from the champagne evaporated. His eyes narrowed. Incredulous, he read the text twice.


I know you’re still mad at me, but there’s something you should know. Drew is not who you think he is. I’m serious. Call me.


A fast-burning anger ignited like a fuse inside Drew. Goddamn Liam. Stupid motherfucker didn’t know how to leave well enough alone. Alicia had made it perfectly clear at Gretchen’s funeral she never wanted to see him again, and still he refused to fuck off.

If the Crown Prince of the Dot-Com had hired a private investigator to dig into Drew’s past, there were all kinds of secrets he might have discovered. None of them good. He should have dealt with Liam sooner. Naïvely, he’d hoped Liam would just go away. But like a pot left on a stove unattended, he had just boiled over.

Drew clenched the cell phone hard in his fist. He’d gone to great lengths to escape his past, and he wasn’t about to let Liam ruin everything. There was no way he was going back to being Andy Bowman, high school dropout. Andy Bowman with the criminal record and the crazy father. Andy Bowman the loser. He’d risked everything to become Drew Matthews, and he wasn’t about to lose it all now—his job, his money, his fiancée, maybe even his life—by letting that entitled little shit spill his guts to Alicia.

Drew considered pocketing the phone but decided against it. Alicia would notice its absence. Instead he deleted the text, flipped Alicia’s phone into airplane mode, and slid it back into position beside her champagne flute.

Just in time, as it turned out. Alicia’s high heels clicked on the floor behind him. Her fingers trailed along his neck as she passed. She stopped to press a gentle kiss on his lips. He tasted the champagne and caught a whiff of her sweet perfume.

Drew took a sip and forced a smile, as if he didn’t have a single care in the world. There was nothing forced about Alicia as she smiled brighter than the diamond on her finger.

In life, perfect moments were rare, and he wasn’t about to let Liam ruin this one. He’d deal with Liam soon enough.

“What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing. Why?”

She nodded toward his hands. “You always play with your ring when there’s something on your mind.”

He released his grasp on the bloodstone ring. “I do?”

She nodded. He grasped her hand and raised it to his mouth. Drew ran the tip of his tongue along the ulnar nerve on the soft underside of her wrist. Alicia’s breath caught, and she shivered.

“You’re right. I do have something on my mind. What do you say we skip dessert?”



Chapter 41


The search party called it in just after one o’clock in the afternoon. Another body. Another dead girl. Seth got the news moments later. The entire drive up the I-5 corridor, he prepared himself for the inevitable. Though the report was short on details, a few things struck him right away.

The body had been found close to one of the job sites where Charles Sully had worked. North of Redmond, the new housing developments were popping up like acne on a teenage boy’s face. This one backed up onto a large greenbelt. The densely wooded area had all the makings of a great dump site. That’s why Seth had pointed Elizabeth Holt’s volunteers off in this direction.

According to the volunteers, the body had been left intact, out in the open, not sliced and diced like the one they’d found in Sully’s trunk. Why would he take such pains in dismembering one girl and just dump the other? Had the girl they found in Sully’s trunk done something to make him angry? The difference in the MO was interesting, and unusual. Maybe this girl had been killed first. Maybe he had been trying to throw them off the trail.

Seth hadn’t missed the frightened look on Marissa’s face when the news came in. Although she tried to present a brave front, he could see the terror in her eyes. Worried she might insist on coming with him, he was already formulating his response when she surprised him by making a feeble joke.

“We can’t spend all of our dates identifying bodies, right?” she said.

He admired her pluck and was thankful she didn’t want to come. Strong as she was, he wasn’t sure she could make it through another scene like the one at the morgue. He didn’t want to put her through it, not unless he had to.

Staring at his GPS, Seth gritted his teeth. Where was this damned place? Housing developments were popping up so fast in this area, the map applications couldn’t keep up. Wending his way down the twisty hillside, he read the street signs. Finally, at the bottom of the valley, he spotted the neighborhood.

Dozens of cookie-cutter houses dotted the streets, all in various states of completion. The half dozen or so at the end of the cul-de-sac glimmered with postcard-perfect coats of fresh paint. Each had been given its own unique touch—different trim color, different front door, some subliminal personalization preventing you from striding into the wrong egg crate and scaring the hell out of your neighbor’s wife. Soon the landscapers would work their magic and “For Sale” signs would spring up like the golden heads of dandelions from freshly planted grass.

Midafternoon, the cul-de-sac was blessedly deserted. Seth was relieved. After Sully’s very public suicide by cop, he didn’t want any more publicity.

He parked behind a line of SUVs close to the trail where the search team leader waited. He followed two uniformed police officers up the trail. The terrain was rugged. Rocks slid underneath his feet, making it slow going. All around him he smelled the fresh pine forest.

Tall trees closed in overhead. The canopy of branches rustled in the wet wind. He remembered camping trips with his stepfather deep in the Cascade Range. Campfires and lakes brimming with fish. If he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine he was hunting game in the forest with his stepfather instead of searching for the body of another dead girl.

Ahead the dense stand of trees thinned. Seth could see a semicircle of people gathered around the small clearing, speaking in hushed tones. Some angled their faces toward the sky while others looked at him with sad expressions.

The circle dispersed as Seth approached, and he glimpsed a pair of black leather boots. Small. Women’s size six or seven. Brooke Parker sprang to mind, but Brooke had been wearing high heels the night she’d disappeared.

With a sense of foreboding, he stepped closer.

Her face was hidden beneath the branches of a small tree. Squatting down, he smelled the rank sweetness of decaying flesh. Bracing himself, he angled the branches gently away.

Seth’s shoulders slumped. He raked his hands through his hair. Equal parts anger and sorrow flooded him as he stared down at the girl laid out on a bed of brown pine needles. What a waste. What a goddamned fucking waste.

He wanted to turn away, but he couldn’t. He needed to look. He needed to see. Seth felt the eyes of the volunteers on him. Reluctantly he gazed down at the dead girl. She looked like a wood sprite sleeping peacefully on the forest floor. Her sightless green eyes stared up blankly at the darkening sky. He knew from the bruising around her throat and the unnatural tilt of her head that her neck was broken.

His heart heaved in his chest.


Tess Turner
 . He would recognize her face anywhere.

Waiting for the techs to arrive, Seth eyed the scene with the clinical detachment he’d perfected analyzing dozens of crime scenes. Tess hadn’t been killed here. There were no signs of a struggle, no blood on the ground. There were no drag marks. She had been dumped here. Like trash. The son of a bitch had carried her up the trail.

Whoever he was, he was strong, and Seth thought about Charles Sully’s husky build—his broad chest and thick shoulders. He’d been used to heavy work and he’d known the neighborhood.

It was well past eight o’clock when Seth left the scene and returned to the office. His initial shock had faded, giving way to anger. He’d warned Tess to stay away from Sully, and with all the invincibility and swagger of a nineteen-year-old girl, she’d blithely ignored him. And now she was gone. She’d had such a bright and lively future ahead of her, and someone had snuffed it out in the blink of an eye.

If this had been Sully’s handiwork, death had been too good for him. He’d deserved to live a long miserable life in jail as some asshole’s bitch buddy for the lives he stole. Instead he’d taken the easy way out, and it was those left behind who would suffer. Good people, like Lara’s family. Tess’s family. Marissa. Kelly. So much blood. So much death.

Seth propped his elbows on the desk and ran his hands across his face. He stared down at the report he’d just completed. The techs would compare Tess’s DNA to that of the blood samples lifted from the trunk of Sully’s car. But what good would that do?

The case would be closed, and Tess would still be dead.

It all seemed so fucking pointless.

Seth sighed. Paper work complete, there was only one thing left to do. He opened his desk drawer and reached for his car keys. His hand stalled. Holly’s photo lay facedown in his drawer. He wanted to slam the drawer closed and get the hell out of there, but he didn’t. He pulled the picture frame out of the drawer and turned it over.

Holly’s frozen smile stared up at him. Accusing him. He’d let Tess careen off into harm’s way. He hadn’t been able to save her. He hadn’t been able to save his own wife. He couldn’t save anyone.

Seth closed his eyes. All he could do was react to the shitty things that happened every goddamned day.

Find the killer.

Bury the dead.

Some fucking job.

He jammed the picture back into the drawer and slammed it shut.

#

Tess Turner’s parents lived in a modest brick rambler in Everett. Lights were on in the living room. Seth passed the Ford F-150 in the driveway on his way to the door.

Luke Turner answered on the second knock, and Seth saw where Tess had gotten her dark hair and lively green eyes.

“Can I help you?” Turner asked. His thick eyebrows furrowed as he took in Seth’s appearance.

“Luke Turner?”

“That’s me. What can I do for you?”

“Detective Crawford, Seattle PD.” Seth showed his badge. Concern flashed in Turner’s bright eyes. “May I come in?”

Turner shifted in the doorway, and Seth caught sight of a woman coming down the hallway. She was middle-aged, petite, with bright-red hair and trendy glasses with electric-green frames. Her husband’s wary expression stopped her in midstride.

Seth followed the Turners down a short hallway to a large, comfortably furnished family room. The Turners sat close together on a cream-colored sofa. Seth took the brown leather recliner across from them. Everywhere he looked, he could see family photos—Tess as a freckle-faced girl, Tess graduating from high school, a young man he could only assume was her brother in army fatigues, family pictures of smiling faces.

A flag case sat on the top of the entertainment center. The stars and stripes filled the triangular case, and Seth thought back to what Tess had said. Her brother was currently overseas, serving in Afghanistan. He wished the Turners’ son were home with them now instead of thousands of miles away. They would need all the support they could get.

Seth glanced back at the Turners. Mrs. Turner leaned forward, her brown eyes filled with alarm.

“I have some news about your daughter.”

“Tess?” Mrs. Turner asked, clasping her hands tight together, as if in prayer.

“Yes. I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but something’s happened to her.”

The color drained from Luke Turner’s face. Seth dropped his gaze and stared at his feet.

“Is she all right?”

“I’m afraid not, Mr. Turner.”

Emotion thickened Seth’s voice. Anger. Sadness. Regret. Most times he could shut things off. Compartmentalize. Delivering bad news was part of the job, but this case had become personal. He’d liked Tess, and the tragedy of the situation overwhelmed his default coping mechanisms.

“Goddammit. What are you saying? Is she hurt? Is she . . . ?”

Seth raised his eyes with a look that confirmed Turner’s worst fears. The man’s voice broke. Turner sagged back against the sofa cushions. His wife reached for his hand, her fingers knotting with his. Tears filled her eyes.

“How?” Mrs. Turner gasped. Shock rippled across her face.

Luke Turner’s chin sagged, and he dropped his face into his hands. Her eyes blazing bright with tears, Mrs. Turner never took her gaze from Seth’s.

“How? How could you have let this happen? Her roommate is missing. Didn’t anyone think that our daughter was in danger? Why didn’t you protect Tess?”

Each word pierced Seth’s heart like a bullet. He should have done more to protect Tess. He should have driven her back to the dorm himself. He should have drilled home the danger she was in if she kept chasing Charles Sully. But he hadn’t. He’d let her go. He’d failed her and her family in every possible way.

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry? You’re sorry? Our girl is dead, and that’s all you have to say for yourself? Get out. Get out of my house.”

“Teresa,” Luke said softly, grasping his wife’s hands.

“Get out.”

Luke followed Seth to the door. In hushed tones, Seth imparted the logistical details he was obligated to pass along. He handed Luke his card, and the door closed.

With a leaden heart, Seth lumbered to his car. His cell phone rang. Pulling it from his pocket, he saw the number. It was Alvarez, no doubt looking for the chief’s daily report.

Aw, fuck it. Not tonight. He’d had enough for one day.

#

Great Big Sea, a folk band out of Newfoundland, Canada, blasted through the speakers at the Dubliner Pub in Fremont. The familiar smell of cedar and beer embraced him like a lover. He didn’t recognize many of the faces. Once a regular, Seth hadn’t set foot in the place for over a year. Not since he’d gotten sober. But tonight he spied an empty stool at the bar.

Tonight he had every intention of falling off the wagon with a definitive thud and surrendering to the sweet haze of oblivion offered by as much scotch as he could stomach.

The bar was full. Saturday night was dart league night, and teams were scattered around the dart boards, drinking and laughing. Seth paid them no mind. He spied the green bottle of Glenlivet winking at him in the bar’s amber light.

His cell phone rang. He pulled it out and checked the display. Marissa. Shit. He knew he should talk to her, put her mind at ease. But he couldn’t. He didn’t want to tell her about Tess. Alvarez had left a voice mail. Instead of checking it, though, he placed the cell phone on the bar and powered it down.

The bartender turned.

“What can I get you?”

They both stared.

Jesse Morgan was the first to speak.

“Don’t tell me you’re here on official business.”

Seth set his keys on the bar and shook his head. “Not tonight.”

Jesse’s gaze turned thoughtful. He wiped the bar in front of Seth with a damp white cloth.

“In that case, Detective, what’ll you have?”

“Glenlivet. Neat. Make it a double.”

Jesse grabbed the bottle and set the glass on the bar in front of Seth. He poured a generous three fingers into the glass.

“Bad day?”

Seth didn’t answer right away. He focused on the neon Guinness sign behind the bar and took a long swallow from the glass. He set it back down on the bar with a thud. The scotch burned a fiery path down his throat. He felt the welcome fire of it warm his belly, like a campfire on a cold night.

“You might say that.”

He couldn’t get Teresa Turner’s voice out of his head. He didn’t want to hear. He wanted the pain to go away.

“I’ve been watching the news,” Jesse said. “No word on Brooke?”

Seth eyed Jesse with a sharp look. Suspicion was an occupational hazard, but Jesse looked genuinely concerned, nothing more, and Seth changed the subject.

“What are you doing here? Did you quit the Chapel?”

“I make too much money there to quit. No. I’m just filling in for a buddy of mine. He runs the place. Occasionally he books my band in here.”

Seth nodded. He remembered. Acoustic Tuesday was a regular thing at the bar. Once or twice he’d found himself onstage with a guitar in his hand. But that had been before the fire. Before he’d lost Holly. That had been back when his life had actually made sense.

He drained the contents of his glass and ordered another. At this rate he’d pass out before midnight. It was the first cheerful thought he’d had all day.

Jesse poured another shot.

“I hear they found another body.”

Seth looked up, wishing the kid would shut his mouth and go away. Let him drink in peace. He thought about moving to a table in the corner, but all the tables were taken. He sighed and cupped the glass in his hand.

“I can’t talk about that yet.”

Jesse nodded. He fisted his hands on the bar in front of Seth. The colorful tattoos wound their way up his muscular forearms, disappearing into the sleeves of his sweater.

“I’ve been asking the regulars at the bar if they saw anything the night Brooke disappeared. There was one girl, Daria, who was out celebrating her birthday.”

Seth sighed. He hoped this was going somewhere. He’d come to the Dubliner to get away from work, not to rehash the case. Draining the contents of his glass, he waited for Jesse to get to the point.

“I showed her Brooke’s picture, and she sent me a photo. In the background you can see Brooke talking to a tall dark-haired guy.”

Seth straightened with sudden interest.

“Do you have it with you?”

Seth gestured toward the glass, and Jesse refilled it before he went off in search of his phone. The scotch tasted even better than he remembered. He took another swallow. It had been so long since he’d gone on a good bender, the effects were almost instantaneous.

Jesse returned with his phone. He flipped through his pictures until he found what he was looking for. Setting the phone down, he slid it across the bar. Seth squinted at the tiny screen. It was hard to see anything in this light. He inched the phone closer. A redheaded girl smiled in the foreground. Behind her, a few barstools down, he recognized Brooke’s wavy blonde hair. She was talking to a young man.

The hairs prickled on Seth’s arms, and he looked up. It was too small for identification purposes at this resolution, but maybe with some work, they could get something useful.

“Can you send me this? I’ll have one of our guys look at it.”

“Yeah.”

Seth knew he should forward it to the computer forensics team, but given their backlog of cases, it might take days for them to get to it. Brooke Parker didn’t have days. Henry Cahill, on the other hand, was at Holt’s beck and call. He forwarded the photo to Cahill and asked him to look at it ASAP.

“Did she remember anything else?” Seth asked.

“Nothing useful.”

“Thanks.”

Jesse nodded and drifted down the bar to serve other customers, leaving Seth alone with his thoughts. He wasn’t stupid. He saw the looks around the office, the careful way Alvarez eyed him ever since Sully’s public suicide. They were all waiting for him to crack under the pressure. They had been ever since Holly died. Maybe he had already cracked, he mused, picking up his glass. He was, after all, off the wagon. So while he was here, why not have another?

Seth held up his finger. Jesse spotted him. He was still too sober by half. One more for the road, and then he had to head home. Tomorrow would come. In all likelihood the results of the DNA tests would be waiting for him.

With that cheery thought, he downed his next drink.



Chapter 42


Marissa pulled alongside the curb. Coming here was crazy. Desperate. She’d tried calling him, but he wasn’t answering his phone. So after leaving three messages, she’d sweet-talked Henry Cahill into giving her Seth’s home address, making some lame excuse about paper work. They’d both known she was lying. She had to see him. She had to look him in the eye when he told her what the volunteers had found.

Marissa’s fingers drummed the steering wheel. Fat drops of rain pounded relentlessly down on the roof of her car and streamed down the windows. A thin film of condensation coated the driver’s-side window, and she swiped it away with the palm of her hand.

A few lights blazed inside the house. Seth’s Nissan sat in the driveway. He was home. And she was stalling. Because she knew she shouldn’t be here.

Surely if Seth had found Brooke’s body, he would have told her by now. Intellectually she knew this was true, but she needed to see him. She needed . . . what, she asked herself again. Assurance? Comfort? Something more?

Marissa stopped the thought before it could fully form in her mind, knowing that the longer she sat there, the less likely she was to act. Without giving herself another second to reconsider, she stepped outside and pocketed the car keys.

The wet wind assaulted her as she sprinted for the porch. Marissa pounded on the green door of the small Tudor. And waited. How would Seth react to her showing up like this? Would he be angry?

She should go. No. She had to talk to him. There’d be no sleep until she did.

It took thirty excruciating seconds for him to answer, each second giving voice to her doubts.

Seth’s bloodshot eyes widened at the sight of Marissa standing on his doorstep.

“I tried calling, but you didn’t answer. What did you find?” she asked, skipping the usual pleasantries.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“Dammit, Seth, I know the search party found something. Was it Brooke? Did you find my girl?”

Marissa’s chest ached with the need to know. She couldn’t spend another second agonizing, waiting for her cell phone to ring, waiting for him to show up at her door with horrific news. She couldn’t spend another night wondering if it was Brooke they’d found. Wondering if her daughter was dead or alive. Not knowing was like having a gaping hole ripped through the center of her heart.

Seth shook his head. All afternoon she’d feared the worst. Now a wave of relief flooded through her, so strong Marissa’s knees buckled. Seth reached out to steady her. She looked up into his face.

There was something he wasn’t telling her. He looked haggard. Beaten down. She could smell the alcohol on his breath. She hadn’t pegged him for a drinker, so whatever it was must have shaken him. Badly.

“What is it?” she demanded.

Seth released his grip and stared past her, out into the rainy night.

“What aren’t you saying?”

“Go home, Marissa.”

“I’m not leaving until you tell me.”

He hissed out a sigh and glared at her. His gray eyes smoldered with frustration. Anger.

“Tess is dead.”

Tears flooded Marissa’s eyes. Her hands flew to her mouth.

“Oh my God,” she murmured. “No.”

Without thinking, Marissa wound her arms around Seth’s waist and held on tight. He tensed in her embrace, but she refused to let go. She thought about Tess, with her quick smile and her bright-green eyes, so full of life, and a deep sadness shrouded her heart. Tears spilled over onto her cheeks, dampening the front of Seth’s T-shirt.

Strong hands gripped her shoulders, and Seth gently eased her away. Though she loosened the tight band of her arms, she refused to relinquish her hold. She glimpsed the pain in his eyes as he looked away.

“You should go,” he said again, his voice gruff.

“No,” Marissa said.

She planted her hand on the scarred side of his face. Pushing up onto her toes, she pressed her lips to his. Everything she felt, all of her fear, all of her longing, she packed into that kiss. The salty taste of her tears blended with the sharp tang of scotch. Seth’s shoulders tensed. He pulled back, but Marissa refused to let go. She wound her fingers into his damp hair and pressed against him in another kiss.

Seth’s resistance fled. His strong arms closed around her, pulling her hard against his body. His lips opened, and she felt the raw hunger, the need in his kiss. A rush of heat surged through her at the brush of his tongue.

She was dimly aware of the door closing behind her as Seth pushed her back until her shoulder blades pressed against the wall. He kissed her hard and she pulled him close, reveling in the taste of him, taking pleasure from the sure strength of his body against hers.

The zipper of her jacket purred open, and Seth’s hands closed on her waist. She tugged on his T-shirt, pulling it free from his jeans, and slid her cold hands inside his shirt. A wave of desire overwhelmed her senses. She kissed his neck, his chin, every part of him she could reach. All rational thought fled. And there was only Seth, so warm and so real.

Her hand slid down to his waist, fingers skimming lightly beneath his belt. Seth’s breath caught, and she could feel him shudder. His hot breath fanned her cheek, and he stared down at her.

“Not here,” he said.

Marissa nodded. Seth took her hand, and he led her through the living room toward the back of the house. The bedroom was dark, the shades drawn. Seth turned to her, a question in his eyes. She answered with a kiss. She reached for his belt, but Seth caught her curious hands and locked them behind her back.

His lips blazed a trail down her neck to the swell of her breast. She felt a dizzying spiral of sensations flow through her. She swayed unsteadily and curved her body into him, wanting more, wanting to feel like there was something good still left in the world.

Seth released her hands. He gripped her hips and pulled her against the full length of his body. Marissa nuzzled his earlobe, drinking in the scent of his skin. Sandalwood and scotch. His hand slid inside her shirt, cupping the fullness of her breast. She groaned, wanting him, needing him. She whispered his name.

Marissa fumbled with the buttons of her shirt. Seth brushed her hands impatiently away. He grabbed the hem of her shirt, stripped it up over her shoulders, and tossed it to the floor. His hungry lips devoured every inch of her newly exposed skin. He lost himself in the feel of her, in his need.

Marissa shuddered. Her cheeks flushed, her breath coming fast, she gripped his shoulders as his fingers smoothed her bra away. Her hands knotted in his hair, and she pulled his mouth back up to hers, tasting him. Seth’s hands unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down. She kicked them away and shed her panties.

As she fell back on the bed, Marissa’s long hair tumbled loose behind her. Seth stood above her staring down. In the dark, his face engulfed in shadows, she could no longer read his expression. She raised her hand toward him, her fingers outstretched.

His fingers twined with hers, and she pulled him closer. Marissa pushed up onto her elbows, her kisses seductively soft, the thrust of her tongue slow. Teasing.

Seth eased away and she heard the jingle of his belt buckle. She reached out and felt his body respond to her touch. A surge of dizzying heat flashed through her, and she pulled him down. Her knees parted and he slid slowly inside her.

Marissa gasped at the exquisite rush of sensations filling her. She arched her hips, matching his rhythm stroke for stroke. Point and counterpoint, they moved to the beat of a song that had no words. Was it a minute? An hour? A year? Marissa had lost all sense of time as Seth’s mouth found hers and she spiraled off the edge of insanity.

She cried out in the dark room, fingers digging into the taut muscles of his back. Seth’s body shuddered in release. Spent, he leaned down and kissed her gently on the mouth. She reached up to touch his face, the stubble on his jaw scratchy against her hand, the puckered skin of his scars like thick ropes of satin beneath her fingertips.

Marissa pressed her lips to his scarred cheek, all the tenderness she felt expressed in her kiss. Seth rolled onto his back, and Marissa’s heart began to slow. She settled into the warm curve of his shoulder. There, in the circle of his arms, hand resting over the steady beat of his heart, she felt safe. Finally, she slept.

#

Marissa opened her eyes. Seth lay on his side, facing her in the morning light, the scars on his face hidden by the pillow. His gray eyes were open. Alert. And she wondered how long he’d lain awake studying her in the morning light. Snuggling closer into his chest, she planted a soft kiss on his neck, wanting desperately to feel safe.

“This is a great way to wake up,” she said.

“We should talk about this.”

His words chilled her like ice water running down her back. She closed her eyes and pressed herself against the warmth of his body, unwilling to let go of the moment.

“Let’s not.”

Seth’s hand closed around her shoulder, and he gently edged her away. The look on his face was sober in the full light of morning. He rolled onto his back and she saw his scars. Marissa pulled the sheet close around her. The rush of air took on a sudden chill.

“This shouldn’t have happened.”

“I suppose you’re going to tell me this was a mistake, that you didn’t want this to happen.”

“Marissa . . .”

“Because if you try to tell me that,” she pressed on, “I’ll know you’re lying.”

Seth closed his eyes and ran his hands over his scarred face. His sober gaze met hers.

“Not to overstate the obvious, but I’m the cop assigned to your daughter’s case. There are lines that shouldn’t be crossed . . .”

Marissa’s eyes locked on his, refusing to budge an inch, and Seth gave his head a weary shake. Easing up from the mattress, she watched him pull on his boxer shorts and jeans.

“I’m going to make some coffee.”

Once she was alone in Seth’s room, self-doubt set in.

Yes, she was lonely. Yes, Seth was critical to solving Brooke’s case. Yes, getting involved now muddied whatever relationship they might have. But she couldn’t deny the way she felt about him. He was a good man. Strong. Caring. Despite all the complications, what she felt wasn’t wrong, and she wasn’t going to let misplaced guilt spoil whatever it was they had.

With so much chaos and uncertainty in her life, she didn’t want to lose the one good thing that had happened since this whole nightmare began. She wouldn’t let Seth push her away. She didn’t know if she could bear that on top of everything else.

Gathering her resolve, Marissa rose. Instead of donning her own clothes, she pulled his SPD-issue T-shirt over her head. She raised the fabric to her nose and breathed in his scent, sandalwood and cordite, then let it fall loose around her hips. The thick cotton hem brushed against her thighs as she exited the room.

She walked down the hall, getting the first real glimpse of the house. The living room was sparsely furnished, with modest leather furniture and a small flat-screen television. The dining room, or what she thought was the dining room, was absolutely bare. There wasn’t a table, a chair, a rug—nothing to show it was lived in.

Marissa stared at it. She looked around. There were no pictures, no artwork on the walls, no personal touches of any kind. The place had the empty, unlived-in feel of a mausoleum. Seth was a ghost drifting silently through the purgatory that was his existence, not really living. Merely surviving.

The thought chilled Marissa. She turned and continued down the hall.

Seth stood in the kitchen. He stared out the window, his face a granite mask. She studied his profile, taking in the angry red scars on his cheek, the stubborn jut of his jaw, and the downward cast of this mouth. Behind him, on the tidy kitchen cupboard, the coffee maker growled and popped. Dark, rich coffee dripped into the clear glass pot.

He turned at the sound of her bare feet approaching. He looked at her, his expression grim. Resolute.

“I hope you don’t mind I borrowed your shirt.” She perched on a stool beside the kitchen counter.

“It looks better on you.”

She held her hand out, wishing he’d take it. He didn’t. Instead Seth held up one of his own, warding her off. Rejection hit her like a slap across the face. She knotted her fingers together on the countertop. She could leave and they could pretend this had never happened. Well, maybe he could pretend. But she couldn’t. Last night had meant something.

“So, do you want to talk?”

Seth crossed the small kitchen, maintaining a safe distance between them. Propping his hands on the countertop behind him, he met her eyes. Marissa steeled herself for the onslaught of regret and guilt.

“I don’t think you realize what a huge ethical boundary I’ve just crossed. I can’t be objective about Brooke’s case if we’re involved.”

Marissa arched an eyebrow. “So this is about your objectivity? I hate to break it to you, Detective Crawford, but we’re already involved.”

Seth’s hands splayed wide in an exasperated palms-up gesture. “It’s an emotional case. It’s natural to mistake your feelings with the case with your feelings for me. It’s called transference.”

“First, I’m not confused. Second, you’re not my therapist. I know what I feel. I care about you. Do you?”

Seth dropped his gaze to the floor. His voice was quiet, almost inaudible, when at last he spoke. “You know this is impossible.”

Marissa climbed off the stool and approached him slowly.

“I know this is hard and you’re pushing me away. I know that whatever it is between us, you’ve felt it too. I also know that you’re looking for a way to deny it. You say it’s because of your duty, and maybe it is, but looking around here, I think there’s more to it.”

“Like losing my job’s not enough?”

Marissa felt the sting of his words swell. He was right. Just by being here she was putting him in an awkward position.

“Has there been anyone else since your wife died?”

Seth glanced up sharply. The fierce look on his face confirmed her suspicions.

“You need to go.”

“Don’t you think she’d want you to be happy?”

“Go.”

“I’m not leaving.”

Seth smashed his fist into the countertop. The coffee pot tilted, and the pot slid from its base. Glass shattered on the cold tile floor. Marissa jumped back. An instinctive stab of fear shot through her. She remembered Rick’s hand lashing out, connecting with her jaw. She remembered the blood.

She froze.

“Fuck,” he growled, raking his hands through his hair. He blew out a long breath. The struggle to control his frustration showed on his face. “Look, Marissa. Cops make lousy partners.”

“What about ex-strippers?”

“Not everything is about you.”

Coffee dripped. It hissed against the hot plate, filling the silence between them. Seth flipped off the switch. Reaching out, he gripped Marissa’s shoulder gently, steering her clear of the shattered glass.

Once they reached the living room, he dropped his hand. Her skin chilled where his hand fell away. She looked at the empty shell of a house. Everything around her screamed of a man who had survived his wife’s death but had not moved on.

“Look, I’m scared too. I’m a three-time loser at marriage, but I’m right here willing to deal with my issues, while you’re hell-bent on pushing me away. Why?”

“I’m not who you think I am.”

“What does that even mean?”

He turned toward the fireplace. Shaking his head, he pressed his palms against his eyes. Her fingers itched with the need to touch him, but she held back. Waited. When he spoke, his voice was so low she strained to hear him.

“My wife was depressed. She’d just had a miscarriage. Instead of staying home with her, I went to work.”

She looked around the house—unfurnished—and at his scars, and she knew.

“The fire wasn’t your fault, Seth.”

Seth’s face contorted. The pain in his voice was as red and raw as the scars on his cheek.

“She swallowed a handful of pills before she set the fire.”

Seth’s admission sucked the breath from Marissa’s lungs as she thought about how close she’d come to ending her own life. His gray eyes raged like a winter storm, and she wondered how many nights he’d lain awake in bed playing the what-if game.

What if they hadn’t lost the baby? What if he’d stayed home that night? What if he’d handled things differently? There were more unanswerable questions than there were burning embers in a fire. And it was so like Seth to keep all his grief tightly bottled up inside, to internalize his guilt and punish himself.

He was wrong though. It hadn’t been his fault. What happened had been terrible and tragic and no more his fault than that of an all-powerful God in the sky.

Silent tears leaked out onto her cheeks.

“Oh, Seth.”

The jarring sound of Seth’s cell phone shattered the silence. Marissa jumped. Seth crossed the living room and picked it up as Marissa wiped her cheeks.

“Crawford,” he said, his back turned toward her. “Yeah, I’m on my way.”

He pressed the end button and set the phone down.

“You’ve got to go?”

His smile was bitter.

“I told you. Cops make lousy partners.”



Chapter 43


Seth knew he should be racing to the office, but with a pounding hangover and a bellyful of regrets, he wasn’t ready to face the day. The morning’s phone call had notified him that the medical examiner’s findings for the girl in Charles Sully’s trunk were sitting on his desk. In all likelihood, after reading the report, he’d have to deliver more horrifying news to a set of grieving parents.

Instead of heading into the office, Seth pulled into a Tully’s Coffee parking lot. Gravel crunched beneath his tires as he chose a spot close to the rear entrance. The sweet smell of pastries, combined with the Glenlivet in his gut, sent his stomach plunging into a sickening barrel roll.

He knew better than to let his demons take hold. Once they gained purchase, they were nearly impossible to shake off. He’d worked the twelve steps and managed to crawl out of the bottom of the bottle he’d wallowed in after Holly’s death. Starting over was unthinkable.

It was just after eight o’clock on Sunday morning, and patrons swarmed Tully’s counter like flies. Food was out of the question. All Seth could manage was a black Americano. Hands shaking slightly, he placed the steaming cup on a small table and waited.

“You look like shit.”

Maxwell Singer clapped Seth’s shoulder, folding his six-foot-two frame into an empty chair across from him. The years hadn’t changed Max. Iron-gray hair brushed the collar of his black leather jacket. Sharp brown eyes assessed Seth with a frown.

“At least I look better than I feel,” Seth said, and took a sip of coffee. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been ten hours since my last drink.”

Beneath a handlebar moustache, Max’s lips slid into a wry grin.

“I’m your AA sponsor, not your father confessor. Trust me, you wouldn’t like my penance.”

Max was more than Seth’s AA sponsor; he was first lieutenant on his force and a mentor.

“Have you eaten anything?” Max asked.

Seth shook his head. His stomach still heaved at the thought of food.

“Water? Tylenol?”

“No.”

Max shook his head in mock disapproval. “You’re out of practice, son. What’s going on?”

“I’m on a shit case.”

Max stroked his thick moustache and eyed Seth with a thoughtful look.

“You’ve managed tough cases before. What’s different about this one?”

“I’ve got two dead girls, one missing, a dead suspect, and a boatload of unanswered questions.”

“So?”

Max listened patiently while Seth rattled off the details of the case, about Charles Sully’s record, Brooke Parker meeting Charles Sully at the Chapel, the body and the dog tags found in Sully’s trunk, and the standoff that had left their prime suspect dead.

“Sounds like all of the pieces fit. So what’s bothering you?”

“It’s all too neat. Why would Charles Sully leave a body in his trunk overnight? Why not just dump her?”

“Maybe he wanted to get caught.”

“Then why not leave her in the open? Why transport her body at all? Why change your method? The kind of guy who strangles a woman to death in a crime of passion seems like a very different perp than the psychopath who kills his victim and chops her up into pieces.”

“You think it’s two different killers?”

“I think it might be.”

“If you’ve got two killers, how do both deaths get pinned on Sully?”

“I think someone planted the duffel bag in Sully’s car.”

“A setup?” Max asked, his expression skeptical.

Seth nodded. “So on the one night Charles Sully has a body stashed in his trunk, there’s a dumpster fire in his neighborhood. Local cops respond. Then there’s a car prowler, and the only car that’s broken into is Charles Sully’s. What are the odds of that? What do you always say about coincidences?”

“There are no coincidences in police work.”

“Right.”

“Any facts to back up your theory?”

Staring down into his coffee, Seth shook his head. “Just my gut.”

“You mean the one still marinating in scotch?”

Seth glanced up sharply and Max raised a calming hand.

“Easy now. I’m just saying you need hard facts before you go to Alvarez or anyone else with this theory. The way it stands, you’ve got a solid case against Sully. You know as well as I do that in this kind of high-profile case there’s a ton of pressure to close it as quickly as possible. No one is going to be keen to have you picking away at it.”

Max was right. He could well imagine the backlash from Alvarez and Chief Abrams if he floated an unsubstantiated scenario. Still, in his gut he knew something wasn’t right. And Brooke Parker was still out there somewhere. He couldn’t stop looking.

Max’s speculative gaze locked on Seth’s face. “You know all of this already, son. What’s really bothering you?”

“Are you psychic?”

“All good cops are.”

Seth turned away from Max’s keen stare and looked at the faces all around him. The coffee shop was full of people, functioning members of society who were capable of having normal relationships, people whose lives weren’t irreparably fucked up. He sighed and swung his gaze back toward Max.

“I slept with one of the victims’ mothers.”

“Only one?” Max asked in a deadpan tone.

“Very funny. I’d just found another dead girl. I left her in harm’s way. I failed her.”

“You didn’t kill her, Seth.”

Knowing Max was right didn’t lift the thousand-pound weight of responsibility from his shoulders. He still had to find Brooke Parker. He still had to find the man or men who had murdered the girl they’d found in Sully’s trunk and Tess Turner. He owed it to them, to their families. And then what?

“When does it stop? No matter how well I do my job, there’s always going to be another monster out there. Always another victim. I’m tired of digging up dead bodies and telling parents their kids will never come home.”

Max reached across the table and patted Seth’s arm.

“You’ve let the job become your life, son. Have you ever thought that maybe it’s time to do something else?”

“Like what?” Seth asked, anger infusing his words.

As long as he could remember, he’d always wanted to be a cop. He didn’t know how to be anything else. He didn’t know where to start.

“Might be worth taking some time to figure that out.” Max sipped his coffee. “What about the woman?”

“After I notified the parents, I had a couple of drinks, and then she showed up.”

Max arched his eyebrows, waiting for more, while Seth sorted through his tangled knot of emotions. He’d wanted Marissa, and while the alcohol fogging his brain had been enough to lower his barriers, it wasn’t the reason he’d done it. In truth he’d wanted her since that day in Kelly’s room when he’d first held her. The touch of her body was electric and had awakened feelings in him he’d thought long dead.

“And,” Max prompted.

“And I care about her. Okay? She’s smart and tough and brave. And I know it’s fucked up, but . . .”

Seth trailed off and pressed his fingers into his temples. A headache boomed inside his skull. Talking about this was hard. Max was still staring at him like he was expecting more.

“Your feelings for her have made this case personal,” Max said. Seth couldn’t deny the truth of his words. “So, you slept with her and now you feel guilty?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“We’re not talking about me, son. We’re talking about you.”

The Americano in his cup was as cold and sobering as the truth spilling from Max’s lips. He drained the last of the coffee from the mug.

“Right. We’re talking about me. And yes, I feel guilty.”

“Why? Because of the job, or because of Holly?”

The mention of her name sent a shock wave spiraling through Seth. He glanced up at Max with a tortured look.

“Both.”

There was no judgment on Max’s face. He gave a slow nod and leaned forward, elbows propped on the table, his gravelly voice uncharacteristically soft.

“How did you leave things?”

“Badly. I let my guilt take over and treated her like a total asshole.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Seth raked a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. Everything was such a mess. He couldn’t leave things that way. He had to deal with it piece by piece.

“I need to figure out if I’m right and Sully was set up before the case is officially closed.”

“Okay, and what about the woman?”

There was no easy answer to Max’s question. His actions from this point on would directly affect his career. In some ways that would make pushing her away easier, but was that what he wanted? His heart said something different. Either way he had to face the consequences of what he’d done last night.

“What will happen when they find out about Marissa?”

“If you’re lucky you’ll be taken off the case and suspended for a few days. If you’re not . . .” Max finished his coffee. He set the mug back down on the table with a thump. “Look, you have to realize what a huge political shit-storm you stand to unleash. If you push back on closing the case while you explore an alternate theory, they could use your indiscretion as a lever to get rid of you. You’re in a bad spot, son.”

The reality of Max’s words hit him hard.

“And if they don’t find out?”

“It’s possible they won’t and everything will continue on the way it was. The case will close, and you’ll move on to the next one. Is that something you can live with?”

Seth stared down into the empty coffee cup, weighing his options. Could he risk being thrown off the case? Could he live with the lie?

“You’re right. They will close the case, and Marissa’s daughter might never be found. I can’t let that happen.”

“Then you’ve got a tough decision to make, son. First I’m taking you to an AA meeting. You’ll be no good to anyone if you don’t get your own house in order.”

#

“Alvarez’s been looking for you,” Linda Garcia said as Seth strode into the squad room.

Seth nodded. His head throbbed, and he pressed a palm to his temple.

“Was he pissed?”

“Well, he wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Great. Max had insisted on AA, so now, instead of his being half an hour late, it was coming up on eleven o’clock. A thick folder sat in the middle of his desk. But before he could face it, he needed more coffee.

Five minutes later Seth thumbed through the medical examiner’s report on the desk with a heavy heart. DNA evidence had confirmed his suspicions. The dead body in Charles Sully’s trunk was Kim Covey. The extensive bruising on her back, and defensive wounds on her hands and arms all spoke to the gruesome beating Kim Covey had endured before her death.

If the killer had beaten the shit out of Kim before he killed and dismembered her, how much worse would Brooke endure?

The headache intensified, and he pressed his palms into his closed eyes, trying to relieve the pressure. In a fit of desperation, he wrenched the top drawer of his desk open and pawed through the layers of papers and other assorted crap in search of the bottle of Advil he kept stashed there for emergencies. Hand buried deep in the drawer, he froze as he caught sight of Holly’s picture. Memories of last night with Marissa came rushing back.

What would Holly say if she knew what he’d done? Would she feel betrayed? Would she want him to move on? Seth shook his head at the unexpected anger welling up inside him as a new thought dawned.

She was the one who had abandoned him. She had swallowed a handful of pills to make her pain go away. How was he supposed to deal with that? How was he
 supposed to make the pain go away? He’d lived with the agony of losing her for two years now, always blaming himself. But maybe she deserved some of the blame too.

Seth yanked the picture out of the drawer and threw it into the trash bin under his desk. Glass and wood clattered noisily, and heads turned in his direction. He ignored everyone around him, still digging for the Advil.

He upended the bottle into his cupped hand, but nothing emerged. It was empty. Fucking perfect. Seth gritted his teeth and flung the vial in the garbage pail. It clattered noisily against the picture frame.

“Crawford,” Alvarez barked from across the squad room.

Seth’s chin snapped up. With a grimace he rose from his chair and threaded his way through the rows of desks. The lieutenant closed the office door. Seth frowned. A closed-door conversation was definitely not a good sign. Easing into the guest chair, Seth waited for the ass-chewing to begin. He didn’t have to wait long.

“Nice of you to show up.”

Seth stared across the desk without comment.

After a lengthy silence, the lieutenant continued. “What’s the latest on the body?”

“According to the DNA evidence, it’s Kim Covey.”

Alvarez cringed. Seth knew it didn’t come as a complete shock, but the brutal death of any girl came hard. Alvarez’s gaze strayed to the framed photographs on his desk. From this angle Seth couldn’t see them, but he knew they were pictures of the lieutenant’s family—his pretty wife and their two young girls.

“Have her parents been informed?”

“Not yet,” he said, dreading the inevitable task. Seth could still hear Teresa Turner’s accusations in the back of his mind.

“Are they still in town?”

“The Coveys? Yes. I’ll go see them this morning.”

“Any new developments on the whereabouts of the Parker girl?”

“Not yet.”

“The chief wants an update by noon.”


Of course he does.


“Yes, sir.”

“We need to find the Parker girl’s body so we can close this case.”

“She may be alive,” Seth said.

“In her condition? You really believe that?”

Seth gritted his teeth, frustration building. Alvarez was probably right. But how could he tell Marissa he’d failed? How could he tell her Brooke was dead?

“I’m doing everything I can,” he snapped.

“Then do it faster. Do your job. You can start by telling me where you were this morning.”

“I was with Marissa Rooney,” Seth blurted.

He hadn’t meant to say it, but there it was.

Alvarez’s mouth dropped open. He stared at Seth in slack-jawed amazement, and Seth knew he’d said too much. He was beyond caring though. And now that he’d said it, there was no taking it back.

“Tell me you’re not serious.”

Seth shrugged. “Look, I know what you want. You want a quick, clean ending to the case. I do too. But you know as well as I do it doesn’t work that way. I don’t give a flying fuck about the chief’s report or any of the other political bullshit associated with this fucking case. I care about one thing—finding Brooke Parker. And my every instinct is telling me that Charles Sully may not be our guy.”

“Based on what? Wishful thinking? The woody you have for her mother?”

Half a heartbeat of silence pulsed between them. Seth sprang to his feet, hands clenched. The chair clattered behind him. He desperately wanted to drill his fist into the lieutenant’s perfect nose.

“Did you sleep with her, Crawford? I want the truth.”

“Yes.”

“Fuck.” Alvarez’s hands splayed wide in a frustrated arc. “Do you have any idea what a fucking mess this case is? The chief is riding my ass demanding results, and you’re sleeping with the victim’s mother. Now you’re questioning Sully as a viable suspect. Have you lost your fucking mind? Do you know what a shitty position this puts me in?”

“Afraid of losing your promotion, Lieutenant?”

Alvarez’s face flushed a deep shade of scarlet.

“You’re off the case, Crawford. Hand the files over to Garcia.”

A thick vein bulged in the lieutenant’s forehead. Anger pulsed in every syllable.

“Don’t you breathe a fucking word of what happened until I figure out what I’m going to do with you, do you understand me, Crawford? Not a single fucking word. Not about your relationship with Ms. Rooney or your half-assed theory about Sully not being the killer. Nothing.”

Seth leaned an inch closer, staring his boss in the eyes.

“Tell me, Brad, when did closing the case become more important than finding the truth?”

“Get your ass out of here before I fire you.”

“Don’t bother.”

The solution was so absurdly simple, it almost hadn’t occurred to him. Seth removed the badge from his pocket. He stared at it for a few seconds, reflecting back over the many cases he’d worked in his career—some good, some bad. Max was right. He’d miss it, he knew. But it was time. With an air of finality, he tossed it on the lieutenant’s desk. He pulled his gun from its holster and placed it beside the badge.

Alvarez’s jaw dropped.

“Think about this, Crawford. If you leave now, there’s no coming back.”

An absurd bubble of laughter rose in Seth’s throat. He closed the door quietly on his way out of the office, feeling lighter than he had in years.



Chapter 44


Marissa sat in the waiting room. She was early for her Monday morning appointment with Dr. Anita Frank, rated one of the top family psychologists in the city. Marissa knew that when they found Brooke, her daughter would need the best therapist she could find.

Classical music played over the speakers. The colors were calming—sedate gray walls, lavender furniture, plush gray carpet. Silvery air bubbles drifted through the tank filled with colorful tropical fish.

Marissa thought about the pills she had almost taken, about the constant state of panic she’d lived in since Brooke had disappeared, and the guilt and fear and hope she felt whenever she thought about Seth. A lifetime of therapy might not be enough to sort out her shit. But that wasn’t why she was here.

The door at the far end of the office opened, and she recognized Dr. Anita Frank’s face from the profile piece she’d read in Seattle Magazine
 .

Dr. Frank smiled. “Ms. Rooney?”

“Yes.” Marissa stood quickly, squelching an attack of nerves.

“I have five minutes before my next appointment.”

“Thanks for fitting me in. I’ll be brief.”

Marissa perched on the edge of the love seat in Dr. Frank’s office.

“I’m here on behalf of the Holt Foundation. Our mission is to help victims of violence and their families.”

“I’ve read the materials you sent and will gladly donate to the cause. Unfortunately I have another commitment tomorrow night, so I won’t be able to attend the benefit in person.”

“Thank you, Dr. Frank. That’s very generous of you, but I was hoping for something more than money.”

Dr. Frank’s brows rose, and she eyed Marissa with curiosity. “Oh?”

“I was hoping you’d consider donating some of your time to counsel the victims and their families.”

Dr. Frank uncrossed her legs and leaned forward in her chair. Her kind brown eyes met Marissa’s, and she shook her head.

“I wish I could. I have every confidence the Holt Foundation will do great things, but I’m afraid I can’t participate. I already donate time to Child Sanctuary and the Cancer Foundation. I also sit on the board for the Seattle’s Children’s Home. Between that, my practice, and my family, my schedule is stretched pretty thin. I’d love to help you, Ms. Rooney, but I can’t.”

“Dr. Frank, there are families out there, victims like my daughter who could never afford the type of treatment you offer. Having someone with your reputation would help us attract a number of other prominent specialists to help provide critical services for families in need. Please, Dr. Frank, we need you.”

Compassion and regret mingled on the doctor’s kind face.

“I appreciate what you’re doing. I really do, but I can’t commit enough of my time to make it worth your while.”

Marissa’s hopes plummeted. She’d pinned her hopes on securing Dr. Frank as the linchpin of her services strategy. Now she’d have to reconsider. If Dr. Frank had so many other commitments, what about the list of other potential candidates? Would they be willing to donate their time?

“I was so sorry to hear about your daughter’s disappearance, Ms. Rooney. I can’t imagine anything more tragic.”

Marissa nodded in acknowledgement and forced a smile.

“Thank you for your time, Dr. Frank,” she said, rising to her feet.

Dr. Frank stood and shook her hand warmly.

“I wish I could do something more to help,” she said. “I will send along my donation.”

“Thank you.”

#

Deflated, Marissa trudged back to the Smith Tower. Hunched behind her desk, she stared at her e-mail in-box and picked at her cuticles. She should be doing research and finding other mental health professionals to approach, but she didn’t have the heart. Short on sleep and still reeling from Seth’s tortured admission, Marissa didn’t have much fight left in her.

Henry Cahill breezed into the office. Marissa looked up.

“Is Ms. Holt in?”

“She had a meeting this morning, but she should be back soon. Is there something I can help you with?”

Cahill shrugged. “Well, I’ve been trying to get hold of Detective Crawford. He sent me an image file Saturday night, and I’ve been working on it. I have something to show him, but he’s not answering his phone.”

Anxiety knotted Marissa’s stomach. She hoped he was okay. There were a dozen legitimate potential reasons for his not answering his phone, but she knew from personal experience he almost always answered. Saturday night had been the first time she hadn’t been able to reach him. Panic had brought her to his door in the middle of a rainstorm.

“I’ll see if I can reach him,” she said feebly. Cahill thanked her and left the office.

Minutes later Elizabeth Holt swept in. She settled in her chair and asked Evan to bring her some tea. Marissa wanted to tell her about her efforts to enlist Dr. Frank but decided against it. Efforts meant little. Holt was the type of woman who expected results. Instead Marissa left a message on Seth’s voice mail.

Holt glanced over.

“How are we looking for tomorrow night’s benefit?”

“Good. I’ve finalized the seating plan. The caterer is ready to go.”

“Can I see it?”

“What?”

“The seating plan.”

“Sure,” she said, and e-mailed the list to Holt, praying she wouldn’t insist on changes at this late date.

Marissa checked her phone. Still no call from Seth. She texted him.

No sooner had she set down her phone than the door burst open and Henry Cahill marched in with Seth close on his heels. Marissa closed her eyes for a brief second as relief washed over her. He was safe—dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, his hair windblown and damp from the rain.

“Ms. Holt, we have something to show you,” Cahill said.

“Detective Crawford,” Holt said, arching her brow in a curious look. “I’m surprised to see you.”

“I hope you don’t mind I’m here,” Seth said.

Mind? Why would Holt mind? There was a subtext to their conversation Marissa wasn’t following, and as usual, Holt’s expression gave nothing away.

“Not at all. So tell me, Henry, what did you find?”

All eyes turned toward Cahill.

“Detective Crawford sent me something last night.”

Cahill set his tablet computer on Holt’s desk, and Holt leaned forward. Marissa sprang from her chair and hovered behind the group, straining to see the small screen. Her heart lurched as she caught a glimpse of Brooke.

Marissa remembered Brooke’s first date. Wearing a pale-pink dress, she had looked as pretty as a rose petal as she waited for Jesse Morgan to arrive, while Marissa had been a bundle of nerves. She’d paced the house for hours waiting for Brooke to come home that night, telling herself that Brooke was smart, that Brooke was a smart girl. She wouldn’t make the same mistakes Marissa had. When Brooke had arrived home on time, just before ten o’clock, Marissa had known she’d been stupid to worry. Brooke was a responsible kid.

Marissa stared at Brooke’s image on the screen, smiling at the dark-haired young man. Half of her hoped this would be the lead that would help bring Brooke home, and half of her feared they would never find her daughter.

She felt Seth’s gaze on her and looked over. His gray eyes locked on her face. Her heart lurched and she forced a small smile. She thought about how they’d left things Sunday morning and wondered how he was coping. He looked better than he had when he’d left the house. Less troubled. More sure.

“The photograph was taken with a cell phone the night Brooke disappeared.” Cahill’s voice interrupted her thoughts, and she tore her gaze away from Seth, refocusing on the screen.

“Where did you get it?” Holt asked.

“Jesse Morgan,” Seth answered. The unexpected name caused her heart to skip. “He’s been asking his regulars at the bar for anything that might help find Brooke. One of them sent him this picture.”

Surprise turned to gratitude. She’d written Jesse off years ago as a carefree, irresponsible kid who cared about no one other than himself. But now, faced with this new revelation, she realized maybe she’d been too quick to judge.

“It’s surprisingly good quality,” Holt said.

Cahill grinned like a kid who’d just won the science fair. “Yeah, well, it was taken in low light, blurry as shit, so I ran it through a few enhancement filters, and voilà.”

“Do we know who he is?”

“Not yet. I’m running it through a facial recognition program. See how he’s looking away from the camera?” Cahill pointed at the screen. “The program works by measuring and matching generalities of the subject’s facial structure. Because he’s looking away, we’re less likely to get a definitive match, but we will get a list of probable matches. From there I can set up a query eliminating potential suspects based on other criteria—age, where they live, you know.”

“Excellent work, Henry. Let me know when you have more.”

“Will do,” Cahill said, and left the room with a satisfied smile.

“Marissa, could you give me a moment alone with Detective Crawford?”

Surprised, Marissa cast a curious glance between the two before she left the office. She hovered outside the doors. While it wasn’t exactly eavesdropping, it was skirting the line. With all the noise out in the great room, she caught only a word or two of the conversation. Minutes later Seth emerged.

He stopped when he saw Marissa.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“More or less.”

She wanted to touch him, to run her hand across his raspy cheek and see if the connection between them Saturday night was still there. He stepped back, as if reading her intent. An awkward pause stretched out between them. There was so much she wanted to say, but she was afraid of saying too much. He’d made it clear yesterday morning he felt last night had been a huge mistake.

She searched for some neutral ground.

“What did Ms. Holt want?”

“She offered me a job.”

“A job?” Marissa asked, confused.

“Yeah, it seems I’m in need of one.”


Oh God.


“This is my fault. You got fired because of me.”

“No, I quit.”

Marissa blinked, wondering if she’d heard right. “You what?”

“I think maybe it’s time to do something else.”

Seth’s lips cocked into a rare half grin. Marissa was too dumbfounded to respond. He glanced down and checked his watch.

“Sorry, I have a meeting to get to.”

He left before she could say another word.



Chapter 45


Tonight was Elizabeth’s night. Launching the Holt Foundation was the crowning achievement of her brilliant career, the fulfillment of a lifelong dream, and Marissa wanted everything perfect. Elizabeth deserved as much.

Pausing at the top of the stairs, Marissa swept her anxious gaze across the ballroom. Something was wrong. As she scanned each of the tables, it took a moment to sink in. The tablecloths were the wrong color. She had specifically ordered white. These were cream.

“Everything looks lovely, Marissa.”

Marissa nodded, shooting a worried glance Evan Holt’s way.

“Is everything all right?” he asked.

“They’re the wrong tablecloths.”

Evan glanced at a nearby table and shrugged his shoulders.

“Maybe so, but the tables look great. Stop worrying.”

“Elizabeth will notice. I wonder if there’s time to change them.”

Marissa searched the room for the catering director. He was nowhere to be found. She started off toward the kitchen, but Evan’s hand on her arm stalled her.

“Marissa, there’s no time. The tables look lovely. Really. Let it go.”

Evan was right. Guests would arrive at any minute. She’d been so careful to plan every detail. She’d wanted tonight to be perfect. Now this.

“You’re still worrying. Can I get you a drink?”

“Me? Nothing. Thanks.”

A drink might help calm her nerves, but she didn’t dare. She was short on sleep and had an empty stomach—a glass of wine would hit her hard.

Elizabeth appeared at the far side of the room. Her black gown fluttered softly around her as she approached. Evan kissed his aunt’s pale cheek. She smiled affectionately at him, patting his hand.

“Everything looks lovely, Marissa.” Elizabeth smiled. “You’ve done well.”

“But the tablecloths were supposed to be white.”

“No matter. The cream ones work just fine.”

Evan snatched two champagne flutes from the tray of a passing waiter. Handing one to Elizabeth, he raised the other in a toast.

“To the Holt Foundation. May we have an excellent night.”

Elizabeth sipped champagne, her eyes drinking in every detail of Marissa’s appearance, from the beaded bodice of the golden gown to the flowing gossamer skirt. She lowered her glass, looking pleased.

“You look like Cinderella dressed for the ball.”

“Would that make you my fairy godmother?”

Elizabeth laughed. “I suppose so.”

Marissa cast her gaze down the stairway toward the lobby, where guests pooled in the foyer. Her stomach gave a nervous flutter.

“Here we go,” she said, heading for the stairway.

For the next half hour, Marissa greeted guests, directed traffic, and ensured everything went off without a hitch. The frantic pace kept her focused. And when the mayor and his wife arrived, she greeted them warmly and handed them off to Evan, who escorted them to the head table.

“I see you’ve landed on your feet, Ms. Rooney.”

Marissa silently groaned. The last thing she needed on top of the stress of making sure the benefit ran smoothly was Paige Benoit’s hateful remarks.

“Ms. Benoit, what a surprise. I don’t recall seeing your name on the guest list.”

“Mr. Regis encouraged the staff to attend. What a surprise to find you playing a central role in Ms. Holt’s benefit.”

“Thank you for coming,” Marissa said.

Benoit’s gaze slid slowly over her. Marissa knew that look. Benoit was trying to make her feel cheap. Unworthy. Like a whore dressed up in someone else’s clothes.

“That’s quite a dress, Ms. Rooney.”

Two weeks ago Benoit’s words might have made Marissa feel small, but now they glanced off her without leaving a scratch. Marissa almost felt sorry for the woman. She wondered where such bitterness stemmed from. Benoit looked like she was going to say more when Evan arrived at her side. He eyed her former boss with the same chilly professional air he’d shown Marissa the first time they’d met.

“Ah, Ms. Benoit. So glad you could make it. Allow me to show you to your table.”

With a broad sweep of his hand, Evan gestured toward the staircase. Tossing one last corrosive look Marissa’s way, she followed him into the ballroom.

“She’s right. That is quite a dress.”

Marissa spun on her heel at the sound of his voice. Her breath caught as she came face-to-face with Seth. He looked handsome dressed in a tuxedo, the black jacket emphasizing his broad shoulders and fit physique.

“Thank you. It’s Elizabeth Holt’s dress.”

“I’m sure it looks better on you.”

A twinkle of amusement flashed in his gray eyes, and she remembered he’d said something similar about the police T-shirt she’d worn the morning after. Did he remember it too? Looking up into his face, she thought maybe he did.

“You know what I mean. She sent it to me, along with the shoes.”

She lifted the hem of her skirt, revealing the delicate matching sandals for his inspection. Seth inclined his head toward her, his voice soft, his breath fanning her cheek.

“You really should get better at accepting compliments.”

Marissa blushed. A few blonde curls escaped the intricate knot at the back of her neck and tickled the side of her face. Seth’s hand reached toward her, like he might sweep the hairs away from her cheek, and her breath caught.

Marissa stared at the river of twisted scars running down the side of his face. All warriors have scars
 . When she looked at his, she saw something beautiful—the story of a husband willing to sacrifice himself to save his wife. How many men have loved so much, lost so much, and still survived
 ? Pain could have destroyed him, but it hadn’t. No one had ever loved her that way.

His hand stalled inches from her face, and Marissa released her breath. He stepped back. All she had to do was reach out and take his hand. All she had to do was bridge the gap between them. Marissa looked into his gray eyes, as turbulent as a stormy sky, and knew he wasn’t ready yet. Maybe he never would be.

“I know we need to talk, but this isn’t the right time.”

“I know,” she said, more sad than bitter.

Tonight was about Elizabeth Holt and the foundation. So Marissa pushed back her need to resolve things between them. She would wait. Seth was worth that much. And more.

Marissa watched him dissolve into the crowd. Catching her breath, she turned as the next set of guests entered.

Loss was still an open wound for Mary and Kevin Covey. Every cell in Marissa’s body felt their pain. She would never forget the horror of seeing their daughter’s body laid out on a metal table. Tears welled in Marissa’s eyes. She blinked them back, holding her hand out to Mary. Mary took it.

“Thank you for coming,” Marissa said, her voice thick with sorrow.

Kevin took her other hand. She searched for something to say—some comfort she could offer—but there were no words for the hell the Coveys were going through.

“How are you holding up?”

The Coveys clung to each other, two victims adrift in a sea of agony and grief.

“It’s been really hard,” Kevin said, curving an arm around his wife’s slumped shoulders. “Any news on Brooke?”

Marissa shook her head. Kevin studied her with sad, solemn eyes. He knew. He knew what she was going through, and for a moment, she felt less alone.

“We’re praying for you,” Mary said, sagging against her husband’s frame.

Marissa said nothing. She’d stopped believing in God years ago. She hoped Mary found comfort in her faith, and the strength she needed to get through this nightmare.

Marissa squeezed Mary’s damp hand and let go. Her heart ached with the weight of their loss. Her chest tight, she pulled in a shuddering breath. She needed a few minutes alone to regain her composure. She needed some fresh air. Turning, she crossed the lobby, heading for the entrance.

“Marissa,” Elizabeth called. Her icy fingers wrapped around Marissa’s elbow. “Come. There is someone I’d like to introduce you to.”

Marissa gazed outside into the dark night. Two or three minutes alone were all she needed, but she had no choice. She followed Elizabeth across the crowded ballroom.

Elizabeth stopped next to a tall man in his midsixties. He had a thick gray head of hair and sharp, aristocratic features. Next to Elizabeth’s gaunt frame, he looked the picture of health.

He reached for Elizabeth’s hand and stepped toward her. His lips brushed her lined cheek.

“You look lovely tonight, Lizzie,” he said in a voice so low Marissa almost missed it.


Lizzie
 . Marissa’s ears pricked up at the casual use of the name. The only other person she knew who called Elizabeth that was Evan.

“Marissa, allow me to introduce Alistair Wright.”

She knew the name. Alistair Wright. Lawyer. Philanthropist.

“Ah, Ms. Rooney, it’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”

“You too, sir.”

His grip was firm and sure.

“You know each other?” Elizabeth asked, surprise evident in the arch of her brows.

“I had other plans this evening, but Ms. Rooney called me personally. I could hardly refuse. She can be quite persuasive.”

“You mean persistent,” Marissa said with a quick grin.

“Just so.” He nodded.

“Alistair and I went to law school together. He was the editor of the law review. Graduated near the top of his class.”

“Second only to Lizzie,” he said.

Alistair’s warm gaze lingered on Elizabeth’s face, and Lizzie fingered the necklace around her throat. A look passed between them. Something private. Something she was not meant to see, and Marissa averted her gaze, catching Evan’s eye.

Looking thoughtful, Evan sipped champagne from his glass.

“I was sorry to hear about your daughter,” Alistair said, turning toward Marissa. “I hope for everyone’s sake she is found soon.”

“Thank you.”

“As a parent, I can only imagine how you must feel.” He stretched an arm around the shoulders of a pretty young woman at his side. “This is my daughter, Alicia.”

“Hello,” Marissa said, extending her hand.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Rooney.”

The ring on Alicia’s finger turned, catching the light.

“Good lord, what a beautiful ring,” Elizabeth said, grasping Alicia’s outstretched hand.

“Alicia just announced her engagement.” Alistair smiled wide.

“Well, aren’t you the proud papa?”

“Indeed I am.”

“Congratulations,” Marissa said.

Watching Alistair with his beautiful daughter, Marissa thought about her own daughters. She didn’t know if they would find Brooke. Each day stretched into the next like some form of torture. She didn’t know if her family would ever be whole again. As if sensing her thoughts, Evan placed his hand lightly on Marissa’s shoulder. She looked up into his concerned gaze. A wave of gratitude washed through her as the conversation flowed around them.

“Wonderful news, Alistair. Where is the lucky young man?”

Alistair shot Alicia a questioning look.

“Oh, Drew? He’s outside making a call. Something about work. He should be back soon.”

Alicia threaded her arm through her father’s, and Marissa’s heart weighed like an anchor inside her chest. Excusing herself from the group, she made for the door, knowing this might be her last chance for some air before the speeches started.

The doors parted and she breathed in the night air. It felt cold and fresh in her lungs. Stepping outside, she accidentally brushed the arm of another woman who was on her way in.

“Excuse me,” Marissa said.

“Ms. Rooney.”

Marissa stopped. She searched the woman’s face. It couldn’t be.

“Dr. Frank?”

“I’ve been thinking about you ever since you left my office, and well, here I am.”

“I’m so happy you came. Come, let me introduce you to Ms. Holt.”

The doors closed behind Marissa, and she led Dr. Frank into the ballroom. Once she’d found Elizabeth in the crowd, she made the introductions.

The two women shook hands, and Marissa could tell by the shift in Elizabeth’s expression that she recognized the name. Elizabeth gave Marissa an approving smile, and she realized that now she had fully accomplished the mission Elizabeth had set for her. Three influential donors were here at the benefit because of her.

“Ms. Rooney said you were pulling together a set of professional services as part of your foundation. She convinced me to donate some of my time. I’ve taken the liberty of speaking with some colleagues who also expressed an interest in helping out.”

“Thank you, Dr. Frank. You’re too kind.”

“I will have my office contact Ms. Rooney, and we’ll work out the arrangements.”

“Excellent.”

Marissa left the two women talking animatedly about Elizabeth’s vision for the foundation. Leaving the crowd behind, she pushed open the door and walked outside into the dark night. A thick blanket of charcoal clouds hung low over the city. Shadows and light fell in a checkerboard pattern across the cracked asphalt. Marissa shivered.

She slipped between the buildings, her high heels clicking down the alleyway. Despite the cold, it felt wonderful to be out of the crowd. With all those people around, she could hardly breathe. Everyone was looking at her, pitying her.

The sight of Kim Covey’s parents had driven her thoughts down a very dark path. All this time she’d imagined Brooke out there somewhere, waiting to be found, waiting to come home. That day in the morgue had forced her to consider the unthinkable. Brooke might never come home again—they might not even find her body.

A strangled cry escaped Marissa’s lips. She pressed her palm against her lips, stifling the sound. Pain pulsed through her chest, and she slumped, her shoulder pressed up against the building beside her.

She’d always believed that knowing would be better than not knowing, and while part of her knew that was true, another part of her couldn’t stand the idea of losing hope. Without hope she was lost. Without hope she’d be forced to face a life without Brooke, without her baby. A chilling cold seeped into her bones. Inky blackness pooled around Marissa.

In the dark she heard a sound, like footsteps approaching behind her. She swung away from the wall and peered down the alley. All she could see was darkness and shadows.

“Hello?” she called, her voice echoing down the alley.

No one answered. Cars buzzed in the distance. She strained her ears to hear something else. But there was nothing.

Goose bumps prickled her arms. Fear tingled along her nerve endings. Something wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be out here. She should probably get back. Elizabeth would be looking for her.

She took one last look down the alley. A dark figure swung around the corner of the building, coming toward her. His footsteps rang on the concrete.

“Hello?” she said again.

He didn’t respond. With each long stride, he drew closer. He was tall. Broad-shouldered. Dressed in black. His face was cloaked in shadow.

Marissa spun on her heel and hurried down the alley, away from the man. She heard him approaching, his pace faster now. Her heart raced. The sidewalk was still ten yards away. She slipped; her ankle twisted. She stumbled, then righted herself and kept going.

Five yards now. Four. She glanced behind her. He was still there. Closer. His chin was down; she couldn’t see his face.

“Marissa?”

Seth appeared on the sidewalk. She jumped. Craning her head around, she looked down the alley. It was empty.



Chapter 46


After the chilly night air, the crowded ballroom felt like a sauna. Drew headed straight for the bar. He needed a drink if he was to have any prayer of making it through the speeches.

Marissa sat at the head table, surrounded by Seattle’s elite. He was impressed by the transformation she’d undergone since leaving his father, her beauty refined over the years. It wasn’t just the dress; she looked as if she belonged here. But then, that shouldn’t surprise him.

When had Rick ever brought the best out in anyone? Sure as hell Drew wasn’t the same boy who had lived in his father’s house. And like Marissa’s, his changes ran far deeper than the clothes on his back, the expensive car he drove, and the beautiful fiancée by his side.

The line moved and Drew glanced up at the ponytailed bartender.

“Glenlivet?” the bartender asked the suit in front of him.

“Tonic water.”

“On duty tonight, Detective Crawford?”

Drew stiffened. Detective? He shifted his position to get a better look at the guy. And Christ, what a face. Not one you could easily forget, with those huge scars running from his eye down to his jawline.

“Jesse Morgan. You pop up more often than a character in a Stephen King Castle Rock novel. Surely you’re not the only bartender in this city,” the cop said.

“I get around,” Jesse said, pouring tonic water over ice cubes and squeezing in a lime.

“I’ve heard that about you.”

Jesse handed Crawford his drink and turned his gaze on Drew.

“Grey Goose martini, dry and dirty, right?”

Drew stared at the bartender. Sweat dampened his palms as he sized the guy up, trying to place him.


Shit.
 The Chapel
 . He remembered the bartender there flashing a photo of Brooke on his phone. The cop eyed Drew with a curious look.

“Damn, you’re good,” he said, making light of the moment.

“I never forget a drink. Did your girl say yes?”

“What?”

“Your girl. You were at Maximilien’s the other night, right?”

“Yeah. Oh, yeah. She said yes.”

“Congratulations. Drink’s on the house.”

“Aren’t they all?” Drew joked feebly.

Heart pounding like a jackrabbit’s, Drew saluted Jesse with his glass and beelined it to his table. It was time to leave. That last brush at the bar had unnerved him. Alicia would raise holy hell if he tried to leave before the speeches, though, so he had no choice. He’d sit through those and then he was out of here.

Shifting his chair, he positioned himself behind Alicia and gulped his martini.

Elizabeth Holt opened up the night by droning on about the foundation and its mission to help families whose lives had been torn apart by kidnapping, rape, blah, blah, blah.

The speech was as captivating as a calculus lecture, and Holt had all the sex appeal of one of the wizened tribal women with leathery tits on the cover of National Geographic
 . When was the last time she’d gotten laid? Eighteen seventy? Fucking her would be almost as much fun as dry-humping a fence post.

Feigning polite interest, he sipped his drink. In the middle of her closing remarks, Holt started coughing. Hunched over a cocktail napkin, she waved off some douche who hovered close by and pointed a bony finger toward Marissa.

Marissa rose like Aphrodite reborn and intoned, “Thank you for coming tonight and showing your support for the Holt Foundation. As many of you know, my daughter Brooke went missing . . .”

Riveted by the pain he saw in Marissa’s eyes, he couldn’t tear his gaze away. Each day Brooke was missing, she died a little more. Suddenly he was glad he hadn’t left before the speeches. He would have missed this.

Marissa’s voice faded from his mind and a memory surfaced. He was seventeen, and Rick was drunk again. Marissa was arguing with him, pleading with him to stop drinking and take his pills. Idiot. Tears wouldn’t convince the old man to do anything. He was too cold. Too hard. Too far gone to care about anything.

Drew had hung back in the shadows of the living room, watching. Waiting. He knew what would happen next. God knew he’d been on the receiving end long enough to recognize the old man’s tells. He’d never seen it from this perspective before though.

Marissa shouted something, and Rick’s shoulders tensed. That was it. That was the moment when you stepped out of range. She missed it. Rick’s hand shot out, quick as lightning. The bloodstone ring flashed in the light, and he drilled Marissa square in the face. Her head snapped back. Blood ran down her swollen lips. Scarlet drops stained her white T-shirt.

Anger flashed in her eyes. She fled down the hall to the bedroom. Rick didn’t follow. He wiped his fist off on his jeans and slumped back into the chair. He grabbed the bottle and poured himself another drink, like nothing had happened.

Silent as a ghost, Drew crept down the hall.

The bedroom door was slightly ajar. Just an inch or two. A crack. Just enough to catch a glimpse of Marissa stripping off her T-shirt. Her full, round breasts filled the lacy cups of her bra. She swiped the blood from her mouth with the T-shirt and tossed it on the bed.

Drew moved closer to the door. Aroused. Wanting to taste the salty blood on her lips. Wanting to savor the warm smell of her skin. Her hair. Explore the smooth curves of her body beneath his hands. Lick the tears from her face. She had never looked more beautiful to him than she did in that moment.

Drew heard his father’s drunken footsteps staggering from the kitchen. Marissa slammed the door. Drew slipped into the shadows out of view just as his father reached the hallway.

He’d fantasized about her, about that night more times than he could count, reenacted part of this scene down in the cabins with Kim Covey and the other girls. After all, Marissa was the reason he chose blue-eyed, blonde beauties for his nocturnal games.

The memory still made him hard. Beneath the table Drew reached for Alicia’s thigh. His fingers snaked beneath the hemline of her skirt and slid up her smooth, bare skin. She tensed. Her fingers closed around his wrist and gently eased his hand down her leg toward her knee like a proper little daddy’s girl.

He looked up and his heart jolted. The cop with the scars was staring straight at him. Drew forced a benign smile and downed the last of his drink. Marissa was still talking. He’d tuned out long ago, but Alicia dabbed her eyes with the linen napkin. He could see the impact of Marissa’s speech on the faces all around him. He clapped along with the others, willing the night to be over.

At last Drew stood. He gripped Alicia’s hand and pulled her close. Bending down, he whispered into her ear, “Let’s get out of here.”

He swiped her hand across the front of his trousers, hard enough that she could feel his erection. Alicia laughed.

“You’re so bad. I want you to meet her before we go.”

“Who?”

Drew’s heartbeat quickened. His gaze locked on Marissa. He hadn’t seen her in years, but if Brooke had recognized him after all this time, she might too.

“Come on. Let’s go.”

“Easy, tiger. You’ll get what you want, but first indulge me.”


Fuck.


He’d made a huge mistake coming here. First the bartender from the Chapel had recognized him. Now Marissa loomed dead ahead. He needed to get the fuck out of here before everything came crashing down around him.

Alicia clutched his hand tight, dragging him through the crowd. They closed in on Marissa. Sweat dampened his palms and he yanked Alicia back.

“Let’s go. Now.”

Alicia shivered as his lips brushed her ear.

“Drew, it will only take a minute.”

Her grip on his hand tightened and she marched ahead. Five yards. Four. They were close enough now to hear Marissa’s voice.


Fuck.


He couldn’t risk her seeing him. Alicia was going to force his hand, and he was going to make a scene. All because she wanted to show him off.

Marissa turned. Drew’s breath caught. Their eyes met for a brief second before Drew averted his gaze. Alicia kept walking.

“Ms. Holt,” she called.

Holt’s curious gaze swung toward them. She spied Alicia, and her expression softened into a welcoming smile.

“This must be your young man,” she said, extending her hand toward Drew.

He cleared his throat, his mouth bone-dry. “Drew Matthews. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Holt.”

Her grip was surprisingly firm, and he squeezed her swollen joints just hard enough to make her wince.

“I hear you’ll be joining the Wright clan.”

“That’s right,” he said, grinning at the pun.

Glancing over Holt’s shoulder, he saw the cop moving through the crowd toward them. Drew tensed, knowing it was time to get out of here, with or without Alicia.

Holt coughed. After excusing herself, she continued. “Well, I’ve got a story or two about Alistair you might want to hear if . . .”

She held up her hand and coughed harder this time. The color drained from Holt’s face. Alicia’s smile faded, and she leaned forward, gripping the old woman’s elbow.

“Are you all right, Ms. Holt?” she asked, her voice sharp with worry.

Holt’s mouth opened. Her knees buckled, and she crumpled to the floor like a rag doll.

The crowd gasped and closed ranks, forming a tight circle around Holt’s prone form.

“Lizzie,” a tall young man in a black suit shouted above the din, pushing his way to Holt’s side.

“Call 911,” Drew shouted to no one in particular as he jostled his way through the crowd, toward the exit.



Chapter 47


Marissa paced the waiting room of Harborview Medical Center, her bare feet aching. The golden sandals she’d been wearing hours before were stuffed into her purse. Seth’s tuxedo jacket was wrapped around her shoulders like a warm cloak.

The antiseptic smell of ammonia turned her stomach. She touched her fingers to her lips and ran her tongue across her scarred gums. Seth’s right knee vibrated like that of a teenager on Red Bull, and she knew he didn’t like hospitals any more than she did.

Marissa left the window and sank into the chair beside him.

“You don’t have to stay, you know.”

“I know,” he said.

“Hospitals always remind me of the night I left Rick.”

“He beat you.”

It wasn’t a question. She knew he’d read the police report. Marissa shivered and pulled the tuxedo jacket closer around her.

“I let him do it. I stayed. I thought if I could get him back on his meds, everything would work out. I was young and stupid.”

Seth placed his hand on hers. She twined her fingers tight in his, not wanting to let go.

“I’m sorry.”

“I wanted a family for the girls, and Rick seemed like a solid guy. I had no idea about his mental health issues and drinking until later. I dragged the girls through hell for nothing.”

“You were young. You’re not that woman anymore,” Seth said. He squeezed her hand gently before pulling away. “I spent weeks in the hospital after the fire.”

It was the first time he’d talked about his past without her dragging it out of him.

“It must have been painful.”

“They had me on some pretty powerful pain-killers when I was hospitalized. After that I self-medicated. I’m an alcoholic, Marissa. Up until a few nights ago, I’d been sober for over a year.”

“God, this is all my fault.”

“You?”

“If I hadn’t gone to your place . . .”

“I was already drunk by the time you showed up, and for the record, I don’t regret what happened between us. I was confused, and I’m sorry. I handled things badly.”

Their eyes locked.

“And now you’re not?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

After all he’d been through, the last thing she wanted was to cause him more pain. He’d lost his job and his sobriety because of her. She was toxic. He’d be smart to get as far away from her as fast as he could before she completely destroyed him.

“I’m just another mistake waiting to happen, Seth.”

He pressed a finger to her lips.

“Maybe it’s time we both stop blaming ourselves for things we can’t change.”

It sounded easy when he said it like that, but she knew it was much harder to do. Still, he was right. There was no changing the past. Maybe all they could do was accept their mistakes and move on. Make better choices.

Marissa leaned her head against Seth’s shoulder. She didn’t remember drifting off, but she awoke to someone gently shaking her shoulder. She blinked. Seth’s face hovered inches from hers.

“What time is it?” she asked, straightening in her chair. Her back was sore from sleeping in such an awkward position. She stretched her arms up high in the air and shifted, lengthening her spine.

“Late. I’m going to grab some coffee. Do you want some?”

She nodded and watched him leave the waiting room. His defenses were crumbling, but he wasn’t defenseless. She would protect him.

Evan trudged into the waiting room and slumped into the chair beside her, looking wasted. His dark hair was mussed, and she noticed his bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes. He’d been crying, she realized. Dread pooled at the pit of her stomach.

“How’s Elizabeth?”

“Not good.”

He propped his elbows on his knees and dropped his face in his hands.

“Lizzie has lung cancer. It’s spread to both of her lungs and her lymph nodes. There’s not much they can do at this stage except make her comfortable.”

Elizabeth was dying. The news was so shocking it was hard to absorb. It was unfair. The foundation Elizabeth had worked so hard to build would have to carry on without her. She wouldn’t be around to see all the comfort and help it would bring to those who needed it most. And just when Marissa was starting to find her footing, she would lose her mentor.

“How long does she have?”

“Not long. She’s been working too hard and not resting like she should. I’ve been nagging her, but . . .” His voice trailed off and he shook his head.

“And now she can rest,” Marissa said.

Evan stared down at the dirty blue carpet. Marissa squeezed his arm.

“She means a lot to you.”

“When everyone else in the family had written me off as a junkie loser, Lizzie refused to give up. God knows why. I went through rehab three times before kicking the habit. Lizzie helped me get straight.”

“And now look at you.”

He half smiled. “A lawyer who doesn’t practice.”

“You’ve been helping her launch the foundation.”

“I owe her so much.”

Marissa smiled gently. “We both do,” she said.

“She wants to see you.”

“I thought only family could visit.”

He shrugged, flipping his hands palms-up. “So you’re family.”

Marissa rose. On bare feet she left the waiting room and padded along the deserted corridor until she found the right room.

Elizabeth looked fragile. Blue and purple veins were visible beneath her parchment-white skin. A monitor beeped like a metronome counting off time. Marissa checked the digital displays. Pulse rate, oxygen, and half a dozen more readouts she didn’t understand. Elizabeth’s heartbeat arced across the screen in a jagged green line.

Turning back to the bed, Marissa saw Elizabeth’s cobalt eyes open. She inched closer to the bed, fingers curling around the plastic bed rail, and forced a weak smile.

“You gave us all quite a scare.”

“I always did like to make a grand exit,” Elizabeth croaked.

Talking triggered a violent coughing spasm, and Marissa grasped the cup of ice water beside the bed. Elizabeth locked her thin lips around the straw and sipped. Once she was satisfied, Marissa set the glass down.

Elizabeth grimaced and shifted on the bed. Marissa reached to help but was quickly shooed away.

“It was a good night.”

“A very good night,” Marissa agreed.

“Getting Dr. Frank to sign on was quite a coup, Marissa. You surprised me.”

“Money’s good, but I figure the foundation needs more than just donations.”

“Very true. The foundation needs you.”

Marissa shook her head. “I’m just an admin. You need smart people to help you run the foundation.”

“I could have hired an army of smart lawyers and entrepreneurs to fill your position, but I chose you. You are a fighter, Marissa. You are a single mother who defied all of the odds to build a better life for you and your daughters. You did this without an education, without money or resources to help you. Imagine how much more you could do with the foundation behind you. No one else I could have hired would understand what a family goes through when something like this happens. You do. You know what they’re going to need. I can hire people with specific expertise. What I cannot find is someone else like you.”

Elizabeth’s admission overwhelmed her. It was an awesome responsibility, and while she wasn’t sure she could live up to it, she knew she would do everything in her power to ensure the right things got done. She wanted to help other families. She wanted to make Elizabeth proud.

“Evan told me about your condition. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard. You need to rest and let us do some of the work for you while you focus on getting better.”

Elizabeth’s smile faded, and her eyes grew dim. Marissa wondered if she felt time running out. Behind her the monitors beeped in the silent room, like the ticking of a clock.

“I want you to have something.”

“Elizabeth, please. Just rest. We can talk more later.”

She didn’t want to hear another word. This sounded too much like a goodbye, but as usual Elizabeth ignored her. She held out her fisted hand. Confused, Marissa frowned. Elizabeth gripped Marissa’s hand and tipped it over. A warm weight filled Marissa’s palm. Stretching her fingers wide, Marissa found Elizabeth’s golden necklace winking in the cold light above the hospital bed.

“That necklace has been my touchstone, my talisman. It gave me strength through some of the darkest moments of my life. I want you to have it. Maybe it will give you strength as you find Brooke and bring her home.”

Tears brimmed over Marissa’s eyelids, scalding her cheeks. Before she could say anything, Elizabeth waved a hand.

“Go home, Marissa. It has been a long night. I need to sleep.”

Marissa squeezed the old woman’s cold hand, feeling the brittle bones beneath her flesh, the necklace gripped tight in her other hand.

“Thank you,” she said.

Elizabeth nodded. Then her blue eyes closed.

#

Seth parked outside Marissa’s house. She fingered the amulet hanging from the long chain around her neck. The size of a silver dollar, it was thin and round, engraved with what looked to be Egyptian symbols. She wondered what they meant.

Clenching it tight, she glanced over at Seth, his scarred profile half illuminated in the dashboard lights. The air between them hummed like a live current.

“I don’t suppose you want to come in?” she asked.

She expected a litany of excuses. I’m tired. It’s late. We shouldn’t
 . And while all of those things might be true, that didn’t make her want him any less.

Instead he pulled the keys from the ignition. The tightness in Marissa’s chest eased. Their eyes met, and she felt a jolt, like an electric shock, shiver through her.

Hands shaking, Marissa fumbled with the lock. Seth took the keys and unlocked the door.

Inside the darkened kitchen, she could hear the loud hum of the refrigerator. Now that he was here, she was suddenly a bundle of nerves.

“Would you like something to drink? Tea?”

Seth shook his head. He turned her slowly around to face him. Looking up, she saw the soft light burning in his eyes. Her hands gripped his waist. The heat of his skin radiated through the thin fabric of the tuxedo shirt. He ran his hands up her bare arms, and she shuddered. Finally his mouth lowered to hers. The kiss was soft, tender.

“Stay?” she asked, when he eased away.

“You sure?”

“Please.”

Seth nodded. Marissa pressed up onto her toes, and she kissed him like it was the most natural thing in the world.



Chapter 48


Seth woke with a start. This dream was different; he didn’t feel the typical panic of trying to rescue Holly from a burning house. While the particulars submerged into the murky recesses of his mind, one indelible image remained—a young man’s face.

Who was he, and where had Seth seen him? He struggled to remember. With everything that had happened—Elizabeth’s collapse, rushing to the hospital, coming home with Marissa—his mind was a jumble.

As the fuzzy edges of sleep cleared, it came to him. The benefit. Last night. This guy had been staring at Marissa. What had made him stand out? Eyes closed, Seth pictured the man’s face.

He’d seen the guy earlier in the night at the bar, where he’d traded banter with Jesse Morgan. But that wasn’t it. There was something else. Seth remembered the expression that had been on the guy’s face while he stared at Marissa. There had been something inappropriate about his look.

Compassion. Empathy. Sorrow. Even boredom. These were normal, predictable emotions congruent with the occasion, and Seth had seen them in spades when he looked out across the sea of assembled patrons. But the look on this man’s face had been wholly different—so much so, it had lodged in Seth’s subconscious.

Desire? Yes. And something else, something more insidious. Seth’s eyes snapped wide as he locked on the answer.

Contempt. Yes.

Experience had taught Seth never to ignore contempt. When suspects lied and proclaimed their indifference to the bad things that happened to their estranged partners—beatings, robberies, deaths—he watched closely for the slightest telltale flash of contempt on their faces. Part anger, part disgust, contempt was often a precursor to violence.

It was the same expression he’d seen on the face of the young man watching Marissa. Seth was certain of it. But why?

A heavy rain pattered on the tin roof above. Rolling onto his side, he saw Marissa in the dim light. The curve of her bare shoulder jutted above the blankets.

In the dark he listened to the sound of her soft, even breathing. Guilt and hope warred within him. Part of him still felt married to Holly, melded to her by the horrible memory of how she’d died. Part of him wanted to stay right here in this moment. Not worry about what would come next. He didn’t know what was right or wrong anymore.

Watching the rise and fall of Marissa’s breath, Seth knew there was no way he was getting back to sleep. Rather than wake her, he eased out of bed. He’d get an early start, dig into the young man’s identity, and figure out what grudge he held against Marissa, if any.

He dressed quietly in the dark and tiptoed out of the bedroom. Leaving before she woke felt wrong, like she was a one-night stand, but waiting was pointless. Sleep would do Marissa a world of good, and he needed to dig into his hunch.

Seth put a fresh pot of coffee on to brew. He scrawled a quick note on the back of an envelope and propped it against the coffee maker where she was sure to see it. Then, as quietly as he could, he closed the front door.

#

Seth arrived at the Holt Foundation just after 5:00 a.m. Looking like he’d just rolled out of bed, Henry Cahill sat slumped behind his computer, bundled in a black North Face fleece. Cahill thrust his arms up over his head and stretched. Long fingers ruffled the disheveled mop of red hair before coming to rest back on the keyboard.

“Tell me, Detective, do you always get hunches in the middle of the night?”

“Not always, but when I do, I go to work. Sleep is for pussies.”

“Is that what they teach you in the police academy?” Cahill smiled dryly. “To roust your colleagues in the middle of the night? We mere mortals cling to the notion of business hours.”

“I need you to access the footage from last night’s benefit.”

“Okay,” he said, his fingers flying over the keyboard. “What are we looking for?”

“Just get the video loaded. I’ll know him when I see him.”

“Him?” Cahill grunted. His eyebrows quirked as he stared at his screen.

Side by side they sifted through the footage. Seth found it hard to concentrate. He couldn’t keep his eyes off Marissa, golden and beautiful in her borrowed gown. He watched her greet each guest, making sure everyone’s needs were met.


What kind of a guy falls for a woman whose daughter has been kidnapped anyway?


He didn’t know. He had no idea what would come next, and for a man used to avoiding the unknown, it was a terrifying place to be. But as Seth watched Marissa on-screen, he felt something shift inside him. Right or wrong, there was no way he could walk away from her now. He cared about her too much.

Deep in thought, Seth almost missed the face he was looking for in the crowd.

“There,” he said, pointing at the screen. “That’s him.”

Cahill stopped the video and zoomed in on the young man’s face. It was the same guy Seth had seen at the bar, the same guy Jesse Morgan had recognized from one of the other places he worked.

“That’s him all right.”

Seth eyed Cahill with a quizzical look and Cahill grinned.

“No, Crawford, you don’t get it. It’s him
 .”

Cahill pulled up the enhanced photograph of Brooke with the mystery man at the bar and placed it beside the video feed. Crawford slapped the desk with his open palm. Dammit. How had he missed the connection?

“It’s the same guy,” Seth said.

“Exactly. Looks like your gut was right.”

Jesse Morgan had seen the guy before too, at the Chapel the night Brooke disappeared.

“I’ll run my facial recognition program to see if I can figure out who he is,” Cahill said.

“What database are you using for comparison?”

“You sure you want to know?”

Seth mulled the question over. If Cahill was going to cross an ethical boundary, how much did he want to know? Now that he was no longer a cop, he didn’t have to worry about the chain of evidence or fruit of the poisonous tree. All he cared about now was finding Brooke Parker. Still, old habits died hard.

“Tell me.”

“I’m going to use the DMV database as my baseline.”

“You don’t have access.”

Cahill’s grin widened, and Seth waved a dismissive hand, regretting the question. It disturbed him how easily accessible so-called secure systems were to the clever and the motivated.

Seth clapped Cahill on the shoulder and plucked his coat off the back of the rolling desk chair. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have my own low-tech ways of finding information.”

#

The florescent lights buzzed above the nurse’s station. The cold bluish light underscored the stern look on the nurse’s face. Visitors’ hours hadn’t officially begun, and the ICU had strict visitation rules.

“I need five minutes of Ms. Holt’s time. That’s all.”

“What did you say your name was?”

“Detective Crawford, SPD.”

Her gaze narrowed, and she eyed him suspiciously. Impersonating a police officer was a felony. Seth knew if he got caught he’d find himself in a whole heap of shit. Still, he maintained eye contact. The nurse looked unimpressed.

“May I see your identification, Detective?”

She’d just called his bluff. A lame excuse wasn’t going to convince her. He couldn’t very well say he’d left his badge in his other pants without looking like a complete, utter asshole.

“I can’t impress upon you enough how critical it is I see Ms. Holt. Two minutes. No more. I promise.”

“Family only. I’m sorry. You need to go.”

The phone rang and she picked it up. She kept her gaze pinned on him, dashing any hopes he might have had about drifting down the hall while she was distracted. If she had kids, Seth was sure none of them put anything over on her. She was sharp.

Frustrated by his lack of authority and disappointed his ruse hadn’t worked, Seth stalked away from the nurse’s station. With a simple wave of his badge, he’d be striding into Elizabeth’s room right now, but without official status, he had to find another way to get what he wanted. He’d wait until shift change—maybe then he could slip past the nurse’s station and find Elizabeth.

With time to kill, he ambled down the hallway toward the cafeteria. The squeak of rubber-soled shoes and the steady stream of hospital staff dressed in scrubs assured him he was heading in the right direction. Soon the antiseptic hospital scent gave way to familiar breakfast smells—sausage on the grill and fried potatoes.

He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and dialed a number by heart.

“Good morning,” Marissa said coolly.

She was pissed. He couldn’t blame her. No one liked waking up alone, especially when you didn’t go to bed that way.

“How did you sleep?”

“Better than you, obviously.”

“Sorry, I’m a restless sleeper. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“Where are you?”

“At the hospital.”

“What? Is everything okay?”

She sounded worried and Seth grinned into the phone.

“You kept me up pretty late. I’m not as young as I used to be . . .”

She laughed. The unfamiliar sound warmed his heart.

“Seriously, Seth.”

“Seriously, I had a hunch and wanted to run it by Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth? Why?”

“Last night at the benefit there was a guy staring at you.”

“Jealous?”

The unexpected comment knocked him temporarily off stride. A beat of silence passed before he recovered.

“Funny. No. I saw Elizabeth talking to him. I figured she might know who he is.”

Seth was holding back. Withholding information from the victim’s family was a routine part of the job, but Marissa was more than the victim’s mother, and being intentionally vague didn’t sit well with him. His sense of guilt deepened and he wanted off the phone.

He searched for an excuse. Evan Holt saved him the trouble.

“Detective Crawford?”

“Look, Marissa, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.”

Seth hung up. Evan Holt still wore the black pants and creased tuxedo shirt from last night. Bloodshot eyes spoke of the sleepless night Evan had spent at his aunt’s bedside.

“You’re up awfully early, Detective. What brings you here?”

“How’s Elizabeth?”

“A little better this morning, thanks.”

“Good to hear. I was hoping to speak with her.”

Seth waited for a barrage of questions that didn’t come.

“Of course.”

The nurse glared at Seth as they approached the desk. Thick lips pursed, she raised her hand like a traffic cop halting their progress.

“You have a short memory,” she said. “Family only. Remember?”

“He is family. My cousin,” Evan said.

“Your cousin?”

Her eyebrows arched. Undeterred, Evan slung an arm around Seth’s shoulders.

“Second cousin, actually. You don’t see the resemblance?”

“No.”

“Well, you’ll just have to take my word for it.”

The scowl on the nurse’s face deepened, but she didn’t stop him.

Elizabeth dozed in the hospital bed. Asleep, she looked so frail. Seth gripped the footrail and glanced up at the chirping monitors. Her vital signs looked all right. Her blood pressure was a little high, but then, his probably was too. Hospitals had that effect on him.

Underneath the clinical smell of ammonia and medicine, he detected something else. Something sweeter. Darker. Sickness. Elizabeth Holt’s time was running out. The drops of medication slowly falling into the tube in her arm counted down like grains of sand in an hourglass. The thought depressed him.

Underneath the ball-busting demeanor, Elizabeth was a good woman. Strong. He hoped she had enough time left to see the foundation flourish. She deserved that much.

Elizabeth stirred. Her eyes slowly opened, and she squinted at him.

“Crawford,” she said in a voice as thick and grainy as sandpaper.

She didn’t look surprised to see him, and Seth smiled reassuringly.

“It’s good to see you, Ms. Holt.”

“Alive, you mean? Ha. Yes. They say only the good die young.”

Seth’s lips twitched in amusement. “Then I’ll live to a ripe old age,” he said.

A chuckle rattled at the back of her throat. “Up until recently, I would have said the same.”

Knowing that comforting platitudes would just piss Elizabeth off, he got right to the point.

“Last night, before you collapsed, you were talking to this young man. Do you remember?”

Seth showed Elizabeth the photo of Brooke at the bar with the man he’d seen at the benefit. Elizabeth blinked and squinted as she tried to recall. Finally she shook her head.

“I was talking to him?” she asked, her expression confused. “No. I was talking to Alistair’s daughter. Maybe he was with her.”

It wasn’t what he’d hoped for, but it was a lead. Seth pocketed the phone.

“Thank you, Ms. Holt. I’ll let you get some rest.”

When he was halfway to the door, Elizabeth’s voice stopped him.

“I doubt idle curiosity brought you here this early, Detective. What is it about this young man that piques your interest?”


Always the lawyer,
 Seth thought, admiring her quick mind. He turned.

“It’s just a hunch.”

“You think he might be involved in Brooke’s case?”

“I’ll give you an update as soon as I have more. Thanks for your help.”

“One more thing, Crawford,” she said. “Did Marissa make it home safely last night?”

Seth’s cheeks warmed at the question. Did she know, or had she guessed? Either way, his poker face failed him, and he felt like a teenage boy caught out after curfew.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Elizabeth smiled.

“Good. Off you go then.”

Dismissed by Elizabeth, Seth strode toward the exit, pulling the cell phone from his pocket.

“Any luck?” he asked Henry Cahill.

“Not yet. The search is still running. You?”

“Elizabeth Holt doesn’t remember talking to our guy before she collapsed. Do you have an address for Alistair Wright?”

“Give me a sec,” Cahill said.

The cold rain pelted Seth’s head as he crossed the street. He unlocked the car door and climbed inside.

“He owns a corporate law firm in Bellevue.”

“Text me the address.”

“Sure thing.”

#

The receptionist, an older woman in her midfifties, raised her head and smiled in greeting. Her smile faltered as she caught sight of Seth’s scars. Used to this type of reaction, he barely noticed the shift in her expression. She recovered her composure quickly.

“Good morning. May I help you?”

“Seth Crawford here to see Alistair Wright.”

The woman glanced at her screen through the thick lenses of her square-rimmed glasses. A deep, vertical frown line appeared between her eyebrows.

“Do you have an appointment, Mr. Crawford?”

“No, but it’s critical I speak with him.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I’m afraid it’s not possible.”

“I’m investigating an abduction case and I need Mr. Wright’s help.”

“Oh, are you a police officer?”

Seth scowled and shook his head. Not anymore
 .

“I’m an investigator for the Holt Foundation. It really is important I speak with him right away.”

“The Holt Foundation?”

Recognition registered in her eyes. Her gaze softened.

“He’s in court today,” she said. “I suppose you could try and catch up with him there.”

Seth knew he could wait hours before a recess. Even then, Wright’s first priority would be his client. Trying to get his attention might well be futile.

The cell phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. Glancing at the display, he saw it was Cahill.

“Got something?” he asked, skipping the preamble.

“I got a match. Dude we’re looking for is Andrew Matthews. He lives two blocks away from the coffee shop where someone uploaded the picture of Charles Sully on Brooke’s phone.”

A rush of adrenaline shot through Seth, sweeping away all remnants of fatigue. It was the best news he’d had all day.

“Andrew Matthews,” he repeated, committing the name to memory. “I’ll head back to the office. Pull up anything you can find on him.”

“Already on it.”

Seth ended the call and swung back to the receptionist, a sudden thought occurring to him. She glanced up through the thick lenses of her glasses.

“Is Andrew Matthews one of Mr. Wright’s clients?”

“Andrew Matthews? No. He’s engaged to Mr. Wright’s daughter.”





Chapter 49


Alicia Wright strode into the lobby of Elliot Jones Investments, the heels of her Gucci shoes clicking on the marble floor. She was tired. Drew had kept her up way too late. Now it was 8:00 a.m., and with a triple-shot venti mocaccino in hand, she was ready to face another day.

She loved the way the lobby smelled of leather and chrome and wealth—all the trappings of old money disguised by a modern facade.

The mousy little receptionist drenched in Chanel No. 5 glanced up and offered a timid smile.

“Uh, Ms. Wright. There’s someone here to see you.”


What
 ? Alicia tossed her long hair over her shoulders and glanced around the lobby. She never took meetings before nine. Besides, it was Wednesday. She wasn’t scheduled to see any clients this morning. Clearly there was some kind of screw-up.

The sight of the man sitting hunched on the sleek leather couch stopped her cold. Anger flared hot in her cheeks.

“Liam.”

Damn him for showing up here. At Gretchen’s memorial service, she’d told him she never wanted to lay eyes on him again, and she’d meant it.

Liam stood. He looked tired. Disheveled. Like he’d barely slept. Alicia fixed her furious gaze on him, death rays shooting from her eyes. He thrust his hands out toward her, pleading for her to go slowly.

“Wait. Just wait,” he said, sheepishly. “At least hear me out.”

“What gives you the right to show up here of all places?” she hissed in a muted tone, pitched low so only Liam would hear.

“This.”

Liam thrust the envelope into her hands with such force she stumbled back a step to steady herself. She had no choice but to take the damned thing—either that or let it fall to the floor.

“What the hell is this? Your psych evaluation? Your apology for ruining Gretchen’s life? Let me save you some time . . .”

Her control slipping, her voice rose, capturing the notice of the two other clients who were waiting patiently in their seats, thumbing through copies of Architectural Digest
 and Seattle Magazine
 . She stopped herself. Pursing her lips, she glowered at him.

“Get out.”

“Think what you want about me, Alicia, but I’m begging you, just read it.”

Alicia glared at the envelope in her hand with a look of disgust, like she was holding a dead rat.

“Why would I do anything you ask?”

Clasping his hands together in front of him, he leaned toward her. “Please. I’m doing this for you.”


The fucking nerve of the guy.


“Since when have you ever done anything for anyone other than yourself?”

Liam hung his head. Lank blond hair fell into his eyes.

“Look, you hate me.”

“Hate you?” she yelled, fury bursting from a place deep in her chest. “You’re goddamned right I hate you.”

With all eyes on her now, she whirled on the receptionist.

“Claire,” she snapped. “Call security and get this man escorted from the building.”

“Right away,” Claire squeaked, picking up the phone.

“Fine. I’ll go. But I’m telling you, your boyfriend isn’t who he says he is . . .”

“Are you high?” she interrupted him. “What makes you think I’d believe a single word that comes out of your lying mouth? Especially about the man I’m going to marry.”

“Marry? You’re engaged?”

Alicia flashed the ring in his face and Liam blanched. With the look of a beaten man, he ran a hand across his eyes.

“I hired a private investigator. His card is in there. If you don’t believe me, call him. Please, Alicia. He’ll tell you everything.”

The door opened behind her and a security guard entered the lobby. Well over six feet tall, he was 220 pounds of pure muscle with a don’t-fuck-with-me expression that left little room for doubt.

“Sir, you’ll have to come with me.”

His hard voice matched his steely expression. Liam nodded.

“I’ll go. Just promise me you’ll read it.”

Alicia rolled her eyes.

“Whatever.”

After badging through security, Alicia strode through the maze of cubicles until she reached her desk. Irritation buzzed like bees inside her head. She pitched the envelope so hard into the recycling bin under her desk that it rattled against the cubicle wall.

Heaving out a frustrated sigh, Alicia stripped off her coat and dropped down into her chair.

Wait until she told Drew about this. He’d be even more pissed than she was.

She picked up her mocaccino and took a sip. It tasted cold. Bitter.

Damn Liam for ruining her day. Showing up here with these wild accusations! As if she’d believe a single word he said ever again.

Alicia slammed her cup down on the desk. Coffee spurted out and splattered her keyboard. Dammit
 . Rolling her chair back, she plucked a tissue from a box and swabbed up the mess.

She pitched the wadded tissue into the trash and glanced at the recycling bin. A corner of the envelope crested above the lip of the box.

She could only imagine the kind of dirt Liam’s investigator had dug up on Drew. Unpaid parking tickets, stealing a doughnut from a grocery, a DUI? How low would Liam sink to discredit her fiancé? Had Drew lied on his résumé? Cheated on his SATs? God knew Liam was no choirboy. If not for his über-rich father, Liam would have ended up in hot water more than once.

Alicia shook her head and turned back. She stared blankly at her monitor. A few seconds passed. Then she looked back down into the recycling bin.



Chapter 50


A horn blasted. Drew craned his neck around, hoping to glimpse the impatient bastard in the car behind him. Light reflected off the windshield, obscuring the driver from view. Good thing too. Otherwise he might have hunted the fucker down and beat the shit out of him, just for fun.

Parked beside the card reader, Drew rummaged through the pockets of his messenger bag for the third time before pitching it onto the seat beside him. Fuck
 . He’d forgotten his access key. Now he’d have to waste half an hour heading back to his condo to get the fucking thing.

Gritting his teeth, he jammed the gearshift into reverse and stomped on the gas pedal. The horn blared again—not angry this time, panicked, as Drew drilled back toward the bumper of the BMW. At the last second, he cut the wheel, narrowly avoiding slamming into the asshole behind him. Screeching out of the parking lot, he got a small measure of satisfaction in knowing the Beamer boy’s ass was still puckered tight after the near miss.

After inserting the key into the condo’s dead bolt, he found it unlocked. Drew frowned and stepped back, eyeing the doorframe. He never forgot to lock his door. Although nothing looked damaged, something didn’t feel right.

Drew eased silently into the apartment.

Nothing looked out of place, nothing that he could see anyway. He removed his shoes and moved quietly across the floor.

A clanging noise came from the bedroom. Drew reached for the first thing he could use as a weapon. He plucked a bronze statue of the Space Needle off a nearby shelf and kept moving. It weighed heavy in his hand.

Alicia had bought the gaudy thing for him on their first date, dinner at the Space Needle. He remembered coming home that night, still buzzing from the date, and running into the old lady down the hall. She’d yammered his ear off for half an hour—something about the garbage disposal. All the while he’d pictured beating her senseless with the statue just to shut her up.

Since then he’d threatened to throw it out half a dozen times, used it as a hammer to drive nails into the wall, grouted tile with the pointy end, used it as a measuring stick, and flattened chicken with it, much to Alicia’s chagrin. But somewhere along the line, it had grown on him, and the cold, hefty weight of it felt good in his hand as he pushed open the bedroom door.

Yellow light spilled from the closet onto the hardwood floors. Drew heard a hiss, like the sound of shuffling paper. Someone was definitely in there. Looking for what? Raising the statue above his head, he stepped through the doorway.

Alicia knelt on the closet floor. She looked up. In the harsh overhead lights, her eyes looked puffy and red, as if she’d been crying. Drew lowered the statue, still gripping it tight in his hand. His heart raced like a deer caught in the crosshairs.

“Christ, Alicia. You scared me half to death. What are you doing here?” Scanning the scene, he took in the mass of papers around her in a single glance. Tax returns, utility bills, pay stubs. What in God’s name was she looking for?

Alicia set the papers fisted tight in her grip down on the floor. She glared up at him, her stony expression, defiant.

“Who is Andrew Bowman?”

The breath rushed from Drew’s lungs in a huff. A live current of fear convulsed through his chest, and he stared at her in shock and amazement.


Where did she hear that name?


“Who?”

Alicia studied him, her cold eyes a frosty blue. This was no random question, and the bloody specter of his secret past rose between them like a ghost. His gaze dropped to the nest of papers strewn around her on the closet floor, and he realized that Alicia, desperate for answers, was searching for evidence, some piece of documentation that tied Drew to his past life.

Fear coiled tight around his gut. He wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t find anything here, but that might not stop her. All she had to do was pull on the Andrew Bowman thread hard enough and she would unravel the whole deadly truth.

He wasn’t ever going back to that life.

“You heard me, Drew,” Alicia said, springing to her feet.

The contempt in her voice unleashed a cyclone of rage inside Drew. He fought against the rising pillar of anger building inside him.

“Look, I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re going to have to spell it out for me.”

Alicia’s face flushed. She jabbed an accusing finger into his chest. The large diamond ring flashed in the light.

“Tell me the truth! Are you Andrew Bowman?”

“Are you crazy?”

Angry tears glittered in her hard blue eyes, and she shook her head. She drilled her fist into his chest.

“You’re lying.”

His hand gripped the statue tight. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She wrenched the engagement ring off her finger and hurled it at him. It ricocheted off his shoulder and skittered across the hardwood floor.

“I trusted you. I believed you, and you’ve been lying to me all along. Gretchen said there was something off about you and I ignored her. I thought she was crazy. Jealous. But she was right. I was too stupid to listen to her.”

“Stop. Stop,” he said, gripping her shoulder with his free hand. There had to be some way to reach her, some way to convince her that there was no Andrew Bowman, that this was all one huge mistake. “Calm down. You’re not making any sense.”

Alicia shook him off and rushed past him, out the bedroom door.

He grabbed her wrist and spun her around. She yanked her arm back, but he was too strong. His fingers burrowed deep into the flesh of her arm. She winced. Anger blazed in her eyes.

“Take your fucking hands off of me.”

“What did you hear, Alicia?”

“Let go.”

He pulled her closer. She jerked back.

“Who filled your head with these lies?”

“Lies?” she bellowed. “You’re the liar. You. Drew, or Andrew, or whatever the fuck your name is.”

She was so sure, so goddamned sure. But how?

Then he knew.

“Liam,” he said, spitting the word out between clenched teeth like acid.

“Where I heard it doesn’t matter. You’re still a liar.”

Drew gripped the statue.

“That fucking prick couldn’t leave well enough alone. Gretchen told me he’d keep digging.”

Her eyes flicked away from him, and he could see her replaying his words. One by one he saw the pieces click together in her addled little brain. A terrible truth dawned in her eyes.

“Gretchen.” She pressed a hand against her trembling lips. “Gretchen. Oh God. What did you do?”

Drew smiled. It was a mean smile. Terror filled Alicia’s eyes. He yanked on her wrist. She jerked to a stop, their faces inches apart.

“I did what I had to do,” he said.

“Let go of me, you fucking freak.”


Freak
 ? The word sent another shock wave of rage blasting through him. Freak. Bastard. Pussy
 . He heard his father’s voice screaming inside his head. He felt the blow of hard knuckles crushing into his face, the bloodstone ring gashing his skin. Are you going to cry now, you little pussy? Faggot. Get up. On your feet. Be a man. Be a man
 .

Drew’s eyes burned hot as coals.

He swung the statue. It cracked against Alicia’s forehead and she lurched back. A cut opened up above her brow. Blood sluiced down the side of her face. Thrown off balance, Drew loosened his grip and Alicia broke free.

Like a spooked deer, she sprinted toward the door. He lunged after her. His hand snaked out and seized a fistful of hair. He yanked back. She shrieked. Her arms flailed wide and she crashed to the floor.

Drew pounced. He pinned her in place, knees burrowing into her heaving chest. His father’s hateful face glared up at him. His father’s lips speckled with dried spit and blood. A river of hate coursed through Drew’s veins.


Be a man
 .

He raised the statue above his head.

“This is your fault,” he spit between clenched teeth.

Drew brought the blunt end of the bronze statue crashing down.

Blood spurted from the wound in her head, spraying his face in a fine red mist. Alicia’s body jerked. She convulsed on the floor beneath him. Drew kept hammering until she stopped squirming, until her body went slack.

His breath came in ragged gasps. Warm drops of blood dripped down his face like thick red tears.

Minutes ticked by and his breathing finally slowed. As he released his grip, the Space Needle statue clattered to the floor. Drew opened his eyes and saw Alicia pinned under his knees.

Even now, with her fixed stare, her dark hair matted with blood and studded with gray matter, she was beautiful. He remembered the first time they’d met, how her smile had stopped his heart. He’d known in that instant they belonged together. Always.

But no matter how hard he tried, the clawing past kept dragging him back. Andrew Bowman refused to die.

This was Liam’s fault. Liam had killed her. Not him. Never him.

He knew that as long as Andrew Bowman’s family still lived, he would never be free.

Drew stretched out long trembling fingers and brushed the matted hair away from Alicia’s forehead. His blood-soaked fingertips left thick snail trails across her alabaster skin.

On shaky legs Drew rose to his feet. He turned toward the bathroom. Two feet away from Alicia’s prone body, he froze.

Someone was knocking at the door.



Chapter 51


Seth knocked a second time. Leaning in, he listened, straining to hear any sound from the condo.

Nothing.

He thought about knocking again but figured it was pointless. Matthews was likely at work. He’d give Cahill a call and get the address.

Just then the elevator doors slid open and a man shuffled out. Lugging a grocery bag in one arm, he limped slowly down the hall. He cast Seth a curious look before turning away. Unlocking the door to the condo across the hall, he glanced back over his shoulder.

“You looking for Drew?”

“Have you seen him?”

He shifted his weight onto his good leg and propped the paper grocery bag against the doorframe.

“He left about an hour ago with a suitcase. Said he was heading out on a business trip.”

A chill raced down Seth’s spine. Was he running?

“Do you know where he was going?”

The neighbor scratched the scruffy brown beard covering his fleshy chin and shook his head.

“He didn’t say, but I’m not surprised he’s leaving town.”

“Why?”

“Dude had a hell of a fight with his girl this morning.”

Seth’s stomach dropped.

“You heard them?”

“Hell, yeah. Impossible not to. I work from home. Drew’s usually all right, sometimes plays his music too loud, but today, Christ.”

“What were they fighting about?”

The neighbor hitched his thick shoulders.

“Dunno. I put my headphones on, cranked the tunes to drown them out. They were really going at it though.”

“Do they fight a lot?”

The neighbor shook his head. “Naw.”

“You said he left about an hour ago?”

“Something like that. I was on my way to Whole Foods.”

“How did he seem?”

“Pissed. Who wouldn’t be? I told him he was loud enough to wake the dead and he apologized for the noise. Said the old lady down the hall had already knocked on the door, giving him shit. Said his girlfriend found another girl’s number on his phone and went bat-shit.”

“Did you believe him?”

A crooked smile stretched the man’s lips and his thick shoulders shrugged.

“Why not? It didn’t take that much to set off my ex.”

“Thanks. If he comes back, give me a call, Mr. . . .”

“Mortimer. Ross.”

Seth pulled a business card from his jacket pocket. He saw the SPD logo and frowned. The cell number was still the same, so he handed it over. It wasn’t like he was trying to pass himself off as a police officer. Besides, what were the chances Mortimer would call?

Mortimer tucked the card into his coat pocket, turned, and pushed the door to his apartment open. The door clanged shut, the noise echoing down the empty hallway. Seth stood alone, his mind racing. He thought about the duffel bag in Charles Sully’s trunk, about the argument, about the look on Luke Turner’s face. He turned back toward Drew’s door.

Exigent circumstances. Every cop knew exigent circumstances provided the only legal justification for entering a private residence without a warrant. Was Alicia Wright in the condo? Was she in trouble? Could the argument provide enough justification for exigent circumstances to apply?

No way. If they were still yelling or she was calling for help, maybe. Maybe.


Aw, fuck it.


He wasn’t a cop anymore. Worst case, he’d get nailed with breaking and entering. Seth pulled his key chain from his pocket. He glanced down the hall. He was alone. That was good.

He pinched a square-headed key between his fingers and thumb. It was a bump key, the type he’d used before to get into locked places. Never without a warrant though. Never illegally. He frowned. He was off the grid now, wading into uncharted territory. But he’d already gone this far.

The thief who’d taught him to use a bump key had used a plastic hairbrush to prime the lock. Seth didn’t have anything like that on him. He needed something solid. Heavy. Pulling his gun from its holster, he checked the safety. It was on.

He tapped the butt of the gun against the key, praying it wouldn’t accidentally go off. The sound reverberated down the narrow hallway and Seth cringed. The key shifted in the lock. He glanced over his shoulder before smacking the key again, harder this time. Wiggling the key, he grunted.

“Come on. Come on.”

A hollow thump echoed down the empty corridor as he hit the key a third time. A door opened. Not Mortimer’s, the one next to Matthews’s. An old woman’s lined face poked out. She glared at him through narrowed eyes.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Seth stiffened. He shifted his stance to shield the gun from her view.

“Knocking. Do you know if Mr. Matthews is home?”

She pursed her thin lips.

“He’s at work.”

“Thanks.”

Mortimer was right. She was a busybody. Instead of disappearing inside her door, she stepped farther out into the hallway. Seth stifled a curse.

“Are you supposed to be here?” she asked, planting a gnarled hand on her lumpy hip.

Seth forced a smile and said, “He’s heading out of town on a business trip and asked me to house-sit.”

Seth jiggled the key in the lock and heard a click.

“Bullshit,” the old woman said.

Seth turned the key. The lock popped open. He slid the gun behind his back.

“He needs someone to water his plants.”

Loose skin pouched around her suspicious eyes. She crossed her arms.

“What do you have behind your back? Is that a gun?”

“Look, Ms. . . .”

She leveled a bony finger at him. “I don’t know who you are or how you got in here, but I’m calling the cops. If I were you, I’d get out of here. Now.”

The door opened behind him, and Mortimer stuck his head out.

“What the fuck is going on?”

They both stared at Seth.


Shit
 . Seth’s heart slammed against his rib cage. He had two choices. He could leave now, or he could do what he’d come here to do. Goddamn it
 . He set his jaw. He swung back toward the condo. Ignoring the old woman’s protests, he pushed the door open and looked inside.

Red.

The smell inside the condo was a dark, coppery red. The breath caught in Seth’s throat. Broad streaks of dark blood smeared across the hardwood floor.

He ran his hands through his hair. Christ
 . He was too late.

“I’m calling the cops,” the old woman crowed.

Seth scowled. He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and dialed 911.

“Don’t bother, lady. I’m already on it.”

#

Linda Garcia arrived on scene, a forensics crew close on her heels. Seth had been careful not to do anything to contaminate the crime scene. Word traveled fast around the precinct, and while she didn’t look surprised to see him, she wasn’t pleased either.

“Do you want to explain exactly what you’re doing here, Crawford?” she asked, snapping on a pair of latex gloves.

Seth burrowed his hands in his pants pockets and met Linda’s glare directly.

“I’m working as an investigator for the Holt Foundation. I was following up on a lead.”

“And you broke into an apartment? Really? Care to explain yourself?”

“Exigent circumstances.”

Garcia’s eyebrows pinched together low on her forehead, and she shot him a cynical look.

“You expect me to buy that? Did you hear yelling? Did you hear anything or see anything that made you think someone’s life was in imminent danger? Make it good, Crawford, otherwise I’ll have to bust you for breaking and entering.”

“You mean other than the blood on the floor?”

Garcia glared at Seth and listened while he relayed the chain of events that had led him to this point. Her face remained a stern mask. She waited until he was finished before she spoke.

“Are you still on the job, Crawford?”

“I’m still trying to find Brooke Parker, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“And did you think she was in here?”

Seth shrugged. “I think Andrew Matthews knows something about Brooke’s disappearance.”

“We found Parker’s MedicAlert dog tags in the trunk of Sully’s car. You got some reason to believe Sully and Matthews were working together?”

“I think Matthews set Sully up.”

Garcia shook her head slowly, looking grave. “Alvarez isn’t going to like this.”

“Probably not, but the way I see it, I’ve done you a huge favor.”

“A favor?”

“How long would it have taken you to find this if I hadn’t called you?” Seth gestured toward the blood on the floor and Garcia grunted. “You can charge me if you want, but right now I think you’ve got bigger problems. You have no body. You need to figure out whose blood is on the floor.”

Garcia frowned. “You think it belongs to the girlfriend?”

“That would be my guess.”

“Fucking great.”

“Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

Pulling his hands from his pockets, Seth strolled to the door.

“Wait. Where do you think you’re going?” Garcia asked.

“You don’t want me mucking up your crime scene, do you?”

She swore under her breath.

“Don’t screw with my case, Crawford.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Seth said.



Chapter 52



Fucking morons
 . Drew clenched the steering wheel hard and glared at the sluggish line of red taillights heading south on I-5. He didn’t have time for this shit. Alicia finding out about Andrew Bowman had forced his hand, and now he was scrambling to tie up any more loose ends before his whole life fell apart.

How long before someone came looking for her? Days? Hours? Fuck
 .

With no time to waste, he crawled along in traffic, wishing he had a Hummer or a tank or some other means of rolling over the cars blocking his way.

Gnawing on his thumbnail, Drew flicked his restless gaze toward the Tacoma Dome. The bulbous structure reminded him of a bleached WWI German Army helmet, complete with a spike. Ugly. All the towns sprawling south of Seattle were dirty, ugly places. The only redeeming part of making this trip was knowing it would be the very last time he would ever come this way. Soon he’d leave this shithole behind and never look back. He would bury Andrew Bowman and his checkered past so deep, no one would ever find him.

Like every other shitty driver in the Pacific Northwest, the asshole in front of him slammed on his brakes for no reason at all. Drew swore and cranked on the wheel, narrowly avoiding plowing into the truck. He scowled at the pickup driver as he sped past.

Shaggy hair, worn ball cap, flannel shirt, and canvas jacket. A construction worker or truck driver or whatever. No doubt he worked some shitty blue-collar job, lived in an even shittier bungalow down in Lakewood. He probably spent his nights beating his wife and drinking beer. Just like his dear old dad,
 Drew thought. Just like he might have turned out too, if he hadn’t clawed his way out of this hellhole and built himself a better life.

A good job, a nice car, a downtown condo, and a beautiful fiancée—all a testament to his hard work. But now, thanks to Liam fucking Burke, that life was gone. After all he’d done to get where he was. After all the work, the planning, the sacrifice—he’d lost everything because Liam wanted Alicia back.

The coppery smell of blood wafted from the suitcase in the back of the jeep. Drew’s lips twisted into an ugly sneer. He should pitch the suitcase into the Green River and be rid of Alicia for good. But that would be sloppy. That could get him caught.

No, this time he had to do everything right. No more mistakes. No more crazy father or snot-nosed stepsisters. No more Marissa. He would eliminate everyone close to Andrew Bowman. This time he’d emerge from the ashes clean. New. Stronger than ever. This time no one would touch him.

Drew pulled off the Interstate south of Tacoma. Fat raindrops pattered against the windshield. Alicia’s cell phone rang. He picked it up and checked the call display.

The great and powerful Alistair Wright was calling, and if Alistair was already looking for Alicia, it was only a matter of hours until the cops started breathing down his neck.

He needed a plan. Fast.

Up ahead he saw a Starbucks sign and pulled into the parking lot. Cupping Alicia’s phone in his sweaty palm, he sent a text.


Battery’s low. Powering down. Call you later, Daddy. XO


#

Acres of manicured lawns and tall evergreen trees surrounded the sprawling gold-brick structure on top of the hill. The aging, dirty facade was a stark contrast to the perfectly manicured grounds. He supposed the green hills offered some solace to the troubled minds residing within the walls of Valley Mental Health Institution.

Drew pushed through the doors, fingering the loose pills in his pocket. He knew the drill. He set a Starbucks coffee cup on the desk and signed in for the last time. The nurse manning the desk had thick chestnut hair and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks.

“Mind if I take it through?” he asked with a friendly smile. “I know it’s against the rules, so if you need me to dump it, I’ll totally understand.”

She tucked a stray strand of hair back behind her ear and returned his smile. “Need your coffee fix?”

Drew propped his elbows on the countertop. He rolled his eyes theatrically and made a face. “Big project. I was up all night working. Seriously, if I could mainline this stuff . . .”

She laughed. She had a pretty laugh. Folding her hand under her chin, she looked up at him with wide brown eyes.

“Strictly speaking, it is against policy, but I guess I could bend the rules just this once. I’d feel responsible if you passed out, or worse.”

Drew winked at her.

“You’re an angel,” he said.

“Don’t make me regret it. He’s in the solarium,” she called after him.

Drew saluted her with the raised Starbucks cup and kept going.

A vase of long-stemmed red roses caught his eye. The lush crimson petals reminded him of the fat drops of blood on Alicia’s alabaster skin. Drew veered away from the roses, hating what he’d done—hating what he’d had
 to do. But what other choice did he have? Together Alicia and Liam had ruined his life.

Anger gnawed at the pit of his stomach like a hungry rat. He should have killed Liam when he’d had the chance. He’d ignored Gretchen’s warnings, and now Alicia was dead and his lethal three-act play was coming to a close, faster and more bloodily than he had planned. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

Drew turned down a long hallway. Beneath the sharp hospital smells of ammonia and bleach lay a darker stench of dirt and grime, gore and sweat. Desperation. All the chemicals in the world couldn’t mask the rank odor of the rotting bodies and rotting minds housed within the institution’s crumbling walls.

The solarium was painted a sunny yellow. Large banks of windows faced south, admitting vast quantities of gray light. Heavy couches and chairs were placed in intimate groupings around the room. His father sat propped in a wheelchair near the windows.

This time of day, there were at least a dozen patients watching television or playing games. There were others drooling on their chins and dreaming the pink-cloud dreams of the violently medicated. Drew made his way through the room, fingering the pills in his pocket, anticipation building.

“Hey, is that coffee? You’re not supposed to bring that in here.”

Drew looked up, catching sight of a skeletal young man blocking his path. With green-marble eyes, a cap of greasy black hair, and rapid-fire talk, he reminded Drew of a junkie in need of a fix.

“I cleared it with the desk,” Drew said, and stepped around the patient.

“They don’t let me drink coffee because of the medication, you know.” He smacked his lips. “They say it makes me fidgety. But come on, man, that’s total bullshit.”

Drew flashed a benign smile and tried to move past the patient, but the man grabbed his coat.

“Do you know what makes me fidgety? You know what makes me really crazy? Caffeine withdrawal. You know what I’m saying?”

Drew’s fingers curled into fists. A rising tide of anger filled his chest. He craved the release he’d always gotten from laying a violent beating on another human being. Laying a hand on the kid would be stupid. The last thing he needed was an orderly taking notice of the situation and tossing out Drew’s coffee. Or worse—escorting Drew from the building for violating protocol. So, as much as he wanted to snap the kid’s fingers like dry twigs, he forced a smile.

“Look, I know what you mean. There are days I’d kill for coffee too. But I brought this for my old man. It’s decaf, brother. It would be like going to a hooker for a hug.”

The skinny dude shot Drew a horrified look and Drew strode past him toward the windows.

His father did not look up as he approached. He pulled up a chair and straddled it, taking stock of the old man’s ruined face.

At least six months had passed since his last visit. Pink patches of scalp showed through Rick’s thinning brown hair. The stubble on his father’s cheeks was flecked with a prickly gray. His once hard build had gone soft around the middle, and he looked puffy and bloated, like Jabba the Hutt. Pathetic.

Drew set the coffee cup down on the floor between his feet, hiding it from view. Rick never looked up. His vacant stare stretched past Drew out the bank of windows and toward the distant green hills. If Drew’s father had ever had a soul, it had clearly vacated the shell of his body years ago.

“Hi, Dad.”

Drew searched for some sign, some flicker of recognition from his father, but Rick’s expression never changed. While part of him was pleased that his father had all the mental acuity of a turnip, another part, a deeper part, wished Rick were still there. He wanted the bastard to suffer the way he’d suffered through all those beatings.

“You’ll never guess who I saw the other day,” Drew said, speaking so quietly only Rick could hear. “Marissa.”

A fat fly landed on Rick’s face and slowly crawled across his red, blotchy cheek. Drew didn’t move a muscle to shoo the thing away; he just watched as it marched toward his father’s ear. Finally Rick flinched and the fly took flight.

Drew eased back in his chair and smiled.

“Marissa looks great, Dad. You remember how hot she looked before you smashed her mouth in, don’t you? She wasn’t so pretty then. Spitting out teeth. Blood all over the place. No doubt about it, you were one suave motherfucker. Now look at you.”

A chair squealed behind Drew. Irritated, he glanced over his shoulder. The junkie was back. Flopping into the chair beside Drew, he scratched his arm. Rick’s eyes flicked to the patient. Just a second. Just long enough to make Drew wonder if there were lights still on behind his father’s dead eyes.

“Come on, man. Just a sip. Your old man won’t mind. Just look at him.”

Drew leaned close to the dude, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“If you don’t fuck off, I’ll call an orderly and they’ll shoot you so full of Thorazine, by the time you wake up we’ll have a new president. Got it?”

The young man flung himself from the chair and Drew turned his gaze back to his father. Rick blinked.

“Where were we?” Drew snapped his fingers. “That’s right. Marissa. I ran into her daughter a few weeks back. Sweet little piece of ass, that one. Great rack, tight little ass, blonde curls just like her mommy. I’ve got her locked up in the cabin. Did you know she’s diabetic? Anyway, she’s low on insulin. I’m afraid she won’t last much longer. I think it’s time I reunite the family.”

Drew stared deep into his father’s eyes.

“It’s too bad you won’t be able to join us.”

Seconds later a fist slammed into Drew’s shoulder. He leaped to his feet. The chair clattered behind him.

“Get out of here, bitch,” Drew growled.

“Or what? What are you gonna do? What are you gonna do, man? Hit me? You want to hit me?”

The patient slapped an open palm against his chest. Heads turned at the hollow sound. He jittered on his toes like a boxer. Drew shook his head and balled his fingers into a tight fist.

He didn’t hear the orderly approach. The heavyset man shot Drew an apologetic smile.

“Come on, Billy, let’s get you out of here.”

The patient squealed and winced away from the thick hand gripping his skinny arm.

“No. He’s got coffee . . .”

“Now, Billy.”

The orderly half dragged the patient from the solarium, and Drew resumed his seat. He picked the Starbucks cup up off the floor.

“Never too early in the day for one of these, I trust,” he said, and placed the coffee cup on the table next to Rick. It was coffee with a shot of cheap whiskey, just the way dear old Dad liked it. Drew removed the lid and crushed the two tablets into dust, then sprinkled it in a fine layer across the black brew. It sank, dissolving quickly.

For most people Tylenol was an easy way to wipe away pain.

For Rick it was death—instant anaphylaxis.

Drew waved the cup underneath the old man’s nose. Rick licked his lips like a salivating hound.

“You are
 in there. Or at least part of you is.”

Drew set the cup down on the table beside Rick and watched. The old man’s hand trembled and inched toward the cup. Rick’s hands, which had once lashed out with blinding speed and meted out pain with the curl of a fist, moved at a snail’s pace now. Drew fixed his stare on the old man’s greedy eyes.

After all this time, his father still wanted, still needed, to drink.


Prick. Pathetic, old, hateful prick,
 Drew thought, eyeing his father with all the compassion of a boy frying ants with a magnifying glass.

“You know, I never did understand whether it was the booze that made you crazy or you were just born that way.”

Rick’s hand inched toward the cup.

“I used to wonder what it was that made you destroy everyone you touched.”

Rick’s fingers shook and stretched, reaching. Drew smirked and moved the cup beyond his father’s grasp. The old man’s lips trembled.

“Then I realized it didn’t matter. You ruined everything, you malignant old fuck.”

Rick’s tongue flicked out between bloodless lips like a rain-fat worm. Contempt flared Drew’s nostrils wide, and he bent forward, leaning close enough to catch of whiff of his father’s stinking breath.

“I was looking forward to watching you slowly rot away in this damnable place, but sadly, I’m out of time.”

Stealing a glance over his shoulder, Drew lifted the coffee cup to his father’s greedy lips. Rick sucked the coffee down. Drew smacked a hand over the old man’s mouth and watched Rick’s Adam’s apple bob once. Twice. Satisfied, Drew downed the rest of the coffee. He crushed the empty cup and tossed it in a trash can.

Thirty seconds later, choking, gurgling sounds erupted from his father’s swelling lips. Rick’s fat fingers scratched desperately at his throat, trembling, shaking, clawing as he struggled to draw in a breath. Drew stared into his panicked, desperate eyes. The old man was pleading, begging for help.

Drew stood transfixed. A slow grin spread across his face. His whole childhood, Rick had been the source of pain and punishment—the monster in his nightmares. Now here he was, helpless. Desperate. Dying.

How many times had he lain in bed, bleeding, fantasizing about this moment—about how he would kill his father? He’d thought about stabbing him, shooting him, strangling the life out of the old man with his bare hands. But he’d never imagined this. Never dreamed the sight of his father’s slow decay would be so wholly and deeply satisfying.

Finally Drew turned his back on his father’s writhing form.

“Help,” he called, stepping away from the wheelchair. “Help.”

Orderlies converged in a rush. Rick’s face was swelling, turning blue. He thrashed violently in the wheelchair. One of the orderlies turned back toward Drew.

“What happened?”

Drew shook his head, eyes wide. “I don’t know. He just started choking.”

The orderly’s badge dangled inches from Drew’s hand. He snatched it. In all the chaos, no one noticed him slip from the room.

An alarm sounded, and more staff scurried down the hall, ran for the solarium, where Rick was in full anaphylactic shock.

Drew turned away from the desk and hurried toward the medication closet. Every second fat fuck in this sorry place had to be a diabetic. How hard would it be to find some insulin?

Drew swiped the card across the smooth surface of the access reader. The reader beeped, but the light remained yellow. Drew frowned. He rattled the door. It refused to open. He tried again. Same result. He yanked harder.

Cursing under his breath, Drew swiped the card again. Denied. It wasn’t working.

“Can I help you?” a woman called.

He swiveled. The nurse from the desk was looking his way. Confusion wiped the half smile from her face.

“You can’t go in there.”

Drew wondered if her card would grant him access to the medication closet. All he wanted was some insulin. If he could get her card, maybe he could get inside.

“Did you hear me?” she called again, louder this time.

A security guard rounded the corner. Eyeing him, the guard tilted his head toward the walkie-talkie perched on his shoulder.

Drew made a split-second decision. He sprinted down the hall at full speed. His feet pounded the hard tile floor. The shouting voices behind him closed in.

The exit was a few feet away. He raised the access badge and swiped it across the reader. His heart stuttered. The green light flashed and he bolted out of the building, through the trees, to where he’d parked the Jeep only half an hour before.



Chapter 53


“Tell me everything you’ve got on Andrew Matthews,” Seth said as he burst through the office door.

Henry Cahill’s fingers flew over the keyboard. He swung the monitor toward Seth. The Seattle Times
 news site showed a photograph of a Drew Matthews and Alicia Wright smiling into the camera. They looked like any young couple in love. Seth’s gut twisted as he recalled the dark blood smeared across Matthews’s floor.

Was it Alicia’s blood? Was he already too late?

“Henry, I need you to pull out all the stops to try and find Alicia Wright. Credit cards, cell phone—whatever kind of hacker black magic you have, use it. We need to locate her. Now.”

Cahill’s brow wrinkled. Confused, he stared back at Seth.

“Her? Why her? Why not Matthews?”

“We need to find him too. Right now, though, I’m more worried about what he might have done to Alicia.”

“You mean Alistair Wright’s daughter?” Marissa asked, entering the room with a coffee cup in her hand.

She looked tired. They all did.

“You know her?” Seth asked.

“I met her at the benefit. She was there with her father.”

“Was she with anyone else?”

“Well, I think her fiancé was there too, but I didn’t actually see him. He was outside when I . . .”

Marissa stopped in midsentence. Seth looked up. The coffee cup slipped from her fingers and smashed on the floor, raining shards of glass and hot coffee everywhere. Cahill jumped back, avoiding the spray. The color drained from her cheeks.

Seth shifted his gaze from Marissa back to Cahill’s monitor, trying to figure out what he was missing.

“That’s . . .”

“Andrew Matthews, we know . . .”

Marissa shook her head.

“No, that’s Andrew Bowman.”


Andrew Bowman
 ? Why did that name sound so familiar?

“Your stepson?”

“Rick’s son. Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“He looks older, of course, but that’s him.”

Seth reached for her. Trembling, Marissa tipped her forehead against his shoulder, and he tightened his hold.

“What does this mean?” she whispered.


Nothing good
 , he didn’t say.

Marissa pulled back, her wide eyes brimming with fear. “Why would he do this? Why Brooke?”

“I don’t know, Marissa. I need you to write down everything you can remember about him. Can you do that?”

She nodded.

“Just find him,” she said.

“Henry . . .”

“I’m on it.”

Seth pulled a cell phone from his pocket and dialed Garcia’s number.

“Jesus, Crawford. What now?”

“Andrew Matthews may not actually be Andrew Matthews.”

Garcia sighed. “If this is some kind of riddle, I don’t have time. Out with it.”

“Andrew Matthews may not be his real name. He might actually be Andrew Bowman.”

Garcia fell silent. Seth pictured her standing with the cell phone pressed against her ear, pinching the bridge of her nose. Finally she spoke.

“How do you know this?”

“Marissa Rooney. Andrew Bowman was her ex-husband’s son. Brooke is his stepsister.”

“Oh, man.”

“I thought you should know.”

The irritation disappeared from her voice. “Call me if you get anything else.”

“You’ve got it.”

Seth hung up the phone.

Marissa sat beside Cahill, furiously scribbling in her notebook. Cahill stared intensely at his computer screen.

“Wait . . .” Cahill muttered.

“What is it?”

“The last ping from Alicia’s cell phone was earlier this morning near Tacoma.”

“Tacoma?” Seth circled the desk, trying to piece together the story in his head. “What would she be doing there? Where does she work?”

Cahill frowned. “At a financial firm downtown.”

“So midmorning on a work day she takes off to Tacoma?”

“Do you suppose she has a client there?”

Seth clicked on the investment firm’s web page.

“Does this look like the kind of place that has clients in Tacoma?”

“Now you’re profiling,” Cahill said with a wry grin.

“Keep looking.”

Seth paced the floor. According to his neighbor, Andy had had a fight with his girlfriend. Not long afterward he’d left town on a business trip. Was he heading out of state? Was Alicia with him? He assumed it was Alicia’s blood on the floor. But what if he was wrong?

He should call Garcia back and get state patrol looking for Andy’s car. Traffic cameras. Whatever. They needed to find him now.

“Hang on,” Cahill said.

“You’ve got something?”

“It may be nothing, but it appears that Bowman’s father lives in a mental institution south of Tacoma.”

Why would Andy go to see his father today of all days? Seth stopped pacing and turned toward Marissa.

“Do you think Rick beat his son?”

“I know he did.”

“Henry, call the mental institution. See if Rick Bowman has had any visitors today.”

“You’re heading down there?” Marissa asked.

“I hope I’m not too late.”



Chapter 54


Kelly stood in the middle of Logan’s spacious living room playing her flute. Trying
 to play her flute, she amended. The familiar piece was one of her favorites, and usually playing it was as easy as singing the alphabet song, but today she stumbled over the keys like she was wearing oven mitts.

Kelly’s gaze strayed away from the music and locked onto the stormy sky outside. All she could think about was her missing sister and the fear lodged deep inside her heart that Brooke might never come home.

She missed the next few notes and cursed. It had been weeks since she’d really practiced and she was rusty. Logan said she had to keep doing everyday things, and while she knew he was right, it was actually much harder than it sounded. Everything about living with Logan was comfortable and familiar, but she couldn’t stop thinking about her mother, alone in the Renton house.

She couldn’t stop thinking about her sister either. Every day she watched the news. Every day she called her mother, hoping there would be some break in the case. Day after day, though, it was more of the same, and Kelly wondered if Brooke would ever come home, if life would ever go back to normal.

Normal. She’d almost forgotten what that felt like. Normal was playing second fiddle to Brooke, the family star. Though Marissa would deny it, Kelly knew Brooke was her mother’s favorite. When Brooke had skipped school to hang out with her boyfriend, she was grounded for a few days. When Kelly had skipped school to hang out with her friends, she was grounded for a month and had to do all the household chores. It was hard not to resent the inequality.

It wasn’t Brooke’s fault. Her sister had always looked out for her—tucked her into bed when Mom worked late, comforted her when Rick went off on one of his binges. Brooke was always there. So when her sister decided to live on campus, she’d been angry. It felt like another person in her life was abandoning her.

Now, Kelly missed Brooke with an ache that seemed bottomless.

She missed another note. Crap
 . Frustrated, Kelly lowered the flute from her lips. Outside, the rain beat against the window like fingernails pounding a bongo drum. The dark sky reflected her crap mood. She rearranged the sheets of music in front of her and huffed out a deep breath. Positioning the flute, she started again, slower this time.

Music filled the room, drowning out the rain. She forced herself to focus on the notes in front of her and not the fear she felt spiraling around in her brain. Halfway through the phrase, the doorbell rang.

Kelly frowned and lowered the flute. Placing it on the coffee table, she stole a quick glance at the clock. It was one thirty in the afternoon. Who would come looking for Logan at this time of day?

Maybe it was a delivery, she thought, though Logan hadn’t mentioned anything when he’d left the house after lunch. He had a two o’clock meeting with the principal of Redmond High. Afterward they were planning to go to the dojo. The upside of getting kicked out of school for fighting was that Logan had started teaching her some self-defense techniques. They spent time every afternoon practicing at the dojo.

The doorbell chimed again, and Kelly crossed into the front hall. The dead bolt was locked, and she pressed her eye to the peephole in the center of the cold steel door. The guy on the doorstep was beautiful. His dark hair was perfectly groomed. Almond-shaped eyes glinted with a smile. In his hands he held a huge bouquet of flowers. Roses, lilies, and greens—eucalyptus maybe.

Kelly grinned and unlocked the door. Parked beside the curb was an old black Jeep. There was no delivery truck in sight. Not surprising though. The guy standing on the doorstep didn’t look like any delivery guy she’d ever seen. He was scorching hot in an Abercrombie & Fitch kind of way.

“Hi,” he said.

His killer smile revealed a straight line of perfect white teeth. A flurry of butterflies took flight in her stomach, and she could feel her cheeks burn red. She was suddenly embarrassed by her appearance.

Her hair was tied back in pigtails. She was wearing tight black jeggings and a Sid and Nancy T-shirt. She felt awkward and gawky compared to the Adonis standing in front of her, but he didn’t seem to notice. He smiled at her just the same.

“You must be here for Logan,” she said.

“And you must be Kelly.”

“I am,” she said, pleased Logan had mentioned her.

“Logan said to meet him here. I’m a little early. Mind if I come in? It’s pretty nasty out here.”

A gust of wind drove another sheet of rain against the windows, and her face flushed a deeper shade of red. He handed her the bouquet of flowers, and she hesitated, wondering why Logan hadn’t mentioned this guy was stopping by. Maybe he’d forgotten. Kelly bit her lower lip, trying to decide what to do. Her paranoia made her feel like a foolish little kid. He was probably Logan’s boyfriend.

“Do you want me to give him a quick call?” Adonis asked.

Feeling stupid, Kelly shook her head and stepped back, allowing him to enter, and buried her nose in the gorgeous petals. The sweet smell of roses filled her head.

Though Kelly was tall, he was a head taller, and she looked up into his chocolate-brown eyes. Oh wow
 . This was the kind of guy who would come to their house to pick up Brooke, not the kind of guy who would ever notice her.

Painfully aware of the new rash of pimples on her chin, she shied away, switching her focus back to the flowers.

And she remembered a scene from her mother’s favorite eighties movie, Sixteen Candles
 . The scene takes place at the church, after the ceremony, where Samantha looks for her family and realizes she’s been forgotten. Again. Then the crowd parts, and Samantha catches sight of the gorgeous guy she’s been chasing the whole movie, Jake, standing by a fire-engine-red Porsche 944 with flowers in his hand. Cheesy. But romantic too.

Finding her voice, she said, “Logan’s not here. He won’t be back for a while.”

He smiled then, that flawless beautiful smile, and looked deep into her eyes.

“That’s okay, Kelly. I’m here for you.”

She didn’t see the Taser until it was too late.



Chapter 55


Drew cut his gaze to the rearview mirror, half expecting a sea of red and blue lights speeding toward him. Instead silver headlights reflected off the rain-slick surface of Interstate 90, and he drew in a breath. East, toward the towering foothills of the Cascade Range, his exit lay dead ahead. Five minutes and he’d leave the interstate behind, burying himself in the anonymity of the winding back roads between him and the cabin.

He couldn’t feel safe until he dumped the Jeep and his cargo. He wouldn’t feel safe until he left Drew Matthews and Andy Bowman behind for good.


Safe.


Drew’s hands clutched the steering wheel as he remembered the last time he’d really felt safe. Long ago. Before his mother was sick.

The sweet smell of chocolate chip cookies had wafted from the kitchen, drawing him up the creaky back porch of the white clapboard house. The screen door squealed open. Flinging his backpack to the floor, he bolted down the hall toward the kitchen.

Country music boomed through the tinny radio speakers. His mother’s back was turned, and she shuffled across the floor in her bare feet, dancing to Shania Twain’s throaty voice singing, “Man, I feel like a woman.” The horns blasted and she spun. Laughter spilled from her lips as she caught sight of him. Cheeks pink, dark eyes sparkling, she smiled.

She dialed the volume down and reached into the fridge. Cold milk filled a glass on the countertop.

“One cookie or two?” she’d asked.

“Two.”

He’d clambered onto a stool at the counter. She lifted two cookies off the cooling rack and set them on a plate beside a glass of milk. He bit into the first. The sweet taste of brown sugar and gooey chocolate chips filled his mouth.

Drew’s hands relaxed on the wheel. How old was he back then? Nine? Ten? Rick was on his medication and life was normal. School came easy. He had friends. A family. The cancer changed everything. Flesh melted off his mother’s bones and the sparkle disappeared from her eyes. A season in hell, then she died. Rick went off his meds, and his life turned to shit. His mother died and he was robbed of the life he should have had.

The asshole in the Chevrolet up ahead slammed on his brakes. It was too late to slow down, so Drew cranked the wheel and changed lanes. He flipped the driver off. The old guy behind the wheel glared as he sailed by. Catching sight of the Chevrolet growing smaller in the rearview mirror triggered his memory.

He was in middle school when he and his best friend, Drew Matthews, decided to burn down the neighbor’s garage, but once they started talking about it, it seemed like nothing else mattered. Old Man Rutherford was a real pain in the ass, always yelling at the neighborhood kids. If anyone deserved trouble, it was him.

Rutherford spent every Saturday afternoon listening to oldies rock and roll and working on the piece of shit Chevrolet in his garage. They figured that without the car, the old man would spend more time inside his house and less time harassing them.

The garage lit up like a Roman candle, sending sparks shooting high into the night sky. Watching the flames undulate up into the heavens, he felt elated, like all the anger smoldering deep inside him was being released in the white-hot fury of the blaze.

He thought they’d gotten away with it too. Winter came, and each gray day blended into the next, until one afternoon he heard a knock at the door. A police officer arrived on his doorstep with a notebook full of questions. They parked him in an empty interrogation room for hours. Waiting. Bands of fear ratcheted tight around his chest, squeezing until he could barely breathe. With each passing minute the walls closed in. He felt small. Alone. Despite his fear he refused to talk, refused to say a word about his buddy Drew. He kept his mouth shut when they came back waving fingerprint evidence and shoe impressions in his face.

In the end, though, the cops pinned everything on him. Drew Matthews’s father hired a fancy lawyer to protect his son while his own father sat in court, watching the proceedings through bloodshot eyes, and did nothing. He was convicted. Sent away.

And his life was fucked.

Rick never came to visit. Not once. No one came. When he was released eighteen months later, his juvenile record was sealed. But there was no going back to his life before. High school. College. All gone. He got a job working construction and moved back in with Marissa and the old man.

Then, one summer night at a downtown bar, the door swung open and opportunity strolled in. His old buddy, Drew Matthews, a newly minted university graduate. He looked as shiny and bright as a brand-new car. They caught up, shooting the shit like nothing had happened, like they were old friends. After last call they took off in Andy’s pickup truck and drove to Discovery Park. It was deserted this time of night. Jumping the fence, they disappeared into the woods with a six-pack, headed toward the bluff overlooking Puget Sound.

Andy drank while Drew bragged about his life abroad. His degree. His brand-new condo. His triumphant return to Seattle.

And Andy Bowman seized his chance. With the blow of a rock, everything changed. He shed his former self and started over again. Fresh. New.

The whine of a siren snapped Drew back into the moment. Flashing lights filled his rearview mirror. Cold fingers of fear clamped around his throat. He swallowed. The siren wailed. The cop signaled him to pull over.


Son of a fucking bitch.


A split-second urge to hammer down on the gas shot through him.

Running would be pointless though. No way he’d win a car chase in the Jeep. He was screwed.

Wait a minute. There was only one cop. One cop. If they knew about Rick, about Alicia, there would be more. There would be a blockade. Police helicopters. The whole goddamned freak show of Charles Sully’s untimely end would play out right here on I-90.

Ignoring the frantic hammering of his heart, Drew slowed the vehicle and pulled over onto the shoulder. Never taking his eyes off the mirror, he caught sight of the burly cop emerging from the cruiser. He thought about the gun stuffed under the seat.

He could do this.

“Kelly,” he called, his tone tentative. Testing.

No answer. She was still out, or at least she was pretending. Sweat beaded at his hairline like drops of dew. Seconds ticked by. The cop skirted the edge of the vehicle, glancing through the windows as he approached. Drew held his breath. No way the cop could see through the dark tint, but still . . . 

Gray rain poured off the wide brim of the state trooper’s hat. Drew stiffened. His pulse rate spiked, and he lowered the window. The rain smelled like melted crayons through the open window.

“License and registration.”

“What’s the problem, Officer?” Drew asked, tacking a friendly smile to his face.

“Is this your vehicle?”

A knot of dread coiled at the pit of Drew’s stomach.

“Yes, sir.” He fumbled in his coat for his wallet. Fingers freezing, he realized what he was about to do. He’d almost handed Andy Bowman’s license to the cop. Fucking stupid. Get a grip
 .

“Do you know how fast you were going?” the cop barked.

“No, sir.”

Drew opened the console between the seats and fished around for his other wallet. He pulled the license from its sheath and handed it through the open window. The cop stared at him, then his eyes flicked back to the driver’s license in his hand. Without another word, he retreated.

Drew brushed the sweaty hair off his forehead. He heard a grunt from the Jeep’s cargo hold and froze. He had to get out of here before she woke up. What was taking so goddamned long?

He stared into the side mirror. His heart thundered like a jackhammer. The cop slouched behind the cruiser’s wheel, head down, so Drew couldn’t read his expression. Cars blasted past on the interstate, rocking the Jeep, and he swiped his damp palms down the length of his jeans.

How far could he get if he lit out of here now? To the next exit? If he could make it that far, he could lose the cop on the back roads. But then what? Another cover blown. And they’d be looking for him. For the Jeep. He’d have to ditch it and . . . 

More flashing red lights approached in the distance, and Drew’s heart thundered.

He was going to get caught with Kelly tied up in the back next to a suitcase containing Alicia’s body—or what was left of it.

The cop lumbered toward the Jeep. Jittery, barely able to breathe, Drew watched. Was he reaching for his gun?

A second set of flashing lights sped past.

“Eighty-five in a seventy zone’s a pretty hefty fine.”

The cop handed the ticket through the open window, and Drew dropped it on the seat. He tucked the license back into his wallet.

“Yes, sir.”

A soft moan came from the back.


Fuck.


Drew’s pulse rate spiked.

“What’s that?” the cop asked, craning his head toward the cargo hold.

Drew thought about the gun. He pictured a bullet hole between the cop’s eyes. His gaze flicked to the back of the Jeep.

“It’s my sister’s dog.”

“Dog?”

“Yeah. She just moved to Pullman. Somehow I got roped into bringing the dog.”

The cop’s eyes narrowed. His gaze hardened.

“Didn’t sound like a dog.”

Drew snorted.

“Yeah, if you can call it that. Some kind of pug mix. Hates the car. Shits like a baby on ex-lax, so I drugged it. Antianxiety meds from the vet.”

At least the drugging part was true. The cop grunted.

“Well, thanks, Officer,” Drew said, and pressed the button, hoping to Christ Kelly stayed quiet a few more seconds.

The window hummed as the glass rose. Suddenly the cop’s meaty hand reached out, clamping down hard on the edge of the window. Sweat trickled down the back of Drew’s neck.

“Mind if I take a look?” the cop asked, nodding toward the cargo hold.

Drew’s hand dropped from view, fingers groping underneath the seat until they grazed the butt of the gun.

The radio on the cop’s shoulder squawked. A disembodied voice said, “We have an eleven-eighty near Exit 31. Ambulances dispatched. All available units respond.”

The state trooper grimaced.

“Slow down, Mr. Pearson,” he said, stealing one last glance toward the back of the Jeep before turning away.

Drew watched the cop climb back into his cruiser. His heart pounded in his chest. Drew pulled back out into traffic, driving just below the speed limit until the police cruiser disappeared from view.



Chapter 56


Marissa searched her memory for what little she recalled about Andy. Rick had described him as a troubled kid who’d had some kind of run-in with the law.

Robbery? Arson? God, it had been so long, she couldn’t remember the details. She’d purged as much of those years from her mind as she could. Possible record
 , she noted for Cahill before moving on.

At first Rick had sounded like a concerned father and she’d fallen for it. As a struggling single parent herself, he’d totally played on her sympathies. In fact, he was such a convincing liar, she’d had no idea what she had been getting herself into until it was too late.

Andy had been a surprise from the first day she met him. She’d greeted him at the door fully expecting a smart-mouthed kid with a bad attitude and a huge chip on his shoulder. But he was nothing like that. He was polite. Charming, even, and Marissa frowned as the irony hit her with full force. Rick had been charming too. She hadn’t seen the monster that lay beneath his handsome face until after they were married. Maybe Andy was just like his father after all. A sociopath?


Mental illness
 , she jotted down on the sheet of paper, and racked her brain for anything else.

Andy had volunteered at a youth camp for troubled kids out in Snoqualmie Valley, some kind of scared-straight program. It was probably nothing, just another dead end, but she wrote it down anyway.

Cahill had one of those voices. Loud. Penetrating. Marissa pressed a finger to her ear, trying to focus in on her own thoughts, but it was no use. She couldn’t hear herself think.

“Yes, I’m calling about Rick Bowman,” Cahill said, doodling on the notepad beside his keyboard. “No, I’m not family. I’m with the Holt Foundation. Is there a problem?”

The change in Cahill’s tone instantly registered with Marissa. She glanced up. Cahill was on his feet now, spinning toward her. His large hand clamped down over the receiver.

“Call Seth,” he said.

“What?”

“Call Seth. Now.”

Confused, Marissa reached under her desk and grabbed her purse. She rummaged through the jumbled contents until she found her cell phone and dialed. The phone rang. Cahill held out his hand. She slapped the phone into his palm.

The purse yawned open on the desk, and Marissa caught sight of Brooke’s insulin pen. How could something this small hold the power of life and death? Here she sat scribbling down notes while somewhere out there Brooke’s body was seizing up like a car’s engine without oil. If she wasn’t already in a coma. If she was still alive.

Cahill slammed down the receiver to the landline and pressed the cell phone to his ear.

“Come on, answer,” he growled.

“What now?” Marissa asked.

Cahill held up a finger and she fell silent.

“Seth? I called the mental institution. There’s something going on there.” He paused, listening. “I don’t know what, but as soon as I asked about Bowman, things got tense.”

Cahill’s landline rang. He wrapped up his conversation with Seth and handed the phone back to Marissa. She set it on the desk beside her purse and turned back to her list.

There had to be something else.

Her cell phone rang and she picked it up. With Cahill barking on the other line, she walked out into the hallway.

“Hello.”

“Marissa?”

Her heart plummeted. It wasn’t Seth. It was Logan.

“How did it go with the principal today?” she asked.

With any luck Logan’s silver tongue had charmed the school’s administration into welcoming Kelly back with open arms.

“Uh, fine,” he said.

But it wasn’t fine. The electric edge in his voice sent fear rippling through Marissa.

“What’s wrong, Logan?”

He hesitated. In that silent second, a host of horrific thoughts filled Marissa’s mind until, finally, he spoke.

“Have you seen Kelly?”

Dread lodged like a tumor in her throat, making it hard to speak, hard to breathe.

“What do you mean? She’s with you.”

“I just got home from the high school, and Kelly’s not here.”

“You’ve called her?”

“Her cell phone is going directly to voice mail.”

“Oh God.”

“Did you send flowers?” Logan asked.

“Flowers? What flowers?”

“There are flowers on the floor,” he said, sounding every bit as shaky as she felt.

“No.”

Panic set Marissa in motion. This couldn’t be happening. She burst through the office door. Cahill was still on the phone. She blurted out Kelly’s name, but before she could say more, he raised his palm. Marissa didn’t wait. She shoved the insulin pen in her pocket and bolted out the door.

“Is there a card, a logo, anything that tells you where the flowers came from?”

“Nothing. They’re wrapped in plain brown butcher’s wrap tied with a white ribbon.”

“She can’t be gone.”

The elevator doors slid shut. Marissa sagged against the back wall with the phone pressed against her ear, praying to God she didn’t lose signal.

“Logan. Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“What time did you leave?”

“Just after lunch.”

“Dammit, that was two hours ago.”

Logan fell silent. Marissa drew a tremulous breath. She shouldn’t have snapped at him. This wasn’t his fault.

“Look, I’m sorry.”

“I’m worried too, Marissa.”

“Call the police. I’m on my way.”

Wind blasted through the high-rise buildings and howled through the downtown core. Sheets of rain slashed against her windshield. Squealing out into traffic, she could barely see a block ahead. Marissa punched down on the accelerator and slalomed her way through a pack of slow-moving vehicles.

She merged onto the interstate heading north. The road was slick as she shot past cars at a blistering pace. If just one person pulled out in front of her, she was done. There would be no time to stop. Still, she didn’t slow her pace as she swerved onto the exit for the 520 Bridge.

Marissa’s cell phone rang. Hoping it was Seth, she picked up the call.

“Marissa?”

“Yes,” she snapped, not recognizing the voice on the other end.

“Where are you?” the man asked.

“Who is this? Evan?”

The floating bridge lay dead ahead. Eastbound lanes were choked with traffic as nervous drivers crawled along the narrow span across Lake Washington. Gray waters churned on either side of the bridge as the fierce winds pounded an endless series of white-capped waves into the barrier.

“Are you on your way to Logan’s place?”

Besides Logan, no one knew where she was going. She hadn’t even told Cahill. Who on earth could this be?

A wave jumped the barrier and smashed against her car. She jerked the wheel, veering out of her lane. A car horn blared behind her, and she corrected her course, narrowly missing the car beside her.

“Who are you?”

His laugh sent chills racing through her.

“Check the caller ID.”

Tearing her gaze away from the slick bridge deck, Marissa glanced at the call display. Fear sucked the air from her lungs.

“Kelly,” she gasped. The line went dead.

The phone rang again. This time she checked the call display. Brooke. Marissa’s eyes swam with tears. She blinked them away. She knew who this was.

“Andy.”

“Well done, Mommy Dearest. Just under the bell.”

“What have you done with my girls?”

“They’re waiting for you,” he said.

Waiting? Waiting where? What was he doing to her girls?

“I thought I’d host a family reunion. Would love it if you could join us.”

He was crazy, a monster—ten times worse than his father.

“If you hurt them . . .”

“You’ll what? Ground me?” he laughed. “Come on, Mom. Surely you can do better than that.”

“We never did anything to hurt you, Andy. I’m not like your father . . .”

“Dad? Don’t worry. I’ve already taken care of him. He won’t be joining us.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing I’m sure you didn’t consider a hundred times yourself. No thanks necessary,” he said. “Where are you?”

“On Highway 520, heading toward Redmond.”

“Go east on Route 202. I’ll call you with more directions.”

Andy hung up. Marissa screamed. She pounded the horn with her fist, willing the line of cars to move aside and let her pass, but they didn’t. The phone slipped from her grasp and fell to the floor. She swore. She needed to call Seth.

Crouching low in her seat, she brushed her fingers along the floor of the car, searching for the cell. Shoving her hand into the deep crevice between the seat and the armrest, she felt a slick corner of plastic.

Her fingers scrabbled for the phone. She felt it. The car shifted and the phone slid away. Gritting her teeth, she pushed deeper, managing to pin it in place with her finger. She held her breath, easing it toward the armrest one centimeter at a time. Finally she curled her fingers around the phone and pulled it out.

She hit redial.



Chapter 57


Cahill had been right. There was trouble ahead. Police cruisers formed a barrier around the entrance to Valley Mental Health Institution. Seth’s every instinct told him they had something to do with Rick Bowman and his son’s secret life. Although he was curious to learn the specifics, he knew there was no point asking the cops. He was no longer part of the inner circle. Finding Alicia Wright would be a better use of his time.

Seth headed back toward his car. He heard someone call his name. Stopping under the glass covering of the walkway, he turned to face his former boss.

Alvarez shot him a thunderous glare. “What are you doing here?”

Seth forced a crooked smile and scratched the back of his neck. “I thought I’d check myself in.”

“Not the worst idea you’ve ever had.” A small smile tugged at the corners of Alvarez’s lips. “Now, why don’t you tell me why you’re really here?”

Seth paused. The sound of the rain striking the glass and the rustling of the thick pines overhead filled the silence as he considered his answer. Knowing Alvarez wouldn’t be easily brushed off, he opted for the truth.

“I’m here to see Rick Bowman.”

“Why?”

“Because Drew Matthews is Andrew Bowman, Marissa’s stepson.”

“You’re telling me he’s Rick Bowman’s son? You’re sure?”

“Marissa identified him.”

“Son of a bitch,” Alvarez said, kneading his lined forehead like a headache raged inside his brain.

“Is Rick dead?”

Alvarez didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The grim expression on the lieutenant’s face was confirmation enough.

“First Alicia Wright. Now his father. Andrew Bowman is escalating.”

“You don’t know for sure Wright is dead,” Alvarez said.

“If you mean we haven’t found her body yet, you’re right.” Seth shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders against the bitter wind.

“How is it you’re two steps ahead of us?”

“It’s a whole hell of a lot easier to go with your gut when you don’t need evidence to build your case.” He shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I’d have every state patrol from here to the Oregon border looking for his car. If Andy killed his girlfriend and his father, he’s not coming back.”

Seth waited for Alvarez to reprimand him, to warn him to stay away from the case, but the speech never came.

“Listen, Seth. The way things ended . . .”

Seth raised a hand, forestalling the lieutenant’s words. Replaying the past was pointless. They had both said things they wished they hadn’t. Funny thing was, now that it was all over, Seth wasn’t sorry he’d quit.

“I made a decision. It’s all for the best.”

Alvarez’s phone chirped. He read the text message and sighed.

“That’s my cue.” Alvarez stuck out his hand and Seth shook it. “Call me if you have any more breakthroughs.”

“Sure,” Seth said, surprised to find he meant it.

Seth paced back down the covered walkway. His thoughts were filled with Andrew Bowman and where he might flee. Maybe Cahill had some ideas. Reaching into his coat pocket, he grasped his phone. It vibrated in his hand.

“Marissa,” he said.

He knew he should tell her about Rick. Better she hear it from him than from someone else, or worse, the news. Before he could say another thing, Marissa barreled ahead.

“It’s Kelly. He has her too.”

Marissa’s voice shook. Fear was transmitted in her every syllable. Bowman? It had to be Bowman. Seth started jogging toward his car.

“How do you know?”

“He called me from Kelly’s phone.”

“Fuck.” Here he was down in Tacoma, hours away from where he needed to be, when Marissa needed him most. “Where are you?”

“I’m on 520 just past 405. He told me to take 202 East.”

The words poured out of her in a panicked rush.

Seth knew the Snoqualmie Valley. Farmland, trees, dozens of little twisty roads winding up into the foothills of the Cascade Range, tiny lakes, the river—millions of hiding places. Abandoned barns, mountain cabins, bunkers built by end-of-days nut bags. Unnamed roads that went nowhere.

Bowman could be anywhere. Anywhere. And Marissa was heading straight for him.

“Pull over. Wait for me,” Seth commanded, praying she would listen.

“He said he’d call with more directions.”

“For fuck’s sake, Marissa, pull over. You’re walking into a trap.”

“He’s got my girls, Seth.”

The raw burst of pain in her voice drove splinters of dread deep into his heart.

“Marissa,” he roared, but the phone beeped. “Marissa.”

But she was gone. The call dropped, and he lost her.

Seth sprinted down the slick walkway, grappling in his pocket for the keys. He grasped them in his fist. Skidding to a halt in the parking lot, he dropped the phone. It splashed into a deep puddle at his feet.

He swooped down and scooped it up. The screen was shattered and the display black. He thumbed the power button. Nothing. It was dead.

“Fuck. Goddamn it to fucking hell!”

Seth pounded his fist against the roof of the car.

Marissa was headed east, directly into Andrew Bowman’s trap, and he had no way of getting in touch with her.

Seth pitched the phone onto the passenger’s seat and jumped behind the wheel. Laying on his horn, he pulled a highly illegal, highly dangerous U-turn and raced back toward the interstate.



Chapter 58


Cold settled over Kelly like a blanket of dew. She drew in a quick breath and expelled it from her lungs in a steamy cloud of vapor. Her nose dripped. She sniffed. It smelled like rotting wood and dank earth and something else. Water. Her eyes snapped open.

Where the hell was she?

Stretched out flat on her stomach, Kelly was pressed face-first against a damp wooden floor. It was pitch-black. She blinked. At least she thought she blinked. Eyes wide, she couldn’t see a thing. No shapes. No light. Nothing.

She shifted. Her shoulders ached. Her hands were tightly bound behind her back. She tugged. Rough, fibrous ropes bit into her bare wrists. She yanked on her bonds until a burst of pain blasted through her head, ten times worse than the worst headache she’d ever had.

“Hello,” she said, her creaky voice fading into the hollow darkness.

Nothing. No response. Kelly closed her eyes and listened.

At first all she could hear was the frantic beat of her own heart. Then she heard other sounds. Water. Water coming from everywhere. Rain on a tin roof. And something else, something bigger. A nearby river moving fast.

And breathing.


Breathing
 ? She wasn’t alone in here. Fear blew through her at gale force.

Kelly curled her knees toward her chest. Twisting her shoulders, she shifted her weight. Pain burst through her brain. She gritted her teeth and ignored it, rocking harder until she rolled onto her knees.

“Hello.”

No one answered. She heard something though. Head cocked, she closed her eyes, straining to hear. It was a soft sound, barely discernible over her pounding pulse. It sounded like someone coughing. Coming from where?

Kelly lurched upright, staggering to her feet. Her head swam. She stood stock-still, waiting for the wave of dizziness to pass.

“Who’s there?”

She heard a grunt. Human. Definitely human.

“I can hear you.”

Kelly’s voice trembled. She staggered ahead, one step at a time. God, she hated stumbling blind. The suffocating dark made her feel more vulnerable, more freaked out than she already was.

“Kel . . .”

The frail voice cracked and faded. Kelly froze. A half sob escaped her lips.

“Brooke?”

“Yes,” the response came, half a sigh, half a whisper.

Kelly lurched ahead, feet scraping the floor. She tripped on something hard. Sparks of pain lit up her ankle. Without her hands to steady her, she almost went down, but at the last second she shifted her weight and regained her balance.

Tears flooded her eyes.

“Brooke, where are you?”

“Here.” Another raspy whisper.

Her knee smashed into a rail. She pitched forward. Sharp metal ripped through her jeans, tearing her skin. She landed face-first on the wall. White-hot bolts of pain shot through Kelly’s forehead and cheekbone. Her neck snapped back. The coppery tang of blood filled her mouth.

“You . . . okay?” Each word came slowly, haltingly for Brooke, like each syllable caused her pain.

Kelly grunted. Ignoring the pain, she rolled onto her knees again, wishing she could wipe the blood from her face. She jerked to her feet, moving more slowly this time toward the voice.

“Yeah.” She slid a foot along the floor, testing, back in the direction from which she’d come. She felt something press into her leg and stopped.

Brooke lay stretched out on the bed. Kelly hunkered down over her sister’s body and struggled against the ropes that bound her hands. She wanted to throw her arms around Brooke, feel her sister’s beating heart beneath her palms. After so much worry, so much fear that she would never lay eyes on Brooke again, it seemed unreal that they were both here at this moment. She bowed her head onto Brooke’s chest and felt the thin breathing, the rapid rise and fall of her sister’s rib cage.

“God, Brooke, I thought you were . . .”

“Dead?” A sound escaped Brooke—half laugh, half sob. Kelly’s heart sank. “Not yet.”

There was something wrong with the rhythm of her sister’s breath. She could feel it. It was too shallow, too frantic.

“Are you okay?” she asked, knowing it was a stupid question.

Of course Brooke wasn’t okay. Neither of them was. They were trapped God knew where by some crazy fuck. She couldn’t see shit, and Brooke . . .

“Need . . . insulin,” Brooke croaked.

Tears clogged Kelly’s throat and she swallowed them back. Insulin
 .

“Where is it? Where’s your insulin?”

Maybe she could find it. If she could give Brooke a shot, then maybe, between the two of them, they could find a way out of here. Wherever here
 was.

“I’m out.”

Kelly didn’t know the medical term for what would happen to a diabetic without insulin, but she knew it was bad.

It seemed hopeless. What little hope survived in this evil place was weighted down by her overwhelming fear that they would die here. Then she thought about Brooke. Her sister needed her. A spark of anger ignited in her chest, fear evaporating in its bright glow, giving her purpose.

There was no way she was going to let her sister die. She wouldn’t let that happen. Kelly raised her head.

“Who is he?”

“You . . . don’t . . . remember?”


Remember? Why would I remember? Why
  . . . 

She closed her eyes and recalled his face. Dark hair, dark eyes, high cheekbones. There was something familiar about it. Something. But what?

“Bowman.”

Kelly gasped. The boy’s face came rushing back in a flash. The last time she’d seen him had been the night her mother left Rick.

“Andy?” It made no sense. She waited for Brooke to correct her, but when she didn’t, she knew she was right. “Why? Why would he do this to you?”

“Not the only . . . girl . . .”

Kelly’s stomach heaved. She understood what Brooke was saying. She knew the police had found another missing blonde girl chopped into pieces.

“Kim Covey.”

“Dead,” Brooke said.

The finality of the word struck Kelly like a slap across the face. She staggered to her feet and struggled against the ropes chewing at her skin until she felt warm blood trickle down her wrists.

“We have to get out of here, Brooke, before the crazy fuck comes back.”

“Can’t.”

Kelly’s gaze ricocheted uselessly around the cabin. She couldn’t see a damn thing in here.

“Tell me everything you know about this place, Brooke.”

“Cabin . . . river . . . can’t scream . . .” Brooke swallowed. “No one . . . hears.”

The fierce wind buffeted the cabin, like a frantic, wild thing clawing to get inside. Kelly’s heart jumped.

“There has to be something. Think.”

Kelly sounded frantic. Desperate.

“Can’t.”

She heard Brooke’s labored breath. Suddenly she regretted any mean thought she’d ever had about her sister and the special treatment granted Brooke because of her diabetes.

“Sorry . . . he found . . . you. Would die . . .”

Kelly swallowed the knot in her throat. She knew what Brooke was trying to say, and every fiber of her being rejected the thought.

“Enough talk about dying. We need to get out of here.”

She closed her eyes and listened to the rain. There was a tapping. Like rain on glass. A window.

“Is there a window?”

“End of the cabin. Up . . . seven feet . . . more . . . too high . . .”


Maybe for Brooke,
 Kelly thought. But she was taller. She could jump. Maybe, if her hands were free, she could climb. Logan had taken her rock climbing two summers ago. She’d liked it. What’s more, she’d been good at it. All she needed were a few footholds, a few handholds, and she could make it.

First she needed to get out of these ropes. She paused. Thinking. The knife. She’d carried the knife with her since the day she was attacked at the school. It made her feel safe. But it wasn’t there now. Had he taken it? Or had it fallen out?

“I had a knife with me. It must have fallen out of my pocket. Are your hands free?”

Another breath.

“Yes.”

“If I can find it, you can cut the ropes.”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no? I’m not going to let you die here.”

Kelly pivoted in the dark, trying to figure out where she’d woken up. She closed her eyes. Tried to retrace the steps in her head.

“Kel . . .”

She heard the denial in Brooke’s voice, and anger flared hot inside Kelly.

“Maybe you’re ready to give up, Brooke, but I’m not. I’m going to find that knife. We’re going to get out of here.”

“Can’t.” Brooke’s voice caught. “Can’t . . . feel . . . my legs.”



Chapter 59


Black water pooled on the main road leading into the small town of Carnation. The wind rippled across the oily surface. There was no telling how deep it was—a few inches or a few feet. Or worse. It could be a sinkhole. There was no driving around it. Drew frowned.


Fucking great
 . The farmland stretched across the valley floor was no stranger to floods, but if the rain kept up at this rate, the road would close. Marissa would be unable to pass, and that would ruin everything.

Time was running out. After his stunt at the mental hospital, every cop north of Tacoma would be searching for Andrew Bowman. Maybe Alistair believed the text he’d sent from Alicia’s phone, and maybe he didn’t. Sometime soon her father would try to contact her again, and when he couldn’t find her, everyone, everyone
 would come looking for Drew.

All he needed was a few more hours. Enough time to finish what he’d come here to do—eliminate the last of Andrew Bowman’s pathetic family ties. Then he could just leave. He had a fake ID and enough money to start over again somewhere else.

But how could he ever feel safe? How could he live without looking over his shoulder, without thinking that another chance encounter like the one at the Chapel could bring his whole life crashing down around him?

That was no life. All the loose threads tying him to his former self had to be severed. Liam had tugged on one of those threads and his secret life had unraveled faster than a cheating wife’s lie.

Gritting his teeth, Drew punched down on the gas, and the Jeep plunged into the rising tide. Water hissed over his wheels. The exhaust system coughed. Drew held his breath, foot pressed down harder on the gas. The Jeep chugged and sputtered but kept moving. Finally he emerged from the water onto the bridge deck, and Drew drove into town.

Neon beer lights burned brightly in the windows of Sliders Café. He parked half a block down on the other side of the street, a safe distance away. Pulling a Seahawks cap down low on his brow, Drew stepped out into a cold shower of rain and stuffed the gun into the waistband of his jeans.

Wet wind blew down the empty street. Sweat soaked through his T-shirt. In an hour it would all be finished and he’d be free to disappear again. Start over.

He glanced at the café. There were no cars out front. He didn’t expect a crowd. With a storm blowing in and the road flooding out, anybody with half a brain would stay the fuck home. With any luck he’d be in, out, and on his way.

The café smelled like fried food and meatballs. The locals loved this place. Live music. Good food. From where Drew was standing, though, it sure looked like a shithole to him.

Over in the corner of the dining room, a teenage girl wiped down tabletops with a grimy rag.

Drew set the metal gas tank down at his feet. It clanged on the tile floor. The girl looked up. For a split second his heart jolted and he thought he saw Alicia’s face. He blinked and the moment passed. It wasn’t Alicia. It was just some stupid girl, dressed in a short skirt and combat boots. She sauntered in slow motion toward the cash register, taking her sweet-ass fucking time.


That’s right, bitch. Slow down, we’ve got all night.


“The restaurant is closing down for the night. I can’t seat you, but if you wanted something for takeout . . .” Red lipstick. White teeth. She flashed a flirty smile.

He knew her type. She thought she was every teenage boy’s wet dream, right down to the God-awful perfume wafting off her—Red Bull and cum.

“Just some gas,” he said, antsy to be on his way before anyone else came along.

Lights flashed in the plate glass window. Seconds later the door chimed. Drew groaned. Frustration bloomed like a mushroom cloud inside his chest. The grin faded from the girl’s face.

A skinny kid in ripped jeans and a black motorcycle jacket walked in. Light glinted off the barbell stud stabbed through the kid’s thick eyebrow. He swaggered up to the counter. Ignoring Drew, he stared straight at the girl.

“What time you off?” he asked.

She tossed her ponytail, staring down her nose at the kid like he was white trash.

“My shift ends in an hour. I don’t need a ride home.”

“Tell Cecil to close down early. The cops are blocking off the road. No way you’re going to make it through in that piece of shit you drive.”

The girl batted her eyelashes in an exaggerated, damsel-in-distress sort of way.

“And you’re here to, what, save me? How sweet.”

Drew didn’t have time for teenage drama right now. The road had barely been passable when he’d driven through ten minutes ago, and if the cops closed it, he was screwed. He just needed some gas. For a split second he thought about the gun, and then he changed his mind.

It wasn’t time yet.

Drew let out a low whistle.

“Listen, Romeo, let me clue you in to a few things about your little Juliet here. Any girl who dresses like that only wants one thing—you tied up in knots and desperate to get into her pants. She has no intention letting you anywhere near her. Have you asked her out?”

The kid didn’t answer. His gaze dropped to the floor and Drew grinned.

“She shot you down, didn’t she?”

The kid’s head bobbed in a grudging nod.

“So you stopped in to offer her a ride home and what does she do? She shits all over you. You can keep up the good-guy routine, fully transform into the doormat she thinks you are, and hope she’ll change her mind. It’s your choice. I don’t want to tell you how to live or anything, but if I were in your shoes, I’d let her drown. She’s not worth the trouble.”

The kid looked at the girl as if seeing her for the first time for the manipulative bitch she was. He spun and left the café without another word. Drew smiled.

“Give me ten on pump two,” he said, slapping a bill down on the countertop.

She took it with a smile.

“Wow, you sure got rid of him in a hurry.”

He hated everything about this girl. He’d be doing the world a favor by shooting her right now, but he still didn’t have the one thing he’d come here for.

“I really don’t give a shit about your love life, sweetheart. I just need some gas. Now, can you do that, or do I need to call Cecil out of the back to do it for you?”

The smile dissolved from her face. Well, hallelujah. She finally got it.

“You’re set on pump two.”

Drew grunted and picked up the gas can. He marched out the door into the rainy night and filled the gas can first. Placing the cap on the can, he dropped the nozzle to the ground. The slack hose dangled beside the pump like the empty sleeve of an amputee’s jacket.

Part one of his plan complete, he jogged back to the Jeep and stowed the gas can safely in the cargo hold. Then Drew marched back to the gas pumps.

The door chime rang and he saw the girl framed in the doorway. He stopped beside the pumps and snatched the nozzle off the ground. Squeezing it tight in his fist, he pumped the last few dollars’ worth of gasoline onto the concrete pad.

“What the hell are you doing?” she yelled, stepping out of the café and into the wet night.

Dropping the nozzle, Drew yanked the gun from his waistband. Her eyes swelled in their sockets. A slow, dawning horror replaced the confusion on her face. Drew raised the barrel.

One eye closed, he took aim at the girl.

“This isn’t about you,” he said.

Her mouth yawned open, and he pulled the trigger. The bullet slammed into her shoulder. She reeled back. A wide swath of blood smeared down the glass door as she slid to the ground.

Drew pulled his father’s Zippo from his pocket, along with a book of matches. Shielding the Zippo’s flame from the wind, he lit the matches and flung them into the pool of gasoline.

Gasoline fumes ignited in a whoosh. Drew sprinted toward the Jeep. A wave of heat slammed against his back. He jumped inside the cab and pulled the door shut.

Orange flames soared into the night sky. By the time Drew heard the sirens, he’d reached the outskirts of town. Still vibrating from the rush, he picked up the phone. Marissa answered on the first ring.

“Where are you?” Drew asked.

“Coming up on Ames Lake Road.”

“The next turn is Tolt Hill. Take it.”

“Brooke and Kelly, are they okay? Have you hurt them?”

The exquisite note of fear in her voice aroused him. He laughed.

“Ticktock, Mama Bear. Your girls are waiting.”

Drew tossed the phone out the window on his way to the bridge. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Flames soared above the roofs of the surrounding houses. Between the fire and the girl, the first responders in all these shit-assed little towns would be too busy to take a leak, let alone come looking for him.

Satisfied with his handiwork, Drew blew past the town limits. Police lights flashed on the road leading south. Drew pulled his Jeep to a stop. The kid had been right. White barricades blocked the road and cops diverted traffic away from the bridge.

Drew slammed his fist into the dash.

A uniformed cop started toward him. Drew waved him off, throwing the Jeep into reverse and backing away. His clothes smelled like gasoline. He had a full gas tank in his truck. He didn’t need another cop on his ass.

He’d have to find another way to the cabin.



Chapter 60


Seth raced along Route 202, following the same path Marissa had taken. He was an hour behind her, and without a phone, he had no way of knowing where to go next. He was driving blind, like the days before cell phones and GPS.

Dark-gray clouds spit torrents of rain onto the highway. The black foothills of the Cascade Range hulked like giants in the distance. Miles below lay the small towns of Fall City, Carnation, and Duvall. Off the main routes, back roads splintered off into a web of forestry roads and dead ends.

He saw the turnoff for Tolt Hill Road. Desperate, he took it. Searching the foothills for Bowman without some guidance would be like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Considering his options, he had no choice but to stop in Carnation. He needed to call Marissa and Cahill.

Flashing lights throbbed in the darkness, and his chest tightened. Trouble up ahead.

Was he too late?

Traffic slowed to a stop. Seth eased down the hill toward the bridge spanning the river. Two squad cars blocked the road. Uniformed officers in rain gear turned cars around at the base of the bridge, and Seth groaned. What the hell was going on? Why were they stopped?

Angling out of his lane onto the shoulder, he saw the problem. The road was flooded out. Shit. Shit. Shit
 . There were no connector roads, no easy way to bypass the flooding and head into Carnation. Turning around would cost him half an hour, maybe longer, and he still didn’t know where Marissa was, if she was safe, if she was . . . 

The car in front of him pulled ahead. The driver executed a sloppy three-point turn and headed west, back up Tolt Hill Road. Seth stared out the window, gaze stretched out beyond the yellow beam of the police officer’s flashlight. He was next.

“Hey . . . ,” he heard the officer yell through the closed window.

Ignoring the call, he plunged headlong into the water. All around him the river gushed. The car gurgled and chugged, slowly wading through. The water level steadily climbed past the wheels, halfway up the doors.

Breathing shallowly through a mouth as dry as cotton, Seth steered toward the other side, two hundred yards away. Maybe less. He reached the halfway point.

The floodwaters roiled up over the hood like a living, breathing thing intent on swallowing him whole. His headlights flickered. Water seeped in through the bottom of the door. He was going to make it. He was going to . . . 

The engine coughed. Died.

Seth’s fingers scrabbled for the controls. He lowered the window while the car still had power. The smell of pine trees and the muddy river blew through the open window. The car stalled.

Icy water filled his shoes and flowed over his ankles. The fast-moving current surrounded the car, shifting it sideways, and Seth unlatched his seat belt. Water gushed through the open window. He shifted in his seat, getting ready to climb out.

Blinding lights filled his rearview mirror. He squinted, lifted a hand. A truck engine roared behind him. Glancing back, he saw the enormous wheels of a monster truck cut through the water. The bumper nudged against the trunk of his car and shifted him forward. Another bump. Seth’s car moved a foot. Two. The frigid water inched up Seth’s legs, but he ignored it. At least he was moving in the right direction. He’d reach the other side soon.

He heard a crunch through the open window. The car trunk collapsed. It was pinned under the weight of the monster truck’s bumper, and all forward movement ceased. Now he was really screwed.

With his bumper pinned underneath the truck, there was no way to push him out of the river. He was stuck. And with the water level rising higher with each passing second, his choices had just gotten harder.

Seth stuck his head out the window and looked behind him. The truck driver waved an arm, beckoning him back.

Short on options, Seth figured he could either swim for it or climb back to the truck. In these conditions there were no good options.

Deciding he’d rather climb than swim, Seth crawled out the window.

Exhaust fumes belched from the truck’s exhaust pipe. Spotlights rippled across the water, directing all eyes to him.

Seth crawled out onto the rain-slick roof. Rising to his feet, he edged back toward the truck. Suddenly the sinking car shifted underneath his feet, and Seth lost his footing. Stumbling sideways, he felt the roof of the car slide out from beneath him, and he landed in the water.

Seth gasped. Cold. It was so cold it felt like daggers of ice stabbing into his flesh. The current clawed at him like a hungry beast, pulling him downstream. He kicked, fingers grasping, reaching for the car like it was his only lifeline. Closer. And closer. Finally he grasped the window ledge. Underwater now, he used it to pull himself back to the car.

He scrambled onto the roof as fast as he could. He shook, the cold wind tearing through him. Slowly he rose to his feet. Extending his hands wide for balance, Seth inched toward the truck.

The car was almost fully submerged in the rising flood. Standing thigh-deep, he felt the heat radiating off the truck’s grille and knew scaling it would be easy. There were lots of places to grab on to, lots of places to push off from. But there was no way to grip the metal without burning his hands.

Gritting his teeth, Seth plunged his fists into the water, holding them there until the cold numbed them. He’d still burn himself, but with any luck, he’d be able to ignore the pain long enough.

Seth grabbed hold of the grille, scaling it as fast as he could. The heat seared his palms. He clenched his teeth and scrabbled onto the hood of the truck. The rumbling engine shuddered beneath him. On hands and knees, he crawled toward the passenger’s window.

Seth collapsed in a wet heap into the deep bucket seat. Heat blasted through the open vents. Shuddering, he leaned into it.

The truck driver had a thick, compact build and a garden gnome’s pointy beard.

“Dude, you must have balls the size of coconuts to try driving through that shit,” he said.

Seth shrugged. “More balls than brains.”

The driver chuckled. He shifted the truck into reverse. Easing back, he turned the wheel and drove around the car, angling for the far shore. The monster truck sliced through the floodwaters with the ease of a Coast Guard Cutter through calm seas.

“I’m Seth Crawford.”

“Darryl Saintil.”

“Good to meet you, Darryl. Sorry to drag you out in the middle of this shit-storm to rescue me.”

“Hey, no worries. I was looking for a way to get across. The cop had me stopped, but when you got in over your head, he sent me out. Works better for me this way.”

Outside, Seth spied a spotlight reflecting off the thick blanket of cloud cover. He leaned forward, craning his neck toward the light.

“Medical chopper,” Darryl said. “They land over by the middle school.”

Seth’s stomach sank.

“Accident?”

The guy made a smacking sound with his lips and shrugged his shoulders. “Likely. On a night like this, there’s bound to be trouble.”

The truck lurched up the steep embankment, out of the water. Something slid across the seat and bumped against his thigh.

Darryl’s cell phone glimmered in the lights from the dash. Stealing went against everything he believed in, but he needed a phone. He’d give it back, he reasoned, and would even give Darryl a few extra bucks for his trouble. Right now he had to find Marissa.

“I’m going to toss your cell phone in the glove compartment,” Seth said.

“Thanks, man.”

Seth opened the glove compartment and closed it again. Instead of placing the phone inside, he slid it into his coat pocket.

Darryl steered around the barricade on the far side of the water.

“Where do you want me to drop you?”

“Here’s fine.”

Seth stuck out his hand and Darryl shook it.

“Thanks for the ride.”

“Anytime. Stay out of the water, you lunatic.”

Seth grinned. He propped the door open and hopped out of the truck. His feet thumped against the pavement. The door slammed and Darryl took off down the main drag.

A lone police officer diverted traffic away from the barrier. Overhead he heard the whump whump whump
 of the chopper blades as they sliced through rain-choked sky, and Seth looked back at the cop.

“What’s with the medevac?”

“Haven’t you caused enough trouble for one night?”

Raising his hands, Seth kept walking. He pulled Darryl’s phone from his pocket and dialed Henry Cahill’s number.

“Hello,” Cahill barked into the phone.

“It’s me. Have you heard from Marissa?”

“Marissa? No. Where have you been? I’ve left you a dozen messages.”

“My phone’s dead.”

“Where are you?”

“Carnation,” Seth said. “Kelly’s gone. Bowman has her. Last I heard from Marissa, she was heading out Route 202. She’s walking right into a trap. We’ve got to find her, Henry, before Bowman does.”

Rounding the next corner, he smelled something, like cedar burning in a hearth. He frowned. On a night like this, the air heavy with rain, he shouldn’t be able to smell someone’s fireplace. He looked up.

Two blocks away a bright column of flames shot up past the rooftops into the inky sky. Thick, noxious plumes of gray smoke collided with the low ceiling of clouds. Seth’s stomach constricted. He quickened his pace.

“You heard what happened there? In Carnation?” Cahill asked.

Seth stopped, his gaze riveted on the blaze. “Uh, yeah. Something about a fire.”

He started at the hurtling flames, horrified. Transfixed. His hands shook and he remembered the green door, the flames, and the agony of his burning flesh. How nothing had dulled the pain. He remembered how the fire had devoured everything in his life that mattered and left him a burned-out shell of a man.

He stared at the blaze. His scars itched.

The only thing that mattered now was Marissa, and short of a miracle, he was going to lose her too.

“Crawford!”

Seth heard Cahill shouting on the other end of the phone.

“I’m here,” he said, unable to tear his gaze away from the flames. “Have you tried pinging their phones?”

“Yeah. Nothing.”

“You’ve tried them all?”

“Marissa, Kelly, Brooke, and Alicia—he’s probably dumped them all.”

“Shit. Shit.”

“I started looking out Route 202 for something that might mean something to Bowman. Marissa wrote a lot of things down, and, well . . .” Cahill’s voice trailed off.

Seth covered an ear, trying to blunt the noise.

“Louder, Henry.”

“There’s a youth camp located two miles downriver from where you’re standing. Andrew Bowman spent a summer there.”

“I need the location. Text it to me.”

“Yeah.” Cahill hesitated. “It may be a dead end.”

Finally Seth turned away from the fire.

“It’s the only lead we’ve got.”



Chapter 61


“Can’t . . . feel . . . my legs.”

Brooke’s words hit Kelly like a shock wave. She rocked back on her heels. Kelly squinted into the darkness as she tried to see something. Anything. But the dark closed around her like a thick black hood. She swallowed.

“You can’t feel your legs? You mean like they’ve fallen asleep?”

“Worse.”

“Can you move at all?”

“Some,” Brooke croaked.

“Then you have to do it. We have to find the knife.”

“How?”

Kelly turned toward her sister’s small, scared voice.

“Are you tied up?”

“Foot . . . chained . . .”

A chain? Panic flailed like a trapped bird inside Kelly’s chest.

“Are your hands free?”

“Yes.”

“Then you need to move.”

“Can’t.” Anger sparked in her sister’s voice.

“You have to,” Kelly yelled back. “My hands are tied. I can’t see anything. You have to climb off the bed.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. If you don’t, we’re both going to die here. Is that what you want?”

“I . . . hurt.”

Finding the knife was their only hope. With her hands tied behind her back, she was useless. Kelly needed Brooke to move. It was the only way.

“Stop telling me what you can’t
 do.”

“Bitch,” Brooke spit.

Kelly heard soft hiccupping sobs. Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them back.

“Look, I know it hurts. I know you don’t want to move, but if we stay here, we’re going to die. Please, Brooke, do it for me.”

For a long time Brooke said nothing. Then Kelly heard a thump. Loud. Sharp.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

A grunt. Yes
 .

Kelly swept her foot in a wide arc, feeling for the knife, praying she didn’t accidentally kick it farther away. She heard Brooke crawling along the floor.

The stale stench of sweat and urine wafted off her sister’s body. Sorrow and revulsion clogged Kelly’s throat. What had Bowman done to her sister? What was he planning to do to her? She had no idea how long ago he’d been here, but she knew he’d be back.

“Got . . . it,” Brooke said.

Kelly’s breath rushed out in a dewy cloud of steam. She turned toward the sound of Brooke’s voice.

“Okay, I’m coming to you.”

Kelly heard Brooke’s breathing—shallow and rapid. Sorrow squeezed her heart. She eased forward until she saw Brooke—a dark shape hunched on the floor. Blinking back tears, Kelly knelt beside her.

“It’s a switchblade. You’ll have to open it.”

“Don’t . . . want . . . to cut . . . you.”

“Don’t worry about that. If you do, I’ll deal with it.”

Kelly bowed her head and waited. Seconds passed like hours. The sound of the howling wind and pounding rain filled the cabin. Finally Brooke’s spidery hands found hers. Slowly, haltingly, Brooke placed the blade and began to saw with slow, jerky movements.

“It’s . . . hard.”

“I know. I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean those things I said. I just . . . I just had to get you moving.”

Brooke said nothing. She continued sawing the ropes.

“I’m scared, Brooke.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d been scared. She remembered Rick’s violent outbursts and how she’d huddled on the narrow twin bed, waiting for the screaming to stop. Brooke had sat beside her, holding her hand and telling her everything would be all right. They’d both known it was a lie.

“Me . . . too,” Brooke said.

Kelly wanted to comfort her sister, but no words came. They were stuck in this awful place, together.

In the distance Kelly heard a crash and a rumble, like falling trees. Or something worse. The ground shook. The cabin’s floor heaved beneath her knees. Wood cracked and splintered as if the floor had given way. She heard breaking glass. Then it stopped.

“What the hell was that?” she said. No answer. “Brooke?”

A terrible silence filled the cabin. Kelly swung around, searching the dark for her sister.

“Brooke,” Kelly screamed.



Chapter 62


In the headlights’ narrow beam, the muddy road looked like a goat path, little more than a narrow gravel track leading into the woods. A thick black wall of evergreen trees rose up from the earth like an unbroken line of sentinels. Gravel growled and popped beneath her wheels. Tension pounded into the base of her brain with the force of a sledgehammer.

It was nearly impossible to see out here. Even with the wipers slashing at a blistering pace, sheets of rain swept across the windshield, obscuring her view.

The phone rang, splitting the silence like a shrieking child. She picked up the call, fully expecting to hear Andy’s hateful voice.

“Marissa?”

“Oh, Seth. Thank God.”

“Where are you?”

“On a forestry road, east of Carnation.”

“Pull over and wait for me.”

As much as she wanted Seth beside her, she couldn’t stop. Thirty minutes had passed since the last time Andy had called. She couldn’t afford to waste another second.

“I can’t. My girls need me.”

“Don’t be so fucking stupid. You’re doing exactly what he wants.”

She heard the panic, the desperation in his voice. She hated herself for hurting him, but what choice did she have? She had to find her girls.

“I have to go, Seth. You know I do.”

“He’s going to kill you.”

His words rocked her to the core. She knew he was right. But it didn’t matter.

“I can’t leave them.”

“Goddammit, Marissa.” The phone beeped. Seth’s voice cut out. After a second of static, he was back. “I’m not going to lose you. I can’t lose you.”

His words tore Marissa’s heart. Finally she had found a man worth loving—someone strong and kind and good—and she had no choice but leave him behind by doing the one thing sure to tear them apart. He had already lost so much. A wife. A baby. All he wanted was to save her, but Andy Bowman had left her no choice. Kelly and Brooke came first.

“Even if you’re right and the worst happens, I have to be with my girls. Even if all we get is three more seconds together . . .” Her voice broke. Tears slid down her cheeks, and she kept her eyes trained on the narrow road ahead.

“Whatever happens . . .” Static on the phone line. “You have to know this isn’t your fault. You couldn’t have done more than you already have. Remember that.”

The phone beeped.

“Seth?” No response. “Seth?”

The call dropped and she lost him. Dammit
 .

She wished she could see him one last time and tell him everything that was in her heart. Say goodbye. But it was too late for that. Hands trembling, she swiped the tears from her face and kept going.

The car rumbled along the single-lane road hugging the hillside. To her right she spied a pile of jagged boulders at the base of the rise. To her left the road fell away into darkness. Silently she recited the directions Andy had given her, replaying them like a tape over and over again inside her head. Somewhere far below lay the valley floor, the camp, and the swollen Tolt River.

Marissa heard a noise. Deafening. Like a rumbling freight train roaring down the hillside, a deluge of water rushed down the hill.

What the hell was happening?

Something hard and heavy crashed into the passenger’s door, knocking the car sideways. Metal groaned. The car careened off the road and lurched down the hill.

Marissa screamed.

The car pitched and rolled. Then nothing. Her stomach plummeted in a sickening drop, like the violent plunge of a roller coaster. Only there was no track below to save her.

The car tumbled down the hillside before jerking to an abrupt halt. Marissa’s head smashed into the side window.

Several minutes of nothingness passed. Marissa awoke to a roar, like white water racing through a jagged canyon. Her head throbbed. The sharp edge of the seat belt dug into her neck. She opened her eyes.

It was dark. The air smelled of mud and dirt and . . . 

Water, freezing cold, poured into the car from the cracked windshield. With a start she realized where she was. A wave of panic crashed over her.

The river.

All around her the river raged. The current surged swift and strong around the edges of the car, shifting it like prey in its grasp, nudging it deeper, toward the center. Black waves struck the windshield halfway up and rising.

Ice-cold water sluiced through the cracked glass, washing over her knees, filling the car. Panic seized her.

Everything hurt. Sharp pain sizzled down her neck into her lower back. Her breath hissed through clenched teeth. She jammed her thumb against the seat belt button. Nothing happened.

It was hopeless. She was trapped.

The car shifted sideways, nose pointing downriver. The water climbed up the windshield, past the midway mark, a few inches from the top. Fear spiked through her. She tried not to think about the growing pressure and how the cracked windshield might give way altogether and flood the car’s interior in one final rush, but she couldn’t tear her eyes off the glass and the clawing water pouring in.

She had to get out. She was Brooke and Kelly’s last hope.

Desperately she worked the button. She heard a crack. The windshield splintered out into a spider web before her eyes.

She jammed her thumb against the button. She heard a click, and the seatbelt released.

Marissa drove her shoulder into the door, pushing as hard as she could. Pain lit up the left side of her body. It was no use. The pressure of the water outside the car made opening the door impossible.


Think
 . She had to think. Water rose up past her chest. A fresh wave of panic shivered through her. Marissa forced it back and focused on a single thought.


The window.


Marissa swiveled in her seat. Pain shrieked through her head. She braced herself against the console. Clenching her teeth, she pulled her legs back and drove her heels into the glass. A muffled scream escaped her lips. She kicked two, three more times, and the window gave way.

Water gushed into the car. It ran over her shoulders and up her neck, shocking her skin like a thousand stinging bees. She gasped.

Dirty water filled her mouth. She coughed and spit it out. Drawing in a last desperate breath, she ducked beneath the water. The shoes slid from her feet as she launched herself through the broken window.

Marissa scrambled to the surface. The cold night air filled her burning lungs while all around her the river roared like an angry monster. Catching her up in the clawing current, it dragged her downriver. She kicked her feet, fighting to stay above the surface. The shore seemed impossibly far. Her limbs felt like lead weights.

Marissa flung her arms wide, searching, grasping for anything to hold on to. Up ahead she saw it. Thick. Dark. A fallen tree.

“Please . . . ,” she sputtered.

Marissa thrashed against the current, but it was no use. The river was too strong. It took everything she had just to keep from drowning.

The shoreline rocketed past. She was going to miss the tree. She was going to . . . 

Pain lit up her leg. A black boulder jutted above the surface, tossing her sidelong toward the tree. Marissa reached for the nearest branch. Her hands were too stiff to grab on. Instead she hooked an arm around the branch, clinging to it like a lifeline.

Water raged all around her, flowed over her head. She coughed and sputtered, pulling herself along the branch, gasping for air. Branches tore at her sweater, gouging her hands and arms. Shivering violently, she inched herself along the tree until finally her feet touched the rocky bottom.

Marissa anchored her toes among the smooth stones and fought her way toward shore. She stumbled from the water and collapsed on the sodden earth.

The rain pounded relentlessly down. Safe from the river’s grasp, Marissa threw her arms across her face and let the tears come. All the pain, the fear, the exhaustion poured out of her in huge, racking sobs.

A bone-chilling blast of wind swept off the water, and Marissa shuddered. Wiping her face, she sat up. The girls were here at the bottom of the valley. But where?

Struggling to her feet, she wrung the water from her clothes as best she could and looked around. The camp couldn’t be far. Before the mudslide hit, she’d been close. She had to keep going. But which way?

A perilous mound of trees and debris from the mudslide hulked behind her, like half of the mountain had come down. There was no way she could climb it. It was too high and too dangerous. Marissa turned the other way and started walking.

Crossing her arms over her chest, she trudged toward a dense line of trees. Shivering, she stumbled across the rocks and branches strewn across the forest floor. Sharp edges bit into her bare feet. She ignored the pain and pushed on.

Lost among the trees, she felt doubt swirl around her like the howling wind. She didn’t know where she was going. She should have waited for Seth. What if she didn’t find the camp? What if she died out here, alone in the cold? Who would find her girls?

Teeth chattering, she hunched her shoulders and kept walking through the woods. Rain pattered against the rustling tree branches. The smell of the dank earth closed in like a freshly dug grave.

Too tired to go on, Marissa fell to her knees. Through the thinning line of trees, she saw it. A cabin.

Hope flared in her chest, bright and fleeting. Even if this wasn’t the camp, maybe she could find help. Marissa climbed to her feet and limped across the sodden earth.

The cabin was small, a single-story A-frame, the kind of place Brooke’s Girl Scout troop might have stayed.

Marissa stumbled into the clearing. Bare feet sinking into the muddy valley floor, she loped into a run.

The cabin was completely dark. She scaled the stairs, pounding on the door with her closed fist.

“Hello. Is there anyone in there? Hello.”

No answer. She twisted the knob. It was locked. If she could find a way in, maybe she could find a phone. The window was too high, beyond reach.

Marissa turned and trudged down the stairs. She rounded the other side of the cabin and stopped. A second cabin. Her heart quickened. A fallen tree had caved in half the roof.

She started toward it. Shuffling along in the wet grass, she stubbed her toes on something hard. She yelped. The long handle looked black in the wet grass. It lay a few feet from a haphazardly stacked pile of wood. An ax. An old, rusty ax, dull as shit.

Wrapping both hands around the handle, she heaved it off the ground, swaying under its weight. Steadying herself, she approached the second cabin.

The door flapped open. It cracked against the wall. Marissa gripped the ax handle tight. Senses fully tuned to her surroundings, she crept inside. The smell hit her hard. Bad. Urine. Mold. Death.

A small cry escaped her lips. She thought about Kim Covey and Brooke. This was the place. She could feel it.

“Hello. Hello,” she called.

Nothing.

She took another step into the inky darkness. Listening. Praying.

“Hello?”

“Help.”

The shrill, thin cry carried on the wind. Marissa’s heart jolted. She turned and sprinted through the door.

“Kelly. Brooke,” she screamed.

“Help.”

Marissa spun toward the sound. On the edge of the clearing, she saw it. A third cabin loomed ahead, dipping into the water’s edge.

She ran.



Chapter 63


“Marissa,” Seth yelled. “Marissa.”

Static on the phone line. She was gone.


Fuck. Fuck.


Damned thing. Seth wanted to smash the phone against the ground, shatter it into a million pieces. He hit redial, but the call refused to connect. The camp. He had to find the camp before Marissa walked straight into Bowman’s trap.

Seth launched the map application on the phone. He stared at the tiny screen, waiting for it to load. Slow. The signal was weak. Useless piece of fucking shit. He shoved the phone back in his pocket.

A blast of wind tore off the river, driving the yellow-and-orange flames high into the night sky like an angry serpent. Seth headed toward the fire.

Twenty yards away he spied a fireman hunkered down, crouched over a map. Seth jogged toward him. The raw wind cut straight through his wet clothes and he shivered. Cahill had said the youth camp was only a few miles from here, downriver. Remote, it was just the kind of place where Bowman could do his dirty work.

“I need your map.”

The fireman glanced up. Surprise registered in his bright-blue eyes. Seth’s greedy gaze found the bridge, not far from where he was standing. He traced the blue line east, following the winding path of the Tolt River.

All around him emergency personnel were shouting orders. Acrid-smelling smoke carried on the wind.

“You’re wet,” the fireman said.

“Yeah, I had a little car trouble. The map?”

Standing, the fireman reached behind him. He grabbed a thin blanket out of the fire engine.

“Here,” he said, handing it to Seth. “Now get back behind the perimeter.”

He hooked a thumb to where a ragged line of onlookers gathered.

“I’m a cop. SPD.”

The fireman arched an eyebrow.

“I’m impressed,” he said, looking anything but. “You still need to get back. With this wind, I can’t predict which way the fire will turn.”

Seth wrapped the blanket around his shoulders. The fire roared. Bright columns of flames devoured the building. Seth heard a groan . . . deep, inhuman. The structure heaved.

He heard a shout. “Get back. Get back.”

The line of firemen broke. A crack, louder than a shotgun blast, rang out. Fear coiled inside Seth. Another groan. The roof collapsed. Cinders, ashes, and sparks billowed out into the night sky.

Freeze-frame images flashed through his mind. The green door. The flames. And Holly. How he couldn’t save her. How he would never save her.

“Did everyone get out of the building before it went up?” Seth asked.

“According to the cook, yes. We won’t know for sure until we investigate.” The fireman stared up at Seth. His eyes narrowed. “What did you say your name was?”

“Look, I just need to get across the river.”

The fireman snorted. “Tonight? Good luck.”

“You must have police boats.”

The man cocked an eyebrow and shrugged a burly shoulder. “That’s more your department than mine. You can try to track down the police chief, but on a night like this, with the storm, the flood, and the shooting, all available vessels will be used for search and rescue, not a pleasure cruise down the Tolt.”

“A shooting?”


Oh shit.


“If you’re a cop, you would have heard it on your scanner.”

“I’m off duty.” It was a clumsy lie, and from the look on the man’s face, Seth knew he wasn’t fooling anyone.

“Uh-huh.”

“Have you identified the victim?”

The fireman stood up and folded the map. “You’re asking a lot of questions . . .”

And he wasn’t going to get answers here. Seth snatched the map and took off at a run.

The roads were choked with traffic—people trying to leave town, cut off by the flood. He ran his finger along the blue line of the river and searched for a symbol, a triangle, a green patch, any indication of where the camp might be. Nothing.

If Cahill was right, he had to head east.

Seth raced across the street, heading toward the river. Neighborhoods flew past. Densely packed rows of houses thinned out as he neared the water.

Seth pulled out the phone and dialed a number he knew as well as his own.

“Alvarez,” the lieutenant growled into the phone.

“Brad, I know where they are. I need backup . . .”

Seth relayed the facts as quickly as he could. Alvarez had questions, but there was no time.

He slipped behind a beat-up old bungalow. The soupy grass squelched beneath his feet as he headed toward the water’s edge. A few feet away from an outbuilding, he spied a bulky shape.

A boat. Covered with a tarp.

Light spilled from the windows of the bungalow. He heard music. Laughter. A party in full swing. With his luck the fucking boat would be riddled with holes or rusted through. He crouched down beside the hull and removed the tarp. It flapped and rattled in the wind.

It wasn’t much, just a small aluminum boat. Light. With an outboard motor. He ran his hand along the bottom. No holes. It would do.

He started toward the water. The hull clanged hollowly against a boulder like a gong. Seth cringed. He glanced back at the house.

Over the roaring river, he heard it. A dog . . . barking. Not a high-pitched yip or whine, but the deep, throaty barks of a big dog.

The bungalow’s door sprang open. Seth caught a whiff of skunky smoke on the wind. Pot. As quick as a shot, a dark shape burst from the house and raced toward him, barking and snarling.


Christ.


He grabbed hold of the boat’s bow and broke for the river. The blanket billowed around his shoulders and sailed off, flailing up into the night sky like the wings of a crow. The hull of the boat clanged and thumped in his wake.

He was still fifteen yards from the water’s edge, and the dog—some kind of tank with legs—was closing fast.

“Kage,” a man shouted. The dog slowed. His ears pricked back at the sound of his master’s voice. “Shut the hell up. It’s just a squirrel. Stupid fucking dog.”

Ignoring his master now, Kage surged forward. Powerful shoulders rippled beneath a slick black coat. He sniffed the air. Snorted. Seth kept running.

“Hey, bro,” a voice in the distance called. “Dude’s jacking yer boat.”

“What the fuck?”

Three skinny men stepped out of the bungalow. The dog lunged at Seth. White fangs snapped the air, so close he could smell the dog’s fishy breath. He tripped. Fell back. His hands flailed wide and he landed in the river. The dog charged in, snarling and barking, drool dripping from his powerful jaws.

The fast-moving current grabbed hold of the boat, pulling it downriver.

Seth lunged deeper into the frigid water, grabbing hold of the aluminum side. The boat dipped. Kage barked. Chest-deep in the river, the dog gave up the chase.

Water surged around Seth, clawing at his legs, threatening to throw him off balance. Then a shotgun blast filled the air with a deafening crack. Seth crouched behind the hull. Another shotgun blast sounded, carrying across the river. Praying he didn’t overturn the boat, Seth climbed over the side and collapsed on the bottom, chest heaving.

The roaring water drowned out everything as the bungalow receded in the distance.

Seth started the motor.



Chapter 64


“Kelly? Brooke?”

It was her mother’s voice. Kelly was sure of it. Hope surged through her. She jumped to her feet. Stumbling through the dark, she tripped twice before reaching the door.

“We’re in here. Hurry.”

The ropes bit into her wrists. Winding up, she drove her boot into the door as hard as she could. Pain flared in her toes, but she kept on kicking it, wishing it were Andy’s head, trying to make as much noise as she possibly could.

“Stand back,” her mother called.

Kelly did as she was told. Thwack
 . The wooden door split. Thwack. Thwack
 . The axhead hurtled through, snagging on the splintered wood. Kelly bounced on the balls of her feet, wanting to rush forward and help. But with her hands tied behind her back, she was useless.

Marissa wrenched the axhead free. She heaved it into the door with all the force she could muster. Kelly heard her mother panting from the effort. Each blow came slower. Harder. Finally she broke through.

“Oh God, Kelly,” she called, her voice quaking with fear. “Where are you?”

“Over here,” Kelly called, moving closer.

Marissa let out a cry—half sigh, half sob—and dropped the ax. Rushing forward, she threw her arms around Kelly’s shoulders.

Her mother smelled like sweat and mud and rain. Surrendering to the awkward hug, Kelly dropped her head to her mother’s shoulder, wishing she were small again. Wanting to crawl into the safe circle of her mother’s arms, like she had when she was little.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m all right. You?”

“A little banged up, but I’m fine. Brooke’s not.”

Marissa swung her gaze wildly around the cabin, but Kelly knew it was hard to see much in here. The darkness was like a heavy black veil, blanketing their surroundings. She could barely see her mother, and Marissa was less than two feet away.

“Where is she?”

“Over here.”

Kelly crossed the cabin floor. She stopped a foot away from her sister’s prone form. Marissa dropped to her knees. Kelly heard the uneven rhythm of her mother’s shuddering breaths, and she knew Marissa was either crying or trying not to.

“Oh God. Brooke.”

Her mother knelt over Brooke, her hands running over the narrow length of her sister’s body, as if trying to convince herself that Brooke was real. Kelly knew exactly how she felt. A choked sob escaped Marissa’s lips, and Kelly’s heart constricted.

“She’s so . . .” Marissa’s voice broke off. “What did he to do her?”

“She says she’s out of insulin,” Kelly blurted. “Mom, she can’t feel her feet.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know. Is she going to be all right?”

Marissa didn’t answer. Kelly heard a slow clicking like the second hand of a clock ticking and she knew what it was.

“You’ve got insulin. You think it will help?” Kelly asked, afraid to hope.

Marissa didn’t answer right away. When she did, sadness thickened her words.

“It will do some good. I don’t know how much though. We need to get her out of here.”

The wind caught the ragged remnants of the door. It slammed hard against the wall. Kelly spun, expecting to see him there. Watching them. All she saw was the charcoal sky.

“Where is he?” Marissa asked.

“When I woke up, he wasn’t here. I don’t know where he is.”

“He’ll be back.”

A chill raced through Kelly, and she knew her mother was right. He would be back, and by then they’d better be long gone.

“I had a knife. Brooke dropped it when she passed out. If we can find it . . .”

“Okay.”

Marissa crouched on the floor. Everything was slower, clumsier, scarier in the dark.

“Any luck?”

“Not yet.”

“Shit, Mom. Hurry.”

“I’m trying, Kelly.”

Kelly bounced her weight from one foot to another in a nervous dance, like a boxer waiting for the next round. She thought about the dojo and all the things Logan had taught her, hoping she’d remember them if Andy came back.

Kelly’s eyes flicked to the doorway. Nothing.

“Got it,” Marissa said, clutching the knife.

Kelly turned. The ropes dug painfully into Kelly’s raw wrists. She bit the inside of her cheek and forced herself to stand as still as a statue while her mother continued to saw.

“Come on, come on,” Kelly muttered under her breath.

“I’ve almost got it.”

The pressure on the ropes increased and Kelly hissed. She heard a noise out on the porch, like boots scraping against raw wood. A narrow beam of light pierced the dark, and Kelly shrank back.

“Mom.”

Panicked, Marissa lost her grip and dropped the knife.

Andy lumbered through the door. The flashlight caught Kelly full in the eyes, blinding her. Kelly squinted and looked away. He crossed the room with long, slow strides, like he had all the time in the world.

This was it.

Each slow step drove shock waves of fear rippling through her gut. She wanted to shrink away. She wanted to run, but she didn’t because she knew that was what he wanted. He wanted her scared. She refused to give the bastard the satisfaction.

Kelly stood strong, with her body angled sideways and her weight on her back foot, just the way Logan had taught her. Hands still tied behind her back, she stood like a shield between him and her family.

“Looks like the band’s back together,” Andy said with an unhinged grin.

He was bigger than she. Stronger. All she had was her quickness and the element of surprise.

Kelly lashed out with her foot, aiming for his groin. He jerked back, dropping the flashlight, easily deflecting the blow. He grabbed her heel and shoved, knocking her off balance. Kelly careened to the side and crashed to the floor. Andy’s laugh, low and chilling, rumbled through the cabin.

The flashlight rolled along the floor. Shadows danced across the walls. Brooke’s crumpled form was caught in its beam.

“Oh, princess, you’ll have to do better than that.”

“Kelly,” her mother shouted.

Marissa charged. She rammed her body squarely into his chest. Andy reeled back a few inches and nearly fell. Quick as lightning, his fist flashed out, connecting hard with Marissa’s temple. Kelly heard the crack of the blow. Marissa tottered. Her knees buckled and she crumpled to the ground like a sack of flour.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, princess.”

He smiled, just a flash of teeth in the shadows, and for one brief second, it wasn’t Andy looming over her mother, but Rick. He glared down with his drunken stare and his eyes full of hate. Then Andy drilled his fist into her mother’s face. A fierce and terrible hatred welled up inside Kelly.

She wasn’t a little kid anymore. And Rick wasn’t here. It was his fucked-up son standing over her mother, and there was no way she was going to let him hit her again.

Chest heaving, Kelly lurched to her feet. She sank back into the shadows, circling around him. He spun and she heaved her boot into the side of his knee. She heard the crunch of bone beneath her heel. Andy grunted.

Before he could reach her, she skittered away.

Andy lunged. His hand snaked out. His fist grazed the side of her face; the bloodstone ring gashed her cheek. A bolt of pain as Kelly pivoted away.

“Get back here, bitch,” he grunted.

Kelly kicked again, aiming for his groin for the second time, and missed. Her boot connected with his quad.

“Fuck,” he cursed.

She stepped back. Too slow. His hand shot out, connecting with her side. Pain exploded in her ribs, robbing her of breath. She fell to one knee.

He was coming. She needed to move, but her strength had fled. She knew speed was her only ally, and she fought to catch her breath.

Andy reached out. Kelly ducked her head, and his fist rushed past. Missed. Kelly launched up, driving her shoulder into his solar plexus with all her might. More effective than a punch—Andy stumbled back. Off-balance, he fell.

Kelly regained her footing. Andy rolled onto his side as she stepped closer. Quick as lightning, his arm shot out and clamped around her waist. Jerked off her feet, Kelly slammed into the ground. Her head cracked against the floor. A black veil of unconsciousness enveloped her. For a fraction of an instant, everything stopped.

Kelly opened her eyes.

Andy straddled her chest. His hands snaked around her throat. Hot, coppery blood flooded her mouth. She spit into his face. Surprised, Andy reared back. Kelly shoved him off and scrambled away. Bolting to her feet, she took a half step back. Her legs were still wobbly, and the room dipped and swayed around her.

She shook her head, regaining her bearings.

“What’s your damage anyway?” she said, trying to get a bead on where he was.

“You don’t know what he was like.”

“Who? Rick? You’re blaming your father for what you’ve done? What did we ever do to you?”

A heartbeat of silence passed between them. He was close. Too close. He was right in front of her.

“Andy Bowman is dead.”

His fist cocked back. Kelly steeled herself for the blow.



Chapter 65


Marissa opened one eye. The other was on fire, swollen to a slit. She could hear Kelly’s voice, shouting, goading Andy. Pain crackled like sheet lightning through her. Her breath hissed like venting steam from between clenched teeth.

Her vision cleared and she saw Andy’s shadow. His fist was cocked back, ready to smash into Kelly’s face.

In the flashlight’s glare, Marissa caught sight of the insulin pen. She grabbed it, spun the dial, and jabbed it deep into Andy’s thigh. Her thumb pressed down on the plunger, and she counted the clicks—far more than a normal shot.

She prayed the needle hit its mark. It was so tiny it could have broken off on Andy’s jeans. Distracted for an instant, Andy swatted the needle away.

Kelly seized the moment. She dove forward and drilled her shoulder into Andy’s side. Knocked off-balance, he fell to the ground.

“Mom, the knife,” Kelly said.

She drove her boot into Andy’s ribs, his hip, anywhere he was exposed.

“The police are on their way,” Marissa called. It was a stupid, desperate thing to say.

Andy grabbed hold of Kelly’s boot and twisted. Kelly slammed to the ground.

“You’re such a bad liar, Mom
 ,” he scoffed.

Marissa grabbed the flashlight and searched for the knife, desperate to protect her daughters from this wreck of a human being.

She heard his footsteps closing in behind her. The heavy tread of his boots vibrated on the floor. She turned and shone the light directly into his eyes. He raised his hand, shielding himself from the glare.

Kelly ducked into the shadows.

“Let us go, Andy. We’re nothing to you,” Marissa said.

He just kept coming.

“Let you go?” he mocked. “So one of you can show up out of the blue and fuck up my life again? My fiancée is dead. I lost everything because I ran into your goddamned daughter at a bar. No way I let that happen again.”

His voice echoed through the cabin. A deep, visceral fear raced through Marissa. She kept the light aimed in his face and backed away.

“Is that why you killed your father? To bury your past?”

“I should have killed him years ago. He deserved to die. So do you. You left me there, you bitch. You packed up your shit and took the easy way out.”

“We didn’t . . .”

“Don’t you fucking lie to me. I saved you and you left me there. You left me.”

His enraged cry cut through the darkness, slicing through Marissa. She had left him. Back then he was seventeen years old. Bigger than Rick. Stronger than Rick. Almost a man. She never thought he needed her. She had left him in that house without a second thought. What kind of mother was she?

“Oh God, Andy. I’m so sorry,” Marissa said.

“Fuck you.”

Andy bolted forward and knocked the flashlight from her hands. Marissa cried out.

“Mom!” Kelly shouted.

A flash of metal glinted in the light, and the knife hissed across the floor. Marissa dove for it. Andy’s fist lashed out. The blow swung overhead, and she scrabbled toward the knife. She grasped the handle.

Andy hauled Marissa off the floor by her hair. White-hot pain flashed through her head.

“Bitch,” he bellowed. “You goddamned bitch.”

Spit flew from his lips, spraying her cheeks. She gripped the knife and lashed out in a wild arc. The blade sliced through his neck. He screamed and released his grip, and Marissa dropped to the floor.

Andy’s broad hand clapped over the wound. Blood welled between his fingers.

“Fuck,” he screamed. “Fuck. What did you do?”

Marissa scrambled to her feet, poised for another attack. Instead of rushing toward her, Andy pitched wildly out the door and into the night.

“Kelly.”

“Over here.”

Marissa rushed toward the sound of Kelly’s voice. Fear writhed like a living thing inside her. Her hands shook violently as she sawed through the last of the ropes.

“Brooke,” Kelly called.

“Yeah.” Her voice sounded like broken glass.

“He’ll be back. Let’s get out of here,” Marissa said.

They crouched over Brooke’s crumpled form. Hands cupped gently around her, Marissa and Kelly eased her off the floor. Brooke groaned like each movement caused her pain. Her bones jutted up through the thin layer of muscle and skin. She weighed no more than a twelve-year-old girl, and Marissa’s heart broke.

They balanced Brooke’s weight carefully between them and shuffled toward the door.

The door burst open. Andy swayed unsteadily in the frame. He dropped a gasoline can down on the floor. It clanged against the wood with a hollow thud, gasoline spurting out of the nozzle. Like a rabid pit bull’s, his lips peeled away from his teeth in a hateful grin.

Blood blossomed in a dark-red stain soaking the collar of his jacket.

“Oh shit,” Kelly said.

Andy’s grin widened. He kicked the can over. Gas spewed onto the floor. The overpowering stench of the acrid fumes filled the cabin. Andy stood on the edge of the pool. The pure loathing in his eyes left her breathless.

A deranged grin stretched impossibly wide across his ashen face. Then his legs buckled, and Andy fell to his knees in the gasoline.

For a split second everything stopped. Hope fluttered in Marissa’s chest.

“Is he drunk?” Kelly whispered.

“His blood sugar is dropping.”

“Like with Brooke?”

“Faster because he’s not diabetic.”

Andy looked dazed. Disoriented.

“Now,” Marissa said, tightening her arm around Brooke.

They shuffled toward the door. Fissures of pain shivered down Marissa’s back. Brooke cried out, but Marissa ignored her and kept moving.

Andy reached into his pocket and clumsily pulled out a lighter. A Zippo. A flash of recognition jolted through Marissa. It was Rick’s lighter, the same one she had given him as an anniversary gift years before.

His eyes met Marissa’s.

In a low, slurred growl, he said, “I may die here, bitch. But so will you.”

Andy’s thumb grazed the dial. She heard a hiss and flick. Nothing happened. He tried again. This time the flame flickered to life.

Marissa stared horror-struck as he dropped the lighter into the pool of gasoline.


Whoosh.


Flames burst up from the cabin floor. A blast of heat drove them back. The doorway disappeared behind a column of smoke and fire, cutting off their only escape route.

Flames raced up Andy’s arms.

His shrill, inhuman screams filled the air. Marissa turned her horrified gaze away from the specter of Andy writhing, thrashing, stumbling out into the rainy night, knowing that as long as she lived, she would never purge that memory from her mind.

Flames snaked up the walls and raced along the cedar beams like a living thing. The flickering light illuminated the cabin, and for the first time she could see around her. It was bigger than it looked. There was a wide rectangular window at the far end. Six, maybe seven feet off the floor. If they could get to it, maybe they could climb out.

“Over there. The window.”

Marissa clamped an arm around Brooke’s waist, and they ran toward the back of the cabin. Brooke screamed. She jerked to a halt. Kelly lost her grip and Brooke fell to the floor. Stretched taut, the chain glimmered in the firelight, binding Brooke’s leg to the iron bed frame. Marissa heaved on the chain. It was looped around the leg of the bed, which was bolted to the floor. Her shoulders sagged. There was no time.

She spun, desperately searching for the ax. It lay on the floor, inches from the flames.

“Take Brooke,” Marissa said.

The hiss and crackle of burning wood filled Marissa’s ears. Fire lapped at the floorboards, and she leaped over the flames. Gasping for air, she lunged for the ax.

Marissa gripped the handle. Her back shrieking, she raised the ax overhead. Kelly used her body to shield Brooke while Marissa took aim. Ignoring the pain, she heaved the blade at the chain. The impact of the blow shook the cabin. The ax blade glanced off the thick chain and stuck in the floor.

Marissa wrestled the blade free. There was no way she was going to cut through the chain. Instead she heaved the ax into a floorboard beneath the bed. If she could free the bed frame from the floor, she could pull the chain loose.

Each blow of the ax drove sparks of pain through her body. Smoke, sweat, and tears stung Marissa’s eyes. She didn’t quit.

“Go,” Brooke croaked.

“I won’t leave you,” Kelly yelled over the roaring flames.

With one last blow the floorboard splintered. Marissa fell to her knees and heaved on the chain. It slid out from beneath the bed frame. Brooke was free.

Marissa sprang to her feet and scooped an arm around Brooke’s back. Burning chunks of wood rained down from the walls. All around them the fire hissed and popped and cracked. The furnace blast of heat was unbearable, and sweat ran down Marissa’s back. They stumbled toward the window.

Kelly stood staring seven feet up, a desperate look on her face.

“Mom, we can’t reach.”

Marissa eased Brooke to the floor.

“I’m going to boost you up. You have to pull Brooke through.”

Kelly’s mouth went slack. Horror-struck, she stared at Marissa.

“What about you? How will you . . . ?”

“I’ll climb out after you.”

Kelly’s wild eyes brimmed with anger and fear.

“Bullshit, Mom. I can’t reach and I’m taller than you.”

Marissa coughed the smoke from her lungs. She was asking Kelly to do the unthinkable. But they were out of options.

She gripped Kelly’s shoulders in both hands.

“I love you, Kelly. I always have. I need you to be strong now, to do this for me.”

“Mom, no.”

Kelly’s shoulders shook. Sobs choked out her words and opened up a huge, yawning ache in Marissa’s chest. She pulled Kelly roughly into her arms.

“You’re the only one who can do it.”

“I can’t leave you.”

Marissa eased Kelly back and stared directly into her daughter’s eyes for the last time. So many memories filled Marissa’s head. Baby fingers, pigtails, dandelion bouquets, skinned knees, and good-night kisses. So many sweet memories.

“Please,” she said.

The cabin floor shuddered as a piece of the ceiling came crashing down. A billowing cloud of heat and smoke hurtled toward them.

Marissa hunkered down beside the wall, bracing her weight against it.

Sobbing, Kelly planted her foot on Marissa’s back. Marissa groaned under her daughter’s weight. Her legs shook, threatening to give way, but she closed her eyes and focused on a place deep inside her, drawing on her last store of strength. The pain didn’t matter. There was no tomorrow. All that mattered was getting Brooke and Kelly somewhere safe.

Up above she heard the breaking glass. Refreshed with oxygen, the fire reared up.

Finally Kelly’s weight lifted.

Wind and rain blasted in through the open window. Marissa heaved Brooke onto her shoulders. Shaking under the extra weight, Marissa stood. Pain howled through her back, but she clenched her teeth, fighting through it. She staggered to the window.

Kelly reached down. Behind Marissa the fire raged. The walls of the cabin popped and snapped. Smoke stung Marissa’s eyes and burned her lungs.

Kelly grabbed Brooke’s arms. Marissa planted her feet wide and pushed Brooke as high as she could manage. Her legs shook and sweat poured down her face.

With one leg inside the cabin and the other outside, Kelly straddled the window frame and hauled Brooke up. Cradling her sister’s weight against her own body, she shifted, leaning out the window into the driving rain.

Marissa watched on helplessly as Kelly swung Brooke out the window. Lowering Brooke as close to the ground as she could, Kelly released her grip.

A fierce stab of love and sadness pierced Marissa’s heart. She nodded at Kelly, urging her to go. Mute, her face streaked with tears, Kelly reached down, urging Marissa to grab on to her outstretched hand.

Marissa jumped as high as she could. Her fingertips grazed Kelly’s. She fell to the floor, her ankle twisted beneath her. Kelly screamed.

It was no use.

“Go,” Marissa yelled.

Kelly sat frozen in the window frame, shoulders slumped. With one final look, Kelly swung her leg over the window ledge and dropped from view forever.

A shuddering wail burst from Marissa’s lips. Exhausted, she pressed her back to the wall. The flames closed in. A fierce coughing spasm racked her body, sending sparks of pain searing through her. Bowing her head to her knees, she gripped Elizabeth’s amulet tight in her sweaty hand, shielding her face from the blistering heat.

Elizabeth. She’d promised Elizabeth she would find Brooke. And she had. She had. They were out. They were safe.

She’d made so many mistakes, as a mother, as a woman. She’d lived with so much guilt, so many regrets about things that she had done or hadn’t done or should have done. But none of it mattered now. In the end she had done the one thing that meant the most. She had saved her daughters.

It was enough.

Eyes squeezed tight, Marissa shut out the world around her. Now, in the few moments she had left, she searched for the happiest moment she could recall. A second later she had it—her two beautiful girls on the Oregon Coast.

She focused all her energy on remembering every detail of the day they’d spent at Cannon Beach, freezing it in time—cool waves racing up the beach, thick, the heat of the summer sun in her face, warm sand in between her toes, Kelly’s smiles, and Brooke’s laughter trailing in the wind.

She thought about Seth.

Seth was a gift.

A powerful wave of love washed over Marissa. Panic receded like the waves racing away from shore. And she forgot all about the cabin, the fire, the unbearable heat, the pain she felt. Marissa forgot everything except her family. Outside. Safe.

All around her the cabin groaned and spit and died. But in her mind, on the Oregon Coast, on that beautiful summer day, Marissa felt no fear.



Chapter 66


The boat’s motor whined like a sulky teenager in the powerful current. Seth’s teeth chattered. Hunkered down in the back of the boat, he stared into the soupy night. He couldn’t see shit out here. Between the rain, the wind, and the dark, he was driving blind down the river.


Bang
 . The boat shuddered and veered right. Seth pitched forward. He grasped the aluminum sides with both hands, regaining his balance.

The grinding of metal against rock scraped down the side of the hull, and Seth tightened his grip on the tiller.

Shit, that was close. Whatever it was could have easily punched through the hull and sent him sailing into the river again, sucked under by the current. This time there would be no monster truck to save him, no firemen or police to fish him out of the river. He was on his own.

Cahill had said the camp was a few miles downriver, but he had no idea how far he’d already gone. He could have easily shot past it. Without any lights or any markers, finding it would be nearly impossible. Seth searched the shoreline for a clearing in the trees, rooftops, anything that indicated the edge of the camp, but there was nothing. Just the river and the miles of darkness stretching out ahead.

Terrified he’d missed it, Seth looked back, but it was useless. Even if he wanted to, there was no way he could turn the boat around. With the boat firmly in the river’s grasp, the outboard motor was no match for the swift current. Seth rounded the bend and he saw it.

A thick column of flames and smoke twisted and writhed above the trees, stretching up into the inky sky. It was like a beacon in the night, and he saw it and knew.

Seth dropped his scarred face into his hands. The boat swerved.


Oh God. Oh God.


Closing his eyes, he saw the green door. The flames. He heard the sirens, too far away. His scars itched and he knew. He knew what came next.

Marissa.

Dead.

Seth raised his head from his trembling hands and watched the bright flames arc into the stormy sky, a terrible grief clawing inside him. Fire raced across the roof of the small cabin, and he knew with an awful, painful certainty what lay at the end of this journey.


Pain. And loss.


Seth stared into the flames and saw his life combust around him, the fire devouring everything he’d ever loved until there was nothing left.

The boat hurtled downriver, unheeded, pushed along on the powerful current. There on the shore he saw a slender figure jumping, arms scissoring wide overhead.


Kelly.


He recognized her narrow face, the wet blonde hair plastered to her scalp.


Only Kelly.


She was pointing at the cabin. Screaming. He couldn’t hear her over the roaring river, the whining motor, his pulse throbbing in his ears.

He saw the single word on her lips and knew.


Mom.


She was in there. Alive? Dead? He didn’t know. But one thing was for sure. He couldn’t leave her there. Not alone. Not this time.

“Ah, fuck it,” Seth growled.

Waving Kelly out of the way, he grabbed the tiller and jacked the throttle wide.

The fear of what lay beneath the water’s surface was dissolved by the desperate need to get there. He stopped fighting the current and used it to propel him faster. The motor whined. The boat surged forward.

Cranking on the tiller, he angled toward shore, picking up speed, slicing through the black river. Up ahead he saw something metal reflect in the firelight.

What was it? Jutting up above the surface, it was the jagged edge of a windshield. A car? Marissa’s car? Seth sped toward it, adjusting his angle, lining up like it was a ramp. Dead center.

He prayed it would work.

Metal groaned underneath the boat’s weight. The bow pitched up. The boat launched out of the water and sailed through the cold night air.

Crouching low, Seth held on for dear life as the boat speared through the wall of flame. Wood crashed and splintered. Debris flew, and the hull shuddered. Seth was thrown clear.

He crashed on the floor near the back of the cabin. Flames danced and writhed all around him. The cabin groaned as if angered by his presence.

Fear drove Seth to his feet. He leaped back; a huge chunk of ceiling narrowly missed him.

“Marissa,” he screamed, desperate, searching everywhere for her.

The blistering heat from the fire scalded his skin, igniting his scars like they were burning. Again.

Smoke rushed along the ceiling toward the broken window at the back wall, and he knew it was his only hope. Stumbling toward it, he saw her sprawled facedown on the floor near the back wall.

A loud crack, a hundred times louder than thunder, shook the cabin. Seth surged toward her. The cabin’s floor heaved and groaned.

Marissa lay sprawled sideways on the floor like a broken doll.


Oh God. Oh God, no.


She was dead. Just like in his nightmares. She was dead. He couldn’t save her. He couldn’t . . . 

A scream wrenched free from deep in his chest.

He pitched forward, landing beside her.

The floor shook. Wood tore. Another crack and the front half of the cabin was torn away by the raging black river. Heat seared across Seth’s back. He gathered Marissa’s limp form in his arms. He buried his face in her smoky hair.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Clutching her tight, he broke for the hole in the wall made by the boat. Flames shot up from the burning floor, singeing his hair, his hands, every inch of his exposed skin. Ignoring the pain, he ran for the opening, shielding Marissa from the flames as best he could.

The cabin heaved and the roof gave way. Seth launched out into the rainy night. He landed hard on his knees. Marissa tumbled from his arms onto the wet grass. Behind him flames shot high into the inky sky.

Seth buried his face in his hands—black and burned and shaking. He should have found a way to stop her, called the cops, had her pulled over. Something. Anything. He knew this was what Bowman wanted. He’d known in his gut as soon as he saw the fire in Carnation that this was how things would end.

He’d failed her. Just like he’d failed Holly. Just like he’d failed everyone.

Fingertips grazed his arm. Seth raised his head. Marissa’s face was caked in soot and blood. One eye was swollen shut. The other opened. Her gaze locked with his.

Her lips moved.


Seth.


He pulled in a deep, ragged breath, barely daring to hope. He grasped her small hand in both of his, shaking.

“Oh God, Marissa. I thought I’d lost you.”

Kelly rushed toward them, screaming, “Mom! Mom!”

Marissa rolled onto her side, coughing. Kelly fell to her knees and threw her arms around her mother. Great wrenching sobs racked her body. Seth placed a soothing hand on Kelly’s back.

Glancing up, he spied a form five feet away, closer to the river.

Legs still shaky, he rose, limping toward Brooke. Another body lay facedown in the grass, burned. Bowman
 ? It had to be. Seth rolled the body over. Dead. Bowman was dead. He kept moving toward Brooke.

Brushing the matted mane of hair aside, he crouched down and pressed his fingers into the side of her neck and searched for a pulse.


Nothing.


“Brooke,” Marissa croaked.

Just speaking triggered another coughing spasm. Kelly’s arm circled her mother’s shoulders and she stared at Seth—looking every bit the scared teenager she was.

Seth rolled Brooke onto her back and crossed his palms. He drove them into her chest. Pain from his burns seared through him, but he kept going—knowing he was too late . . . knowing he had to try.



Chapter 67


The church was filled to capacity. Bagpipes wailed out a slow, mournful rendition of “Amazing Grace.” The notes hung heavy, like the sweet scent of incense in the air. Each phrase brimmed with sorrow and loss.

Marissa pulled a fresh tissue from her purse. Hands shaking, she swabbed the tears from her cheeks. Seth’s arm tightened around her shoulders.

“You okay?” he whispered, gray eyes filled with concern.

Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded.

She looked beyond the mahogany coffin to the stained glass window behind the altar. Pale November sunlight illuminated the image of a blue-robed Mary nuzzling her swaddled baby boy.

Marissa didn’t understand the heart of God, but she did understand the fierce power of a mother’s love.

Evan Holt stood tall and straight behind the podium. A poster-size photograph rested on an easel beside the coffin. It was a rare shot of Elizabeth Holt laughing. Her cobalt eyes sparkled with mischief and light.

Evan’s chin dipped. His lips flattened into a thin line as he struggled against tears. Marissa’s heart swelled with empathy, feeling his loss as keenly as her own. She thought about what Evan had said in the hospital, about how Elizabeth had stood by him when everyone else had given up, and she knew Elizabeth had been more of a mother to him than an aunt.

After a few seconds of silence, Evan cleared his throat. His voice, shaky at first, grew stronger and clearer as the words poured out of him.

“As many of you know, my aunt Lizzie . . . Elizabeth Holt,” he amended, “was an extraordinary woman . . .”

Marissa’s gaze strayed away from Evan and back to the photograph of Elizabeth. She reached for the amulet hanging from the chain around her neck and thought about the last time she’d seen Elizabeth. She’d made a promise that night, and she’d kept it. She’d found Brooke and brought her home.

Without Elizabeth no one would have argued with the cops and gotten Brooke’s case moved to the front burner. Without Elizabeth there would have been no foundation, no Henry Cahill. And no Seth.

Beautiful words flowed from Evan’s lips, filling the church like the sad, resonant strains of a violin sonata. By the time he finished his eulogy, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. Marissa wished she’d had a chance to say thank you—to say goodbye. She bowed her head, tears falling like sweet rain down her cheeks.

Seth’s hand squeezed her shoulder. She dabbed her eyes and looked at him, no longer seeing the scars on his face. Instead she saw courage and sacrifice and love.

Seth’s lips parted in a rare smile, and Marissa pulled in a deep, steadying breath.

The memorial service drew to a close. The aisles flooded with mourners and well-wishers filtering out of the church. Marissa shifted uncomfortably on the hard wooden pew. The Percocet was wearing off. Her back ached from sitting too long and her burns hurt. She needed to move.

Marissa coughed. She stood grasping Kelly’s thin hand, reluctant to let go.

Kelly wore a simple black dress and low-heeled pumps. She looked disturbingly grown-up.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Kelly asked, releasing her mother’s hand.

“I’m fine, honey. Just a little sore.”

Marissa brushed her fingers across the red gash in Kelly’s cheek left by Andy’s ring. The bruises were fading to yellow. Although the cut was healing, Marissa knew it would probably scar.

Kelly hugged Marissa gently, careful not to squeeze too hard. A lump formed in Marissa’s throat, and she felt a wave of gratitude wash over her—thankful to have Kelly at her side and Brooke safe.

Over Kelly’s shoulder, Marissa caught Logan’s gaze. He smiled at the two of them. Kelly pulled back, and Marissa stretched her hand out toward Logan, who clasped it in his warm grip.

“Thanks for coming,” she said. “You’re planning to stop by the house, aren’t you?”

“Of course. We’ll meet you over there.”

“We?”

Marissa arched her eyebrows and glanced at Kelly, who was grinning like a kid.

“If it’s okay with you, I’m going to ride with Logan in his new Tesla.”

“Tesla?”

“It’s a car, Mom.” Kelly rolled her eyes. “Jeez.”

“I know it’s a car,” Marissa said, winking at Logan. “Have fun.”

Kelly followed Logan out of the pew. The two exited the church hand in hand. Marissa watched until they disappeared from view. Seth slipped his arm around her waist and spoke into her ear.

“Are you ready to go?”

“Soon. I want to say goodbye to Evan first.”

He nodded and planted a soft kiss on her hair.

“I’ll get the car and meet you outside.”

Marissa wiped the last smudges of mascara from her face and craned her head around, searching the crowd for Evan. But he’d already found her. Their eyes met and he broke away from the crowd. They met halfway down the aisle.

Marissa held out her hand, but Evan engulfed her in a hug. She stood still in his arms, momentarily surprised by the unexpected display of emotion. Then she pressed her cheek to his chest and hugged him back.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am,” she said as he released her. “Elizabeth was an amazing woman. I’ll miss her.”

“Me too,” Evan said.

Grief hid in the hollows of his cheeks and the dark smudges beneath his eyes, leaving little doubt of the toll Elizabeth’s passing had taken on him.

“She was lucky to have you.”

Evan’s eyes moistened. He nodded and averted his gaze.

“How is Brooke?”

“They moved her out of intensive care today. We’re meeting with her doctor in the morning.”

Evan’s large hand squeezed her shoulder. “I hope everything goes well.”

Marissa nodded. The gravity of Brooke’s condition weighed heavily on her.

“Brooke had her first session with Dr. Frank today.”

“The psychologist? That’s good.”

A beat of silence passed between them. They both knew Brooke’s road to recovery would be a long one, and in the end, this experience would change her in ways Marissa couldn’t begin to understand. It had changed them all.

“I’ll be busy settling Elizabeth’s estate for the next while—fighting off the vultures, as they say. Call me when you’re ready to come back to work.”

“You’re sure you still want me? Now that we’ve found Brooke . . .” Marissa’s voice trailed off. She’d never thought about what would happen after Brooke came home. She and Elizabeth had never discussed long-term plans. With Elizabeth gone and Brooke found, she didn’t know what came next. “The foundation’s yours now. You may want to move it in your own direction. Hire your own staff.”

Evan nodded. His smile deepened.

“You’re right. I am hiring my own staff.” He reached into his pocket and handed her a black business card. “Starting with you. Lizzie chose you because you’re smart and tough and caring, and I think she was right. After all you’ve been through, Marissa, I can’t think of anyone better equipped to help families in crisis. This is for you, when you’re ready.”

Marissa took the card from his hand, humbled by his confidence in her. Dropping her gaze, she turned the card over and read the silver ink.


The Holt Foundation. Marissa Rooney. Assistant Director.


Marissa’s mouth dropped open. She stared up at Evan, dumbfounded.

“Really, Evan, I . . .”

He silenced her with a raised hand.

“Lizzie’s orders. And as you may recall, no one argued with my aunt. At least not successfully.”

He winked, and Marissa’s hand closed around the card. A knot formed in her throat. Unable to speak, she nodded her thanks. Evan squeezed her arm and smiled. It was a sad smile, but Marissa was gratified to see it all the same. He turned and Marissa watched him go.

With a heart much lighter than the one she’d entered the church with, Marissa stepped out into the pale November sunlight. No clouds marred the cornflower-blue sky. She scanned the crowded street and saw Seth waiting just where he’d said he would be. He leaned against the door of his new car, patiently waiting.

Their eyes met, and for the first time in what felt like forever, Marissa smiled.



Chapter 68


The sweet smell of flowers filled the hospital room. The windowsill and side table were covered with colorful bouquets and get-well cards from people all across the country, strangers whose lives had been touched by Brooke’s story. Marissa perched on the bed beside Brooke, while Dr. Joseph studied the chart. His narrow face sober, he flipped the pages, his quick brown eyes taking in the latest test results.

Finally he closed the chart and met Marissa’s anxious gaze. She wrapped her hand around Brooke’s cold fingers, holding on tight like she had when Brooke was a little girl with a face full of wonder and fairies in her hair.

“Well,” Dr. Joseph said, “I’m afraid Brooke has suffered a cardiac event. Ventricular fibrillation.”

“A racing heartbeat?”

“Yes, that’s one of the symptoms, no doubt brought on by prolonged hyperglycemia. There is evidence of mild damage to the heart muscle. If she had not received CPR right away, she quite likely wouldn’t be with us.”

A chill shivered up Marissa’s spine at the thought of how close they had come to losing her precious girl. Thank God for Seth. Somehow he had saved them both.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she asked, “What about the memory loss?”

Dr. Joseph hesitated. He smoothed his hand down the front of his white pinstripe shirt and blue silk tie before he spoke. Marissa knew from the look on his face the news wasn’t good.

“It’s too soon to say for certain, but there is a possibility that the memory loss Brooke suffered could be permanent.”

Brooke pulled her hand from Marissa’s grasp. Anguish rippled across Brooke’s face, and she looked away from both of them, staring sullenly out the window.

Dr. Joseph’s compassionate gaze met Marissa’s. She placed her palm on Brooke’s back.

“First things first. We’re going to stabilize Brooke’s blood sugars and get her potassium levels back to normal. We’ll continue to monitor her heart activity, and we’ll run more tests to gauge the extent of the memory loss.”

Dr. Joseph continued to speak, but Marissa felt far away, devastated by the knowledge that Brooke would carry the scars of this horrific event for the rest of her life. Her own scars from the fire were small by comparison.

It was so unfair. Brooke was such a good kid. She wrapped her arm around Brooke’s shoulders. Drawing her daughter close, Marissa rested her cheek on Brooke’s sweet-smelling hair.

The doctor asked if she had any questions, and Marissa shook her head. There were tons of questions she wanted to ask, but first she needed time to process everything.

It felt like too much.

Minutes passed in companionable silence as tears flowed down Brooke’s face. Finally, she wiped her eyes and offered her mother a tremulous smile.

“I’m a mess,” she said.

Marissa ran a hand down the mane of blonde curls and smiled through her own tears.

“I’ve never seen anything more beautiful. I’m so grateful to have you home. Safe. Whatever else comes, we’ll face it together. Okay?”

Brooke nodded. Marissa settled Brooke into the curve of her shoulder and stroked the blonde curls, like she had when Brooke was just a little girl.

“What happens if I can’t go back to school?” Brooke said, breaking the silence.

“My mother used to say there’s no point in borrowing trouble. When I was a kid, I didn’t know what she meant and figured it was her way of brushing me off. Now I know different. Worrying won’t stop bad things from happening. All you can do is stand strong in the face of fear and meet each challenge head on. You can do this, Brooke. You’re stronger than you know.”

Brooke nodded.

Marissa’s cell phone rang. Reaching into her purse, she thumbed the mute button and the ringer fell silent.

“Who was that?” Brooke asked.

“Work.”

“Shouldn’t you answer it?”

“It can wait. I thought I’d stay here with you.”

Brooke squeezed Marissa’s hand. “I’m okay, Mom. Go to work.”

Marissa dropped her gaze to where their fingers lay intertwined.

“I don’t want to leave you alone,” she said.

“I could stay,” a voice called from the doorway.

They both turned. A bouquet of daisies clasped in one hand, Jesse Morgan stood in the door, looking uncertain.

Few traces of the boy were left in the man’s face, but Marissa would have recognized him anywhere. Brooke pulled away from her mother’s side and ran her hands self-consciously through her hair, tucking the errant strands behind her ears. Marissa caught the look in her daughter’s eyes and knew in an instant that Brooke’s feelings for Jesse had never fully faded. Love was like that sometimes.

Slinging her purse across her shoulder, Marissa crossed the room. Jesse barely looked at her.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “If I hadn’t . . .”

Marissa shook her head, and he fell silent. He stood rigid, braced for an attack, like she might curse him or blame him for ruining her daughter’s life or slap him across the face.

It was too late for regrets. Brooke needed to heal, and she needed to forgive. Marissa wrapped her arms around Jesse’s strong shoulders. He hesitated a brief second before returning her hug.

“Thank you for coming.”

Looking up into his startled blue eyes, she figured he might just be the best medicine of all. Marissa released him and made for the door.

“I’ll be back later,” she said.

Brooke didn’t answer. She had eyes only for Jesse. Marissa stopped in the doorway and glanced back.

Jesse set the flowers down and pulled a chair up next to the bed. He drew a book from his coat pocket and held it up for Brooke’s inspection.

“I brought you something to read.”

“What is it? It looks too thick to be a graphic novel. I didn’t know you read actual books.”

Jesse snorted, an amused grin on his face.

“It’s Fifty Shades of Grey
 .”

“What?” Brooke cried. Even from the doorway, Marissa saw her blush to the roots of her hair.

“Just kidding. It’s Pride and Prejudice
 . I remembered you liked it back in high school.”

Brooke paused. A flurry of emotions crossed her face—happiness and sorrow and everything in between.

“That’s very sweet. You can leave it over there. My eyesight isn’t back to normal yet, and I’m having a little trouble focusing.”

The crooked smile faded from Jesse’s face. He cleared his throat.

“I thought I’d read to you. If that’s all right.”

Two heartbeats of silence passed.

“You read?” Brooke asked, her voice thick with tears and laughter. “When did that happen?”

“Shut up,” Jesse said.

Grinning, he opened the book.



Epilogue


Marissa Rooney crossed the Smith Tower’s lobby and stepped into the crowded elevator. Shuffling over to make more room for the other loading passengers, she jostled an older man standing near the back of the car.

“Sorry,” she said, nudging over a step.

“Quite all right, Marissa. It’s good to see you back.”

Marissa turned and looked up into the smiling face of Mr. Regis, managing partner of the law firm. Happy to see a friendly face, she returned his smile.

“It’s good to be back.”

“Heading up to the foundation this morning?”

“Yes.”

Regis nodded. “Very good. Elizabeth was right about you, you know. You’re going to do great things. If I can be of assistance in any way, please don’t hesitate to call.”

“Thank you, Mr. Regis, for everything. Really.”

“Maybe you can start by calling me John.”

“Of course, John.”

The elevator stopped at the sixth floor, and Mr. Regis stepped through the crowd to the front. He stopped just outside the doors.

“Oh, Marissa, one more thing. I thought you might like to know, it’s Ms. Benoit’s last day with the firm.”

“Where is she going?”

Regis angled his head to the side. A slow smile spread across his face. “She’s off to pursue other endeavors.”

Marissa knew what that meant. She grinned.

“We’re having cake at three. She’ll be gone by two if you’d like to stop down.”

Benoit’s leaving the firm certainly was cause for celebration.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

The elevator doors closed behind John. The car lurched and continued up.

Evan had been busy, Marissa mused as she stopped to admire the newly installed doors. “The Holt Foundation” was etched into the frosted glass. Gripping the handle, she pushed through. On her way down the hall, she exchanged greetings with the familiar faces she passed.

“Ms. Rooney,” a young woman called. Dressed in high heels and a slim navy suit, she looked every inch a professional.

“Yes?”

“I’m your new assistant, Jessica Perkins.”

Surprise stalled Marissa in midstride. Jessica offered her hand, and after a second’s hesitation, she shook it. Evan hadn’t mentioned an assistant. What other surprises did he have up his sleeve?

“Welcome aboard, Ms. Perkins.”

“Jessica, please. Mr. Holt has arranged a few meetings for you today. You’ll find a copy of your itinerary on your desk.”

“Thank you.”

Marissa followed Jessica down the hallway to Elizabeth Holt’s office. Affixed to the mahogany door was a silver nameplate. “Marissa Rooney. Assistant Director.” She shook her head in wonder. A few months ago she’d been little more than a legal secretary. Now, alongside Evan, she was managing Elizabeth’s foundation. It was a lot to take in.

Jessica’s voice interrupted her thoughts, pulling her back into the moment.

“A Mr. Wright is waiting for you.”

“Oh?”

Jessica swung the wide mahogany door open. Looking tall and pale in his gray suit, Alistair Wright rose from the guest chair and extended his hand toward Marissa. She shook his hand warmly. Wright looked like he had aged ten years over the past few weeks. With all he’d been through, it was no wonder.

Alicia’s memorial service had been a heart-wrenching affair. Marissa hadn’t been able to stop thinking about how close she had come to losing her own daughters.

“Alistair,” she said, greeting him with a soft voice filled with compassion. “I’m so sorry for your loss. How can I help?”

Marissa gestured to the guest chair, and Wright resumed his seat. Marissa gripped Elizabeth’s amulet.

“I wanted to make a donation to the foundation in Alicia’s memory.”

Sorrow swelled in Marissa’s heart. After so much tragedy, his generosity was extraordinary. Alistair reached into his suit pocket and handed Marissa a check. It was the largest single donation the foundation had received so far, and Marissa smiled, thinking of all the good this money would do for the people who needed it most.

“Thank you.”

Alistair’s eyes fixed on the amulet for a second. His gaze grew distant.

“Alicia meant the world to me, and now I’m left wondering what more I should have done to keep her safe.” He ran a hand across his moist eyes. Marissa saw the lines of pain carved deep into his face. “If there is some small way I can help prevent a tragedy like this from happening to some other family, it’s my responsibility to do so. I imagine that you feel similarly, Marissa.”

“I do. I know your support would mean the world to Elizabeth.”

He cleared his throat. “My law firm is at your disposal, should you have need of it.”

He rose from his chair and picked up a silver-framed picture of Elizabeth—a young Elizabeth Holt standing outside the King County courthouse. Wright stared at it for a long time. His brows furrowed deep, he sighed and set it back down. “Well, I’ve taken enough of your time today.”

“Not at all.”

Marissa shook his hand and thanked him again for his generous donation. She stood behind the desk and watched his retreating frame and thought again how unfair life was. He was a good man who’d lost his beautiful daughter to a madman. She shuddered and thought again about how close she’d come to losing Brooke and Kelly.

Lost in thought, Marissa didn’t hear Evan enter the office until he spoke.

“Was that Alistair Wright?”

Marissa nodded. She plucked the check off the desk and handed it to Evan.

“He made a donation in his daughter’s memory.”

Evan studied the check and Marissa went on.

“He also said his law firm would be willing to donate their services.”

“Did you know Alistair was engaged to Lizzie?”

“Really?”

Marissa remembered the way Elizabeth had looked at Alistair the night of the benefit and his obvious reluctance to release her hand. She’d sensed then that there was something more between them than friendship. Turned out she was right.

“Back when they were in college. Lizzie broke off their engagement after the attack. She never really got over it. Afterward, she was obsessed with going to law school. Seeking justice,” Evan said, angling his head to the side, a bemused expression on his face. “Or, knowing Lizzie, vengeance. Eventually Alistair got on with his life, got married, had children, but I’m not sure he ever really stopped loving her.”

“Or her him,” Marissa finished, fingering the gold amulet around her throat.

“Alistair gave that necklace to Lizzie. I never saw her without it.”

Marissa’s heart ached for them both. Love was such a precious, tenuous thing. She thought about her girls. And Seth. And the way their lives had changed, all because of Andrew Bowman. She was grateful they still had each other.

“Take a look at this.”

Evan handed Marissa a thick manila file folder. She cocked an eyebrow and opened it. The first page was an eight-by-ten photograph of a young woman. She didn’t look much older than Brooke. Her small hand rested on the swell of the baby growing inside her. Hope sparkled in her large brown eyes.

A chill raced down Marissa’s back. She looked up, meeting Evan’s gaze.

“Who is this?”

“Rebecca Kincaid disappeared from a mall parking lot two nights ago.”

Marissa cringed, her eyes drawn to the life growing beneath Rebecca’s hand.

“When’s she due?”

“In two weeks. We need to find Rebecca and her baby.”

Marissa’s mouth set in a resolute line.

“Absolutely,” she said. “Let’s get to work.”


THE END
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Dark Harvest


Chapter 1


A sharp pain jabbed Rebecca Kincaid’s side, and she sucked in a breath. Her hand fell to the hard swell of her belly, rubbing gently. Round ligament pain, she figured, just one of the many joys of being pregnant.

“Chillax, kiddo,” she said to the baby dancing inside her as the pain subsided.

Smiling to herself, she glanced around to see if anyone else was close enough to hear. Some people called you crazy for talking to yourself in public. She caught the eye of a redhead standing beside a stack of Diaper Genies. Dressed in blue jeans and a red flannel coat, the woman smiled. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, older than Becky, but not as old as some of the women in her prenatal classes. The woman’s gaze strayed to the strained buttons around Becky’s baby bump.

“When are you due?”

“Two more weeks and counting.” She grimaced. Being this big, nothing was comfortable. Her back ached, her hips hurt, and even sleeping was hard.

The woman smiled sympathetically. “I know, right? I felt the same way when I was pregnant, like I was Sigourney Weaver in that Alien
 movie with a little monster just dying to get out.”

“I know what you mean,” Becky said, breaking eye contact.

Truthfully, she hated that movie. Violent and gory. Comparing a baby to a bloodthirsty alien tearing its way out of its mother’s womb, well, that was kind of sick. She was much more of a romantic-comedy kind of girl.

“I have a toddler at home,” the woman said. “Seems like just yesterday I was in maternity clothes, though.”

Becky faked a laugh and turned down an aisle, away from the stranger.

She parked the cart and ran her hand over the Chicco car seat sitting center shelf. She didn’t need her mother to tell her it cost too much. Most of her baby stuff she’d picked up at the Salvation Army store or had gotten handed down from the women at work, but Becky knew that car seats were one of those things you had to buy new. On her waitressing salary, the best she could afford was the cheapest one on the rack. And even that was pricey.

The doctor said that most first babies came late, but in the last day or two, she’d had a few contractions. Fake contractions, the nurse said. Whatever they were, they freaked her out. She knew she wouldn’t be able to bring the baby home from the hospital without a car seat, so here she was, shopping in the middle of a freak snowstorm. If her mother knew that she was out on a night like tonight, she’d have a fit.

Becky fingered her necklace, grabbed the white-gold heart, and ran it along the chain as she searched the shelves for something more affordable. Of course, the one she wanted was up on the top shelf, well out of reach. She scanned the area looking for a box stowed a bit lower. There were none.

Becky sighed and glanced down the aisle. Didn’t anyone work in this store?

Where was Nathan when she needed him? All six foot three of him could have reached up and grabbed the box off the shelf with no problem at all, but at five foot two, almost as wide as she was tall these days, it was hopeless.

Frowning, she stepped on the bottom shelf and stretched high, wiggling her fingertips in a desperate bid to tip the box toward her. The metal shelf groaned under her weight. It shifted suddenly, and Becky’s stomach lurched. Thrown off balance, she careened backward, hands flailing wildly as she grasped for something—anything to stop her fall. Nothing but air.


Oh God. The baby.


Strong hands gripped her coat, catching her inches from the floor. Heart racing, Becky closed her eyes and regained her footing. Her hands flew to her belly. The baby kicked her hard, as if chastising her for being so careless.

“Careful, honey. You don’t want to fall in your condition,” a woman said. It was the redhead again. “Let me get that.”

Becky bit her lip and stared at the damned box. Why didn’t they put the boxes lower where pregnant moms could reach? It was probably some stupid marketing trick to get you to buy the most expensive ones. They were at eye level.

“Maybe we should find a clerk,” Becky said. “I’m not sure you should be climbing up there either.”

“If we wait for someone else to come along, we’ll both die of old age. Besides, we gals have got to help each other out.”

The redhead winked. Stepping onto the warped bottom shelf, she reached high overhead and slid the baby seat from its perch. Climbing back down, she turned and dropped the box safely into Becky’s cart.

“There,” she said, clapping the dust from her hands with a satisfied smile.

“Thanks,” Becky said. “If my boyfriend were here . . .” She trailed off, irritation rippling through her. Why was it that she was the only one responsible for all of this baby stuff? She hadn’t gotten pregnant by herself.

The redhead’s eyes narrowed.

“Where is the baby daddy? Shouldn’t he be helping you with this?”

“He’s out with his friends. He’ll be home soon, though.”

Becky blushed and turned away. Why was she lying to a perfect stranger? Nathan wouldn’t be home soon. In fact, she didn’t know when she would see him again. For her, home was a dreary little basement apartment that she could barely afford, while he lived in a sprawling frat house minutes away from the University of Washington campus. She had only been there once. The night she had gotten pregnant.

The last three dozen texts she sent him went unanswered. He ignored her baby updates. She’d even sent him images from the ultrasound.

But he’d never responded. He didn’t answer her calls. She might as well not exist. Pregnant and alone, she was an eighteen-year-old walking cliché. And what was worse, her mother had been totally right about Nathan, not that Becky had any intention of admitting it.

Becky’s shoulders slumped. A painful lump formed in her throat, and she rubbed her belly.

“Men are pigs, honey,” the redhead said, patting Becky’s shoulder. “The sooner you learn that lesson, the easier your life is going to be.”

Even though Nathan was ignoring her, Becky still held a sliver of hope deep in her heart that once the baby was born, he’d come around. Once he held his son, looked down into his beautiful face, everything would change.

Becky sniffed and dabbed her nose on her sleeve. She could hope.

“Do you have someone who can help you carry the baby seat to your car? It’s slippery out there. You almost fell once today; you don’t want to risk that baby again.”

The woman reached out and patted her baby bump. Becky recoiled, startled by the presumption of the stranger’s touch.

“Sorry,” the woman said, curling her fingers into a fist. “Force of habit.”

Becky grasped the handle of the shopping cart and steered it down the narrow aisle.

“Thanks for your help but I can manage,” she called over her shoulder. In her haste to escape the awkward situation, the front wheels slammed into a shelf. The cart shuddered, and Becky’s belly ran up against the handle. She gasped, pain shooting through her.

“You okay?”

The bright flash of pain subsided. Cheeks burning, Becky waved her hand and kept going, wanting to distance herself from the woman. She’d already embarrassed herself enough for one night. Besides, it was late, and her back was killing her. All she wanted to do was go home and stretch out on the couch, maybe catch an episode of The New Girl
 before she fell asleep.

Waiting at the register, she looked at all the baby things crammed on the shelves. They were so sweet. Stuffed bunnies with long, floppy ears; burp cloths; and pacifiers.

Her belly tensed. The baby kicked like he knew he was going to be born into a life of hand-me-downs. A fake contraction rippled through her, and she released a short breath. At least she thought it was fake. She wasn’t ready for the real kind yet.

Unable to stop herself, Becky picked a stuffed bunny off the shelf. Raising it to her face, she ran its baby-soft fur across the bridge of her nose. It smelled powdery fresh and reminded her of her favorite stuffed animal from when she was a kid. A potbellied bear with a matted brown coat and a large blue nose. She’d loved that bear. Took it with her on every trip. Slept with it every night for far longer than she cared to admit. Her mom had restuffed that bear at least three times that she could recall.

She felt a pang thinking about her mom. They hadn’t spoken for five months now, ever since that terrible fight they’d had about Nathan. And the abortion her mother thought Becky should have.

She couldn’t kill her baby.

“Ma’am?” the clerk called to her. She looked up. The couple in front of her was gone, and the line had cleared. She was next.

“The bunny?” The clerk held out her hand for the stuffed animal. Becky shook her head and forced a smile. The bunny was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Squeezing the downy soft tummy one last time, she set the stuffed animal back on the shelf.

“Just the car seat,” she said, digging for her wallet. Paying cash for her purchase, she left the store.

Thick flakes of snow shone under the streetlights and swirled around her in the frigid wind. A blanket of white covered the icy parking lot.

Becky pressed the trunk button on the remote. Some asshole had parked his black van right next to her. With the whole empty parking lot to choose from, why would he park so close?

Shit luck, she supposed, the only kind she seemed to have these days.

The wheels on Becky’s cart rattled on the chunky snow and ice. She slipped. Catching herself, she kept going. On a grim night like this, most smart people stayed home.

Snowflakes caught in her eyelashes, and others brushed her cheeks like icy angel kisses. Becky stowed the car seat in the trunk. The nearest cart caddy was a football field away. Okay. She probably shouldn’t abandon the cart, but screw it. She was tired, pregnant, and it was damned cold out here. No one would blame her. She launched her cart through the empty parking lot. It ground to a halt the next row over.

Shivering as the damp night air wrapped around her and the snowflakes melted in her hair, Becky rounded the side of the car and glared at the van. He’d left her eighteen inches of space. How the hell was she supposed to open her door wide enough to crawl into the driver’s seat? It would have been difficult even if she had been her normal size, but in her current condition, it was impossible.

But what choice did she have? Wait out here until the asshole showed up and moved his ratty van? With the way her luck was going, it probably belonged to some kid who worked in the store and wouldn’t be off for hours yet. She could try the passenger’s side, but crawling over the gearshift and the console between the seats in her condition . . .

Becky sighed. Feeling dumb and desperate, she dialed Nathan’s number. His picture flashed on her phone. He had a handsome face with blue eyes and a smattering of light-brown freckles. She waited. One ring. Two. Five. The call went through to voicemail the way it always did. Becky’s stomach heaved, and she pocketed the phone.

Glancing up, she eyed the van and set her jaw.

She could do this.

Easing her way between the two vehicles, her swollen belly smearing the dirty side of the van, she waddled toward the driver’s door. The side mirrors of the vehicles almost touched.

Behind her, she heard the crunch of shoes on snow. Becky’s breath caught.

She spun, her belly scraping the passenger’s door as she looked behind her.

The redhead from the store smiled.

“God, you scared me.” Becky slapped a hand over her racing heart as adrenaline shot through her system at warp speed. The baby must have felt it too. He twisted and squirmed inside her.

“Sorry. I would have called out, but I didn’t know your name.”

“Becky,” she said, still gripping the keys tight in her hand. She drew in a couple of cleansing breaths.

“I think you dropped this.”

The woman held something out in front of her. It was the stuffed animal from the store—the snow-white bunny with floppy ears. Becky frowned and shook her head.

“It’s not mine. I . . .”

She was so focused on the rabbit that she didn’t hear the grinding sound of the van’s door open until it was too late. Large gloved hands clamped onto her shoulders and heaved her inside. She landed on her belly. A bright bolt of pain ripped through her. The air rushed from her lungs.

The front door slammed closed. The engine roared to life. Becky screamed. A stabbing pain, like the sharp pinch of broken glass, burned at the base of her neck. She tried to push the man away, but he pinned her hands.

“Let’s go,” he said.

The van rumbled out of the parking lot. A right turn, then a left.

Becky screamed again. Her vision narrowed, a black tunnel growing wide around the edges. Her eyelids drooped, heavy as lead, until they fluttered closed.
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