



 
 



Praise for Abomination

“Abomination is a chilling tale of an elusive serial killer . . . that will keep you guessing up until the end.”

—Infuze Magazine

“[Colleen Coble] imbues this novel with the deep and gritty choices facing her characters, choices that often hinge on faith. She does not flinch from the fanaticism of her villain, yet she brings the question of guilt, remorse and finally, the promise of redemption to her characters.”

—Foreword Magazine

“From the very first page, Abomination is packed with drama, mystery, and intrigue. It will keep you turning the pages as fast as you can, begging for the ending to come so you can figure out how all the pieces fit together.”

—epinions.com

“Coble again delivers a suspense-packed story that is hard to put down. ”

—Debbie W. Wilson, ChristianBookPreviews.com

“[A] heart-pounding suspense where the plot twists and turns in unfathomable directions that hold you spellbound to the very end!”

—Dianne Burnett, Fiction Editor, Christianbook.com

“[C]rackles with an ominous electricity, pulling you inside the mind of a killer who is terrifyingly twisted . . . and terrifyingly real. The pages will race by as you read, but I guarantee your heart will race even faster.”

—T.L. Hines, author of Waking Lazarus and The Dead Whisper On

“[R]ichly layered . . . high-paced . . . Abomination is the best yet.”

—Cara C. Putman, author of Canteen Dreams, coming October 2007

“[A]nother suspenseful offering from the artistic mind of Colleen Coble. Abomination reminds us that her talent and creativity know no bounds!”

—Shelia Rhoades, Wabash Plain Dealer

“Colleen Coble's books just keep getting better and better. I didn't want to put Abomination down. I read it in one day.”

—Bethany Dubois, Wabash Carnegie Library
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To my parents, George and Peggy Rhoads.
Your faith in me has never wavered.



Prologue

NIGHT CREPT OVER THE HILLS, SMOTHERING THE LANDSCAPE in a cocoon of darkness that would hide him in a few minutes. He’d abandoned his real name for one more fitting of his strength and intellect. Gideon was what he called himself when clouds hid the moon and the shadows gathered. Gideon, the Destroyer of Evil.

Before the moonlight could fade completely, he flipped down the sun visor and stared into the face of his wife, Miranda—a photo of her as she had once been.

As she would be again.

The blare of a horn startled him, and he slapped the visor back into place as a gray SUV careened past where his car sat on the narrow shoulder. The vehicle splashed water from a mud puddle over his car. He bit back an expletive, knowing such words ill befit a man of his intellect. He twisted the key and heard the car engine purr to life. Easing onto the road, he hunched over the wheel and stared into the fog. The turnoff to the lake was just ahead. No car lights illuminated the road ahead or behind. He turned the vehicle onto the muddy track and rolled down the window to let in the fresh scent of the water. The lane was meant for tractors, and visitors rarely trespassed. The owners would never even know he’d been here.

The lake reflected the golden orb of the moon. He parked and turned off the car. The cacophony of crickets and tree frogs paused, then started up again as he stepped into the mud and went around to the trunk. The lid sprang open at his touch, and he looked down into the woman’s face. As with the others, preludes to the grand finale, he’d stripped her of beauty. This one would never lash a man with her tongue again.

Securing the gray wool blanket around the body, he hauled it out and dumped it on the ground. He tucked a partial peanut butter sandwich under the sinner’s blouse. He took hold of the end of the blanket and pulled the bundle down to the water.

Reaching the small pier, he paused and listened, then stepped onto the rickety boards. The body slid easily across the worn wood. Once he reached the end of the dock, he dropped the end of the blanket and settled onto the weather-scoured boards to wait. He pulled his GPS from his pocket and noted the coordinates. Close enough. He didn’t plan to go far from shore.

A hint of pine mingled on the night air with the scent of water. The chilly night began to creep into his bones. Loons called, and he straightened and stood to stamp his feet.

Then the angels came.

Gideon held his breath as they glided into the shaft of moonlight. Silent and beautiful, they moved as one along the placid surface of the water. He counted one, two, ten. The largest one’s wings spanned at least eight feet.

He shoved the body into the bottom of a small boat, where it lay amid the flotsam of tackle boxes, tarps, and fishing poles. Gideon hurried to the shore, where he gathered rocks in a bucket. Carrying his burden, he went back to the boat and set the bucket into the boat as well. The boat tipped when he stepped in, but he was quick on his feet and moved to the center, where he settled onto the seat.

Years of use had worn the oars smooth, and they fit into his palms as if they’d been carved for his hands. His muscles flexed, and he dipped the oars into the water. The boat moved smoothly through the ripples. They barely noticed his approach. Their voices raised the hair on his arms and back.

About five feet from them, he laid the oars back against the sides of the boat, then crouched beside the body. Opening the blanket, he piled rocks from the bucket inside, then tied the ends with the rope he’d brought.

They moved around him. One bent her neck and looked at him. Something about the way she held her head made him catch his breath. She glided nearer. They would wait with him, patient, long-suffering, until he secured the ultimate prize. Then one rose into the air. The others soared heavenward as well, and he was left alone with a single feather wafting toward him on the shifting fog. He caught it in his hand and brought it to his face. He brushed it over his lips like a kiss. A benediction.

His gaze lit on the body. Frowning, he put the feather in his pocket. He balled his fists, then stooped and heaved the bundle over the side. The water rippled, then closed over the space. He turned around and began to row back to shore.

The house was quiet when he got home. He peeked in on his daughter, Odette. Seventeen years old with a soul as old as Moses, she slept with one hand on her cheek. So innocent the sight made his heart swell in his chest.

What would happen to her if he were caught?

His lip curled. They weren’t smart enough to find him. Besides, he was surrounded by a mantle of protection. He was invincible as long as his angels stayed with him. Pressing a kiss on his daughter’s hair, he went down the hall to his office and entered, shutting the door. The computer screen lit as soon as he lifted the laptop’s lid. He launched the browser and went to the geocaching site.

After he put in the GPS coordinates, he typed:

ABOMINATIONS WILL FIND YOU.
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SHE DIDN’T KNOW HOW FAR SHE’D DRIVEN—ALL SHE KNEW was that it wasn’t far enough. The lights on the dash moved in her vision, growing and receding as she gripped the steering wheel and struggled to hang on to consciousness. Nothing but the moon illuminated this lonely stretch of highway. The digital clock read 8:03.

Panic beat in her chest like a bird trying to escape her rib cage. She had to get away, had to find a place to hide. Her hand touched her ribs and came away with sticky wetness. How much blood had she lost? Her fingers probed the spot again, and she discovered a six-inch gash. Had she been in a car accident?

Her gaze wandered to the rearview mirror, and she moved it so she could see the child in the car seat in the back. Confusion clouded her mind. She struggled to put a name to the little girl who looked to be about two. Her child? Her gaze took in the worn backpack beside the sleeping child, but nothing looked familiar.

A green sign flashed past as the car weaved. Rock Harbor, ten miles. She had no idea where this town was located, not even what state. Maybe she was just tired. Too frightened to think, to plan. Her head ached abominably, and her vision continued to waver.

Headlights haloed with distorted rings of color sprang into view behind her, and the panic surged into her throat again. She pressed her foot to the accelerator.

He couldn’t find her.

The car responded to the acceleration at first. Her tires zoomed along the road, their hum sounding loud inside the car. The other vehicle receded in her rearview mirror. But her elation faded when the wheel shuddered in her hands. The engine coughed.

“No, no,” she moaned. “Not now.” He would catch her. She struggled for a name to put with the danger, but it wouldn’t come. If her head would just quit aching, she could think.

The car convulsed again, then began to slow. The warning lights on the dash blinked, then held steady, glaring their threat into the night. She fought the wheel as the power steering failed with the engine. The sore muscles in her arms screamed.

She managed to steer the car onto the shoulder of the road. Glancing behind her, she saw the lights were no longer following her. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t back there somewhere. Every moment that ticked by brought him closer.

Cranking the key, she tried to start the engine. “Come on, come on,” she whispered. “Oh God, please help me!” The engine turned over slowly but didn’t catch. She tried again, and it coughed to shuddering life. It wouldn’t run long the way it missed. She had to get the car out of sight, throw him off her trail.

A small path opened between thick, ice-frosted brush. Though it wasn’t a real lane, she pulled onto it and caught the glimmer of moon on water. A plan sprang to life, but she found it hard to think through all the ramifications. She put her hand on her pounding temple, and her fingers brushed a bump on her scalp, a lump so big and tender that her misery increased.

Her stomach convulsed with nausea. She stopped the car, opened the door, leaned out, and threw up. She couldn’t remember ever hurting so much. She could still feel the knife slicing through her flesh.

A knife. Where had that thought come from? Surely she hadn’t been stabbed. Had she? She groaned and laid her forehead against the steering wheel. Someone had tried to kill her. Somehow she knew this.

The car engine still sputtered. He would find her, kill her, finish the job he’d started. She got out and inhaled the cold night air tinged with moisture. The fresh, clean scent penetrated her mental fog and gave her hope. Staggering and dizzy, she managed to get the toddler out, car seat and all, and set the seat with the sleeping child on the ground. The child’s parka lay inside the car by the backpack. She tucked it around the little girl.

Her vision blackened, and she thumped down beside the child and put her head between her knees. Once her sight cleared, she crawled to the car door again and hauled herself to her feet. She took out the backpack, then sat on the edge of the seat with her feet on the ground. Unzipping it, she checked the contents: a small purse, changes of clothing for the child.

She dropped the backpack beside the child, then staggered back to the driver’s door and got in. She pulled the transmission lever into drive, then guided the car toward the lake. The water showed under a light coating of ice, so the car should plunge right through.

The speedometer showed 25 miles per hour. She shoved open the door and sprang from the car. Her shoulder slammed into the ice-slicked knoll. The impact knocked the air out of her.

She lay facedown in mud while the pain thundered in her head and her side. The agony pushed out all other thoughts. The blood running down her side and pooling under her felt warm.

With a groan, she welcomed the darkness that blotted out her pain and terror.

Her dreams were punctuated with screams and the sound of crying. Gradually she became aware that the cries were real. She moaned, then sat up and pushed her hair out of her face. The level of pounding in her head had eased off, maybe enough to think. She lurched to her feet.

The car.

Glancing around, she saw the vehicle was gone. How long had she been unconscious? Staggering, she started toward the toddler. “It’s okay, baby,” she crooned, her voice hoarse and sore as if she’d been screaming. Maybe some of the screams in her dreams had been her own.

The little girl held up her arms. “Mama,” she sobbed.

Lifting the toddler into her arms, she cradled the child’s head against her shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she whispered into the child’s soft blonde hair. Had a child’s hair ever smelled so sweet? It felt strange and familiar all at the same time.

“Mama.” The little girl nestled close and popped her thumb in her mouth.

A wave of maternal love rose in her chest. This was her daughter, even if she didn’t know the little girl’s name. “What’s your name, sweetheart? How old are you?”

The little girl took her thumb out of her mouth. “Two,” she said. She held up chubby fingers. “Two.”

“You’re two,” she agreed. “But what’s your name?” The little girl didn’t answer. The wind kicked up, and she realized she needed to put the child’s coat on her. The toddler cooperated by sticking her arms into the sleeves.

Now that she was shivering, she dimly remembered seeing her own coat on the seat. How stupid not to grab it.

The backpack she’d pulled from the car before she disposed of the vehicle lay at her feet. Her purse was in there. Surely she had a driver’s license. Still holding the child, she knelt beside the backpack. She rooted out the purse she’d seen and unzipped it. One by one, she examined the contents by the bright light of the moon.

There was no identification in the purse. It actually seemed to be the child’s play purse. She found cherry ChapStick, a broken green crayon, a tiny doll, and a bib. Where was her own purse? She should have checked the floor and the glove box before sending the car into the lake.

She touched the ring finger on her left hand. A ring had worn a groove there, but her finger was bare. Was she divorced? Was it her husband she was fleeing from?

Struggling to think, she pulled a bulky shape from the dark shadows of her mind and shuddered. He couldn’t find her now. Surely she’d come far enough. She touched the goose egg on her head. It had started to bleed.

“Mama has to put you down a minute,” she told the little girl. The child didn’t complain when she set her on the frosted grass.

She started to shoulder the backpack, then felt something swing along her chest. Her fingers touched a necklace. Fumbling with the latch, she managed to get the necklace off and held it up to the moonlight. Small ballet slippers swung on a delicate chain. She turned it over and noticed something engraved on the back, but it was too dark to make out the word.

Clutching the necklace in her palm, she shouldered the backpack, then lifted the child into her arms. Holding the toddler on her right hip with her right arm steadying her, she picked up the car seat and went through the trees back to the road.

She set her feet on the deserted road and began to walk in the direction she’d been traveling. An owl hooted from a tree overhead, and other night sounds rustled in the brush. Were there bears here? Wolves? She tried to quicken her pace, but she was weak and unsteady.

Her breath fogged the air, but carrying the little girl warmed her. One bare foot in front of the other. Where were her shoes? There were no lights in the distance to beckon her, but desire to protect the child drove her. Her ears rang, and it was all she could do to hang on to her senses.

She glanced behind and froze. Headlights loomed. They weren’t there the last time she looked. The vehicle was nearly on top of her. She tried to step back into the shelter of the trees, but the vehicle rolled to a stop and a woman’s voice called out.

“Are you okay? Do you need a ride?”

Her knees nearly buckled. It wasn’t a man. The woman sounded worried. And friendly.

The woman exited the car and gasped as she rounded the hood. “You’ve got a child. What are you doing walking out here alone? And barefoot?” She took the car seat and set it by the Jeep. “You don’t have a coat.”

The welcome dome light spilled onto the pavement. A small boy peered from the backseat. Red hair like the woman. Maybe seven years old or so. A dog, a mutt mixture that looked part German shepherd, stuck its head out the window and barked.

A family. Tears welled in her eyes. Thank God. “I’d be grateful for a ride,” she said.

“I’m Bree Matthews.” Bree’s gaze went to the lump on the woman’s head. “You’re bleeding. I’d better get you to the hospital.”

“It’s not that bad. I just need to find a hotel or something.” She gulped. “I . . . I don’t have any money though,” she stammered. “I lost my purse.”

“You don’t have to be afraid. I won’t let anyone hurt you,” Bree said. “What’s your name?” She opened the rear hatch, reached in, and pulled out a blanket.

Would Bree think she was crazy? She had to risk it, since her head hurt too badly to make up something. “I . . . I don’t know. I can’t remember. My head hurts so much.” Her stomach rebelled, but she managed to swallow the bile that burned her throat. She set the little girl down, took the blanket Bree held out, and draped it around herself.

“We need to get you to the doctor.” Bree opened the passenger door. “Here, sit down.”

Panic burned more intensely in her chest. “No hospital.” She took her daughter’s hand and began to walk away, then stumbled and went down on one knee.

Bree knelt beside her and put an arm around her, helping her rise. “It’s okay. I’ve got a friend who’s a doctor. He’ll come to my home.”

The young woman wasn’t very big, maybe five-three, but she possessed a reassuring sense of strength. “Where am I?”

“Just outside Rock Harbor. The west side of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.” Bree reached under the blanket, took one strap of the backpack, and began to ease it off her shoulders. “We’ll sort this out in the morning. You and your little girl are about to drop. I’ve got room at my house. Let me help you.”

Tears sprang from her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. Maybe she could find a safe harbor there for a few days. If she could just sleep, maybe her memory would come back.
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THE LIGHTHOUSE BEACON FLASHED FROM THE CLIFF THAT overlooked Lake Superior. Bree hoped the sight gave the young woman beside her as much comfort as it always gave her. “This is home,” she told the woman.

About five-four, the woman was as icy and beautiful as a Swedish princess, but terror and uncertainty haunted her blue eyes. Someone had abused her for sure. In the soft wash of light from the dash, Bree saw that her long blonde hair was filthy with blood, dirt, and twigs.

“We have to call you something,” Bree said. She flipped on the dome light and glanced into the backseat. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

The little girl looked at her mother in the passenger seat, then back to Bree. “Terri. Terri two.” She held up two fingers.

Bree smiled. “You’re adorable, Terri. What’s Mommy’s name?”

Terri looked up at the woman. “Mama.”

Bree stifled a sigh. Of course the little girl would only know her as Mother. “Maybe when you get some rest, you can remember your name,” she said to the woman.

The blonde opened her hand, and something glinted in her palm. She held it to the light and squinted at the necklace. “I think my name is Elena,” she said, holding out the necklace.

The name was engraved on the back of one of the golden ballet slippers. “You look like an Elena,” Bree said.

Elena put the necklace back on while she peered through the window. “You live in a lighthouse?”

“My first husband and I bought it. When he died, I made a commitment to restore it. My second husband, Kade, hung the Fresnel lens, and we activated the light again.” Bree glanced at the woman’s hands as her long, slim fingers worried the space where a ring had left an indentation on her left ring finger. She’d bet Elena was running from an abusive husband. Poor thing. “That’s my son, Davy, back there. And our dog, Samson.”

Elena smiled at the little boy. “Hi,” she said, pressing her fingers against her temple. “Won’t your husband be upset when you come dragging in some vagabonds?”

“Kade’s great. He’ll want to help. Are you sure there isn’t someone I can call for you?”

Elena’s lips twisted, and she held up her hands. “Please, no. No questions tonight. I just need to sleep.”

“I’ve got a bed all ready,” Bree said soothingly.

Samson whined. He pushed his nose against Elena’s hand, where she’d laid it on her armrest. She flinched, then relaxed and stroked the dog’s head. “You’ve got a nice dog,” she said.

“Samson is a search-and-rescue dog, one of the best in the country. But more than that, he’s part of our family.”

“Two.” Terri said, holding up her fingers. “Terri two.”

Bree laughed. “I take it she just had a birthday.”

“I . . . I . . . think so,” Elena stammered.

She didn’t know her own daughter’s birthday? Bree glanced at her. The woman belonged in the hospital, and Bree was tempted to take her there in spite of her protests.

Elena’s gaze went past the lighthouse to the buoy across the water. The buoy foghorn blared out, and the light flickered on and off. “It’s peaceful here.”

“You’re safe,” Bree assured her. She got out and opened the Jeep’s back door for Samson, Terri, and her son. She led the way past the dogwood dusted with a trace of snow. They’d often had more snow in late March, but the weather seemed to be indicating an early spring.

Kade had turned on the porch light for them, and the welcoming beams spilled into the yard. She pushed open the door. “Kade, we have a guest,” she called.

He was probably at the kitchen table working on his swan relocation plan. His boss at the park service wanted a flock of mute swans moved before they harmed the population of the native trumpeter swans. She led Elena down the hall, past pictures of their wedding day three years ago and other photos that showed Davy from infancy through his current second-grade school picture.

They walked through the living room to the kitchen. Still dressed in his brown park-service uniform, Kade sat bent over a swath of paperwork that nearly covered the table. His dark hair fell across his broad forehead and stuck up at the back where he’d evidently swiped at it with his hand.

“Hi, honey,” she said. “Come say hello to our guest.”

His blue eyes held a faraway look, but they sharpened when his gaze went past her to Elena. He frowned, and Bree knew he’d seen the goose egg on the woman’s face. “She’s okay,” she said.

Kade’s gaze sank lower. “No, I don’t think she is.”

Bree turned and saw where his eyes were fixed. Elena had let loose of her grip on the blanket, and it gaped to reveal that her shirt from the right rib area down was saturated with blood. A fixed, glazed stare made her think Elena might pass out.

“Here, sit down.” Bree lowered her onto the sofa.

“I’ll get blood on your couch,” Elena muttered.

“It’s leather. It will clean. Kade, get me some hot water and soap. And some clean rags. Call Dr. Matilla.”

“Let me see,” Bree said. Without waiting for an answer, she lifted the woman’s top and winced when she saw the slash. Long and nasty, but probably not life-threatening. “You’ll need this stitched.”

“I think I’m going to pass out,” Elena whispered.

“Here, lie down.” Bree raised Elena’s bare feet onto the sofa, and she laid her head back. Bree kept pressure on the back of her head. “Better?”

“Yes.” The words were faint but clear.

Kade came in carrying a pan of water and some clean rags. “The doctor is on his way.”

“Lie still.” Bree began to dab the blood from Elena’s abdomen. The woman winced when the cloth passed over the raw edges of the cut. The water soon turned as red as the cloth. “I need some fresh water,” she told Kade.

He nodded and took the pan.

“Mama?” Terri said, her mouth puckering.

Bree had forgotten the little girl. “Mommy will be okay. The doctor will fix her.” She looked at her son, who stood watching the situation with a somber expression. “Davy, take Terri to your room and show her some of your toys.”

“Okay, Mom.” He took the little girl’s hand in a protective stance. “Do you like LEGOs? I’ve got lots of them.”

What a little man. Bree’s smile dimmed. He’d asked for a little brother or sister for months. It wasn’t as though she and Kade hadn’t been trying, but her womb remained stubbornly empty.

The doorbell rang, and Kade sprang to answer it. Bree heard the doctor’s deep voice. He lived just down the street and was always willing to help out in an emergency.

Kade ushered him into the living room. “Looks like a knife cut,” he told the doctor.

Dr. Matilla went straight to the sofa and began to examine Elena. “She’s going to need some stitches.” He touched the lump on her head. “You might have a concussion. Double vision? Memory problems, nausea?”

“All the above,” she murmured.

“We need to get you to the hospital.”

“No!” The woman rose on her elbows. “I can’t go to the hospital. I have no money. Can’t you just put butterflies on the cut?”

The doctor sighed. “Yeah, but you’d be better off in the hospital where a nurse could monitor your symptoms.”

“There’s no real treatment for concussion. I can rest better here.”

“That’s true.” The doctor stared at her. “Do you have medical training?”

“I don’t know.” Elena closed her eyes.

“She was a little confused earlier,” Bree murmured. “The only reason she knows her name is because it’s on her necklace.”

“Is that true? You don’t know who you are?” the doctor asked.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine in the morning.”

“What do you remember?” the doctor asked, drawing supplies out of his bag.

Elena bit her lip and shot a pleading glance toward Bree, who ignored it. The doctor needed to know the full story. “She doesn’t remember anything. Not her name, where she lives, what she’s running from, who did this. Nothing.”

“Could be emotional amnesia, or retrograde amnesia from the injury. Someone worked her over pretty bad, and it could be either the blow itself or the emotional trauma of it. You may be fine in the morning,” the doctor told Elena.

Tears slid from under her lids, and Elena rubbed her forehead. “My head hurts.”

“I’ll give you something for that,” the doctor said. “Now let’s get that wound closed.”

Bree and Kade stepped into the kitchen while the doctor stitched her up. Bree could see the questions in Kade’s eyes, so she told him how she’d found Elena stumbling along the side of the road.

He shook his head. “Only you, Bree.” His tone held admiration.

“You would have stopped too. Anyone would have.”

The doctor called them from the living room, and they stepped back through the doorway. Elena’s eyes looked a little clearer.

“Get some rest,” the doctor advised. “I have office hours tomorrow. Stop by and see me when you get up.”

“I’ll see she does.” Bree ushered him to the door and thanked him. When she returned to the living room, Elena was sitting up, but she was as pale as Bree’s sheer curtains. “I’ve got two spare rooms, but I imagine Terri will feel more secure if she stays with you,” Bree said. “Let me show you.” She carried the backpack up the steps and down the hall to the guest suite at the end. “There’s a bathroom here if you’d like to shower.”

“I . . . I don’t have any clothes,” Elena said. “I’ve got things for Terri though.”

“My underwear might fit you, but there’s no way my jeans would fit. You’re so tiny.” Bree tried to think if she knew of any woman as slim as Elena but couldn’t think of any. Her best friend, Naomi, was a little heavier than Bree. “I’ve got a nightgown you can wear. You’ll swim in it, but that’s okay. What are you, about a 2?”

“I don’t know.” Elena’s gaze darted past Bree to the dark spare room.

“It’s okay, no one’s here,” Bree said, flipping on the light. The soft overhead light illuminated the queen bed covered with a peach-flowered quilt. White ruffled curtains gave the room a homey feel she hoped would reassure the woman.

“It’s lovely,” Elena said, stepping through the doorway. “I can’t thank you enough.” Her lids drooped, and her body sagged.

Terri peeked into the room after them, and Elena called her daughter and began to undress her for bed.

“You’re exhausted. Let me get the nightgown.” Bree set the backpack on the floor and went to the master suite. She found the smallest nightgown she had in the big dresser just inside the door and grabbed a pair of her panties as well. At least Elena could have clean underwear, even if they were a little big. Tomorrow they’d go find her something to wear.

When she went back down the hall, she peeked in on Davy and found Kade slipping their son’s pajamas over his head. “Thanks,” she mouthed, then went on to the spare room. Elena had Terri in her pajamas.

“She’s too sleepy for a bath, and I . . . I think she’s clean.” The woman’s voice quivered.

“That’s a good idea. You should just fall into bed yourself. Don’t worry about getting the sheets dirty. We can change them tomorrow.”

Elena nodded. The little girl was asleep when her mother slipped her between the sheets.

A head injury, a knife wound. Bree had to wonder if whoever had hurt Elena might come looking for her. She leaned against the door frame. “Should I call the sheriff? Are you in danger tonight?”

“No! No police.”

“Why? I don’t understand.”

Elena rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know, but I just know I can’t talk about it.”

Bree walked to the bedroom window. “I won’t do anything you don’t want. But we need to keep you safe.”

“I think I’m safe here.” Elena’s voice trembled.

Her fear was beginning to transfer itself to Bree, and she glanced out over Rock Harbor, peaceful and serene with the village lights twinkling.

Elena slipped into bed next to Terri. “Thank you so much for your help, Bree. I’ll try not to be a bother.”

Bree crossed the room and turned off the light. “You’re no bother at all. Get some rest.”

She was going to have to be patient. Her heart welled at the other woman’s predicament. Whatever it was, it was very bad.
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THE SMELL OF STALE COFFEE, SWEAT, AND DESPAIR SEEPED through the Michigan State Police District 3 headquarters like an invisible stain. Captain Nikos Andreakos—Nick to his friends—propped his boots on his desk and stared at a glossy eight-by-ten crime scene photo from yesterday’s sniper attack. His stomach gave a sour rumble from too much caffeine and too little food, and his brain felt about as alert as a turnip at this unreasonably early hour for a Saturday. As the lead in a special violent crimes unit, he saw these types of photos too often to sleep well at night. He hadn’t slept at all in the last twenty-four hours.

What would possess a man who had just lost his job to go on a shooting spree? The perp had positioned himself on an overpass and taken potshots at passing vehicles. Three people died in a fiery car crash before he dropped his gun and hightailed it out of the area. It was Nick’s job to track him down. He sighed, dug in his pocket, and pulled out a pack of Rolaids. He thumbed one loose without looking and popped it into his mouth.

The door to his office burst open, and his father stepped into the room. Colonel Cyril Andreakos stood at Nick’s height of six feet. Their broad shoulders fit the same size shirts, but Cyril’s waist had spread out to about thirty-eight inches. People who saw pictures of Cyril at Nick’s age thought they were looking at Nick.

“We’ve got a bad one, Nick.”

Nick thumped his feet back on the floor. “Worse than snipers?” He grabbed a pen and paper.

“Couple of geocachers found a floater at Wilson’s Pond about an hour ago. Nasty. The perp took her tongue and her face. And here’s something weird—there was a partial peanut butter sandwich tucked inside the corpse’s clothes, next to her skin.”

Nick’s fatigue fell away as it always did at the prospect of a new case. “Geocachers? What’s that about?”

“Geocaching. A new sport. Players use a GPS unit to find stuff other people have hidden. People plant what they call caches, then log the thing on a Web site for other people to find.”

“Kind of a treasure hunt?”

His father nodded. “Exactly. Thousands are doing it all across the country. Even more thousands in other countries. This body was found at what the geocachers call a benchmark, in this case a historical marker. The GPS coordinates of the benchmark were listed on the geocaching Web site. When the geocachers got to the marker, they found a white bucket with a logbook and a note inside a plastic bag. The note told them to check the lake. So the perp was clearly having fun with the sport. It wasn’t a fluke.”

Nick jotted down some notes. “It doesn’t come across like a crime of passion. Too much planning involved. I don’t like the sound of this.”

“You and me both. Maybe this is a serial killer coming to call in our area. It feels ritualistic. Fraser is looking for similar cases elsewhere in the U.S. Look at the stuff posted at the site.” He handed Nick a paper.

Nick scanned it. “The first part is what the cache is called?”

His dad nodded. “‘Abominations will find you.’”

Nick read on to the clues. “‘Then Musa cast down his staff and lo! it swallowed up the lies they told.’” He looked up. “Do we know where it’s from?”

“The Koran.”

“And he took her tongue.” Nick grimaced. “What leads do we have from the post?”

“The geeks are on it. Give ’em an hour.”

“Any ID on the vic?”

Cyril shook his head. “Not yet. The on-site coroner said she’s got the build of a dancer.” His eyes locked with Nick’s for an extra second.

Nick rubbed his temples.

“If it pans out, maybe you could ask Eve—”

Nick gave a short, bitter laugh. “Eve is steamed that I didn’t show last night. She hasn’t returned my messages.”

His father’s mouth turned down. “I’m sorry, Son. I know it hurts. You thought about asking Evie for one more try?”

“No.” Nick narrowed his eyes to warn his father to back off.

“She loves you, and you love her. Work it out.”

“Drop it, Dad.”

“Your mother won’t drop it. Expect her to bring it up on Sunday.”

“Sunday?”

Cyril sighed. “Her birthday. I won’t tell her you forgot. She’s been cooking all week.”

Nick nodded, suppressing a wince. If there was one thing his Greek family loved, it was a chance to have a big family dinner. His mother’s birthday was something none of them was allowed to miss, though he’d sure like to sidestep her interrogation.

Eve’s face flashed into his mind, but he refocused on the computer screen and pulled his keyboard toward him.

“Did anyone check out the abomination angle?” he asked his dad.

“What abomination angle?”

“The listing.” Nick pointed. “‘Abominations will find you.’”

“What kind of angle?”

“Who uses the word anymore? It’s old-fashioned, kind of literary, religious. Might be a clue.”

Cyril shrugged.

“I’ll check it out,” Nick said. Intent on the computer screen, he barely noticed his dad close the door behind him. He typed the word abomination into the search box and watched the results appear. The first result took him to Wikipedia. All sorts of references were listed, so he clicked the first entry, the biblical references. Considering the passage came from the Koran, he figured the perp intended some kind of religious significance.

He scanned down the list of possibilities. Shepherds were an abomination to Egyptians. That didn’t seem obviously relevant. There was an end-times reference that might be a possibility. Maybe the guy thought he was a prophet.

He stopped at a reference to Proverbs 6:16. The verse encompassed a whole list of things that were an abomination to God. He read them, then read them again. The woman’s tongue was missing. “A lying tongue,” he said.

Realizing he was talking to himself, he hit the print button. It was too soon to jump to conclusions, but he could keep the list for reference. His phone rang. He picked up.

“Andreakos.”

“We got a name on the geocaching Web site post, Captain. Guy goes by Gideon.”

STATE FOREST FRONTED THE COMPLEX ON THE NORTH, MAKING IT easy to forget that the city was only an hour away. Gideon rolled the van through the gate under a sign that read “Mount Sinai,” then parked in front of the meetinghouse. The enclave of twenty or so cabins and tents cluttered the clearing around it.

The white-board structure had once been a Methodist church and still turned blind stained-glass windows toward the road. Gideon nodded to several members as he strode up the steps. Inside, the wooden planks of the church resounded under his heels. He walked tall, knowing those in attendance whispered about him in a respectful tone.

The church held about forty people. Moses Bechtol, the group leader, rubbed his hands together as he approached the podium. The place quieted. “We’re honored to have our special guest today. Just as Gideon judged the children of Israel and led them into the right worship of God, so our man Gideon has much spiritual wisdom for us today.” He clapped, and the rest of the group joined in.

Gideon walked to the podium. “Archimedes said, ‘Give me a lever long enough and a fulcrum strong enough, and single-handedly I will move the world.’ We have that lever and fulcrum.”

“Preach it, brother,” one of the young men on the front row murmured.

The audience nodded, ready to accept his message. They were worthy vessels. Bechtol had prepared them well. “Most of you are here because you are seeking something more from life than having the best toys, the most expensive TV, the newest iPod. Some of you come from painful, even shameful pasts. You think you deserve nothing because of what you’ve done.” He paused to watch some of them avert their eyes and cast their gazes to the floor.

“Our experiences are the womb—or matrix, if you will—to give birth to all we might become. Pain engenders power. The power to change your life is within you.” He tapped his forehead. “It resides here. You can take your past and use it to shape your future. Let it empower you to change yourself, and then the world.”

“How do we do that?” a young woman called. Her direct blue eyes challenged him.

He hesitated, aware that only those who were ready for his message would really accept it. Maybe 5 percent of this motley group. The rest would need more time. More pain. “Relish the trials you’ve been given. See what they have taught you. Embrace what they have made you become. Feed your strengths and ignore your weaknesses.” Satisfied when she dropped her gaze, he went on with his lecture.

When he ended the speech, he invited any of them who sought more out of life to join him in the group he called Job’s Children. Bechtol nodded his approval. Excitement hummed around the room as the young people discussed his new group. Gideon watched with a satisfied smile. Some might ask why he bothered to show others the way when he himself had so much important work to do, but he knew what it was like to wander on his own, searching for truth. There was much satisfaction in speeding others on their journey.

When the room emptied, he joined Bechtol for a stroll through the compound. They passed a lake that reflected the few shafts of sunlight piercing the tree cover.

The chilly wind began to creep into his bones as he followed Bechtol along the path. Gideon started for a small cabin on the other side of the armory, and Bechtol redirected him.

“This way,” Bechtol said, his dark eyes shifting away from Gideon’s gaze.

“Why?” Gideon asked, stopping in the middle of the path. He pulled his arm out of Bechtol’s grip and started for the cabin again.

Bechtol hurried after him. “I have a . . . um . . . a guest.”

As Gideon neared, he could hear a woman sobbing. He stopped outside the door. “Tell me.”

“She’s going to be my wife when she’s properly broken.” Bechtol made no apologies for what he’d done.

“You kidnapped her?”

“Yes.”

“You already have two wives,” Gideon pointed out, though he and Bechtol were merely colleagues, and neither claimed the right to pass judgment on the other man’s actions.

“I desired another one.”

A face appeared at the window. Straight black hair, sloe-eyed face, olive skin. Gideon covered his surprise by swiping his hair out of his eyes, then decided to say nothing.

THE SCENT OF SOMETHING SWEET DRIFTED INTO THE ROOM. Elena hadn’t thought she would sleep a wink, but her exhaustion and the bed’s comfort sucked her into oblivion. Terri still slept beside her. Her blonde curls lay across the pillow, and her cherubic cheeks were flushed with color.

Sunshine streamed past the curtains. She didn’t want to move, didn’t want to try to think. Her fingers touched the knot on her head, and she winced. Even the light touch of her fingers caused pain. She was afraid to look at it.

Her name was Elena . . . Elena what? Surely she could remember the full name this morning. No pictures rose to the surface of the fog that shrouded her memories. Nothing about the home she lived in, the yard, her parents, siblings. Her gaze touched the sleeping child. No memories of Terri’s birth came. No snippets of past events like a first tooth or the day she crawled or walked. Nothing.

Just an empty blankness. And fear. Terror leaped out of the shadows of her mind, and she bolted upright. Throwing back the bedding, she swung her legs out of bed and stumbled to her feet. She had to get away. Stepping to the window, she looked out on a town worthy of Currier and Ives. An idyllic small town with Victorian storefronts, the blue of a lake on one side, and green forest on the other.

Her fear began to swirl away as she drank in the peaceful scene. Surely she was safe here. While she had no real idea of where she was, the place seemed remote. Later she would ask Bree to show her the location on a map. The car was gone, sunken in the lake. No one knew where she was.

Elena turned away from the perfect view and found Terri’s backpack. No address book, electronic or otherwise. But even if she’d found it, she would have been afraid to call anyone. What could she say?

Hello, this is Elena. Who are you, and how do you know me? What’s my last name? Where do I live?

She sighed and glanced around for her clothes. Gathering them up, she went to the bathroom. It was charming, with a claw-foot tub encircled by a shower curtain that hung from the ceiling. She turned on the water and let it warm. Once she was showered and dressed, she’d figure out what to do.

A movement to her left caught her eye, and she flinched. A woman she’d never seen stared back at her. She realized it was her own image in the mirror. Long blonde hair, haunted blue eyes, a bruise that covered nearly her entire forehead, and a lump the size of a boulder on her temple. Scrawny too. Her breastbone stuck out of her skin, but her arms and legs were muscular.

She stepped closer and peered in the mirror. Running her fingers over the planes and angles of her face, she willed herself to remember. Anything, even a single memory would have reassured her. But there was nothing.

She dropped her hand and went to the tub. Stepping into the flow of water, she flinched when the hot water touched the raw cuts on her head and face. The water at her feet turned pink from the blood in her hair. She had a feeling she was lucky to be alive.

Someone had tried to kill her. She didn’t know how she knew, but she recognized the seriousness of the attack.

She scrubbed herself all over, watching the red and brown swirl together down the drain. When she washed her feet, she noticed they were calloused and ugly. The nails were devoid of polish. She was obviously no princess. Her fingers touched the necklace around her neck.

Ballet slippers. Could that be why her feet were in such rough shape? Maybe she was a dancer. Standing in the shower, she flexed onto the balls of her feet. It felt good to stretch, to use the strong muscles in her legs. Maybe it was a clue.

Fifteen minutes later, she went in search of the heavenly smell wafting up the steps. Maybe food would help revive her memory. Terri was still sleeping, so she followed the sound of voices.

Kade’s voice was loudest. “Did you find out anything about our guest?”

“Not really,” Bree answered. “She’s really scared though, Kade. I wonder if her husband abused her.”

Elena couldn’t even remember what her husband looked like. Her fingers curled around the doorjamb. Her right hand crept to the ring finger of her left again. She knew she’d been married but had only this circumstantial evidence, not any memory of a man, to prove it.

She straightened her shoulders and stepped into the kitchen. These good people needed some kind of pleasantry from her. “Something smells good.”

Bree spun from where she stood cooking at the stove. “Good morning.” She stared. “Your bruise is bigger.”

Kade stood from his seat at the table and pulled out a chair. “Have a seat. Bree is learning to make pannukakku. This attempt is pretty good. I don’t think it will poison you.”

Elena felt a smile curving her lips. Her tension began to melt away in the presence of these two. “Does she commonly poison people?”

Bree made a face. “I’m not the best cook in the country. But Kade here has gained fifteen pounds since we married, so he shouldn’t be complaining.” She fixed him with a stern stare that changed to a giggle when he crossed his eyes and stuck out his tongue.

“I’m starving. What is pannukakku?” She’d never heard the word.

Bree turned back to the stove. “A Finnish pancake. Kind of a custardy one with a fruit sauce. Boysenberry in this case.”

“Sounds yummy. Maybe I should wake Terri.” Before sitting at the table, Elena went to the windowsill. “Your African violet needs help.” She deadheaded the wilted blossoms and gave the plant a drink of water before caressing the leaves. What a lovely, velvety texture. She sniffed the aroma of soil. Such a fresh, new scent. And how had she known what the plant needed?

Lost in thought, she went to the table.

“I don’t have a green thumb.” Bree scooped up some pancake. “This warms up well. You can let her sleep if you want.” She put a plate of food down in front of Elena.

Elena spooned a bit of the concoction into her mouth. The sweetness felt like a shot of adrenaline. “Oh, this is great.” She began to wolf it down.

“Good.” Bree sat down in the chair next to her. “Is there anything I can do to help you today? Someone I can call?”

“No, no one,” she mumbled. She wasn’t prepared for questions. She took another bite, but the pancake lost its savor. Bree would want to dig until she found out who Elena was. The thought of discovering who had done this made her shudder. Whatever it was, the pain was too great to face now.

“You still don’t remember anything, do you?” Bree asked in a gentle voice.

Elena grasped for a memory, anything. A dim hint of music floated in her mind. She could see a dance floor, hear the pounding of ballet slippers. Someone called out a name. Elena Cox.

Her fingers clutched the golden ballet slippers at her neck. “I . . . I remembered,” she gasped. “My name is Elena Cox.” Her gaze fell to the floor. A worn pair of ballet slippers superimposed themselves over her bare feet. A high laugh tried to escape her throat. She was remembering.

“Oh, good.” Bree’s voice rose on the end with a hint of relief in it. “We want to help you,” Bree said, exchanging a glance with Kade. “And don’t worry, Kade and I discussed it. You’re welcome to stay until you get on your feet.”

“I don’t have any money. Maybe I could find a job in a convenience store or something.” Ballet hardly seemed something marketable.

“There’s a little shop in town, Finnish Imports. The owner happens to be my first husband’s mother. She’s looking for sales help. The pay isn’t much, but it would be enough to get by for now.”

“She’s Finnish?”

Bree nodded. “Many of the residents of Rock Harbor are of Finnish descent. Or Cornish who came over to work the copper mines of the Keweenaw. I think you’ll like it here.”

“What do you do?” Elena asked.

“I train search-and-rescue dogs. I also have an animal shelter. Do you like animals?”

“I . . . I think so.” Her eyes filled, and she looked down. “Your job must be very interesting.”

“I like it.”

“You’ve been very kind,” Elena said. “When could I talk to the owner of the store? What’s her name?”

“Anu Nicholls. We’ll go over after Terri gets up. You’ll love Anu. She’s always been there for me, even after Rob died.”

“Mama?” Terri stood in the doorway, rubbing her eyes.

“Hi, sweetheart.” Elena held out her arms, and Terri ran to climb onto her mother’s lap. The little girl’s hair was sticky with something and stuck up on end, but the aroma of little girl was even more appealing than that of the Finnish pancake. Elena pulled it into her lungs, dragging it in deep like an oxygen-starved diver. “We need to give you a bath. Are you hungry?”

Terri nodded. Her mother offered a spoonful of pannukakku, and the little girl’s eyes widened.

“Good?” Elena asked her daughter.

Terri nodded and opened her mouth like a little bird for more. The child soon finished a whole pancake.

She wiggled down to the floor. “Music,” she said, pointing to the radio on the counter.

Bree smiled and flipped it on. The melody filled the room, and Terri began to dance.

Elena watched her daughter twirl and pirouette around the room. She was incredibly graceful for a little girl. Elena couldn’t drag her eyes from her daughter. Each limb so exquisitely made, so perfect. Her limbs twitched with the desire to dance with Terri, but knowing the Matthewses would be watching kept her in her chair. Elena’s love of dance was her first clue to knowing herself.

“Looks like she’s had dance lessons,” Bree said.

Elena just nodded. It was obvious Terri had been taught, but Elena had no memory of the lessons. “Let’s get you bathed and dressed, Terri.” She scooped her daughter up. “I’ll be right back,” she told Bree.

By the time she bathed Terri and dressed her in denim pants and a pink shirt that read “Daddy’s Girl,” her assurance lagged. She didn’t want to leave the safety of this lighthouse home and face anyone in town. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. A job where she didn’t meet people might be better. What if he came here and just walked into the shop?

She glanced sideways at Terri. The little girl hadn’t mentioned her father. Was that a telling omission? If only Elena could name the threat. It was hard not knowing who was a danger.

Terri patted her mother’s cheeks. “Mama sad?”

“Mama is fine.” She kissed Terri’s cheek. “Maybe we can find a park and go swing later.”

“Swing!” Terri agreed. “Daddy go?”

So much for Terri not asking for her father. How should Elena respond? She not only didn’t know the answer; she didn’t know all the questions. “Daddy isn’t here. We’re visiting friends.”

Terri frowned but didn’t say anything more. She held on to Elena’s hand as they went down the steps to meet Bree by the door.

“Anu is expecting us,” Bree said. She held the door open. “Kade went on to work.”

Elena stepped out into brilliant sunshine and the fresh scent of water. The sound of waves hitting the shore lent a peaceful calm to the day. It was like standing at the beginning of a new world, a place she’d never dreamed existed. This place cast a spell of deep peace over her heart. If only she could stay here.

Maybe she could. It might be safe.

She rolled down her window as they drove the few blocks into downtown. Bree pointed out the landmarks, and Elena drank in the beauty of the small village. The smell of the big lake made her think of new life, and she prayed this was a chance for her and Terri to start over.

Whatever was behind her was something she didn’t want to face.

“Rock Harbor is surrounded on three sides by old-growth forest. The west side of town runs along a bluff above Lake Superior. We live there. Rock Harbor’s downtown area is nestled at the base of Quincy Hill.” Bree smiled. “If you can call three blocks downtown. Most of town’s major businesses are lined up on Houghton Street, which is intersected by Jack Pine Lane and Pepin Street.”

Elena nodded. “It’s like stepping back in time.”

“That it is.” Bree parked outside the store. “Here we are. Don’t be nervous.”

Elena followed Bree’s petite figure to the shop. A charming Victorian storefront done in the Painted Ladies style in several shades of blue with red accents made her smile. The front window held displays of wool sweaters in muted tans and browns. The bell jingled on the door as they went inside.

A slim, middle-aged woman looked up. Her stylishly short blonde hair lay in a cut that accentuated her chiseled features. She smiled at Terri. “I have some toys in the back room, little one. Would you like to see?” She held out her arms for Terri.

To Elena’s surprise, the little girl went right to Anu. Terri patted Anu’s face. “Hungry,” she said.

Anu smiled. “She is used to being around her grandmother?”

Elena held out her hand to avoid answering a question she had no answer for. “I’m Elena Cox.” She barely stumbled over the name. It was growing more and more familiar, like a pair of comfortable shoes that had been rediscovered in the back of the closet.

Anu grasped her hand in a firm grip. “I’m Anu. Bree has told me of your situation. Do you have any sales experience, Elena? Not that it should matter. I shall hire you for this little darling’s sake alone.” She smiled at Terri, who was staring at her with fascination.

“I . . . I don’t think so,” Elena stammered. Her bright hope began to flag. This was a mistake.

Anu waved her hand. “No matter. All I really require is someone to smile and be friendly. You will just need to learn the merchandise. I shall show you. Can you start tomorrow? Or are you unwell?” Her focus went to the knot on Elena’s head.

“I’m fine. Tomorrow is fine. Is there a day care around?”

“My friend Naomi said she’d keep Terri,” Bree said. “Since her little one’s been born, she hasn’t yet returned to the Kitchigami Search and Rescue. The kids’ll get along just fine. I’ll take you over to meet her when we leave here.” Bree took Terri from Anu to show her the toys.

Everything had happened so fast, Elena could barely take it in. “I don’t know what to say,” she said in a choked voice.

Anu patted her cheek. “Say yes, kulta.”

“Yes,” Elena whispered past numb lips. She would stay here as long as she could. She hesitated when Anu asked for her Social Security number but then made up one. It would probably be weeks before Anu turned in any money to the government. And Elena didn’t think it was the government that represented the danger.
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NICK PULLED HIS DODGE DURANGO TO THE CURB AND glanced at his watch. One o’clock on the button, just like he’d told her a week ago. He couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t returned his calls. She must be really ticked.

The house looked the same as always. A French country two-story, it had been Eve’s dream home. And Nick had been only too happy to give her whatever she wanted. The grass was still dormant and brown, waiting for spring.

The house was silent as he approached.

He braced himself for her fury and risked it only because he wanted to see Keri. Monday the divorce papers would go to the judge, and it would be over for good. He still didn’t understand how they’d ever come to this place.

He’d done all he could to save his marriage, but it had been like clawing at sand on a hillside only to hurtle to the bottom anyway.

No one came to the door, so he pounded on it. “Eve!” The house seemed empty, but she’d promised he could have Keri for the weekend, and if there was one thing Eve held sacred, it was her word. Maybe he’d crossed the line this time, made her mad enough to run off. The drapes were open on the picture window, so he stepped into the flower bed, his boots stomping into the petunias Eve had planted. Ignoring the stink of crushed flowers, he cupped his hands around his eyes and peered inside.

A chair lay upended. His gaze traveled the room. Another chair had a rip in it, and a bloody handprint marked the wall behind it. Disbelieving what his eyes had just seen, he clawed out his cell phone and called it in.

“I’m going in,” he told the dispatcher. “Get someone here now.” He clicked it off in the middle of her protest.

The key to the house still dangled amid the other keys on his keychain. Fumbling, he got it out and jammed it into the lock. He twisted it the wrong way first, then finally got it to unlock. His gun in his hand, he stepped into the foyer. The coppery scent of blood hit his senses.

“Please, God, don’t let them be dead,” he whispered. He stepped over a shattered vase into the living room. “Keri?”

His throat thickened, and he felt a certainty that he would find her and Keri lying somewhere in the house in a pool of blood. He heard the dim scream of sirens approaching the house. The house felt closed up, alien. He searched the living room, blanching at the amount of blood on the floor and wall, then went to the kitchen. A peanut butter sandwich lay on the floor with one bite out of it.

There was a sandwich on the body at the lake.

Nick doubled over. “Oh God, oh God,” he cried. “Please, God, no.” He crumpled to his knees on the floor.

The door banged open, and he heard his father’s voice calling him. “In here,” he mumbled past numb lips.

His father stood in the doorway. “Nick? I heard the call on my way home.”

Nick looked up as his father’s gaze lit on the peanut butter sandwich. “That geocacher guy has been here, Dad. He took them,” he whispered. Cyril’s big hand came down on his son’s shoulder and tightened in a grip that should have been painful, but Nick was past physical pain.

“They’re missing?”

Nick’s partner, Fraser Warren, came into the kitchen behind Cyril as Nick nodded. “There’s blood in the living room. A lot of it.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions, Nick.”

“Maybe she had an accident,” Fraser said.

“Too much blood. What if it’s her? What if the body is Eve? Oh God! Where’s Keri?”

“This might have nothing to do with the other murder,” Cyril said. “I’ll call in the team right now. We’ll find something. Have you checked upstairs?”

“No.” He looked wildly toward the steps. What an idiot.

“I did,” Fraser said. “No one there. But the car’s gone. Any idea where it could be?”

Nick sprang to the garage door. Sure enough, the garage was empty. “Maybe she got away,” he said.

“Maybe,” Cyril said, but his voice lacked confidence.

“I’ll go talk to the neighbors,” Fraser said. He gripped Nick’s shoulder. “Hang in there, buddy. Call your pastor. Have your church pray. We’ll find them.” But his gaze dropped away when Nick stared into his face.

Nick’s cell phone rang. The number wasn’t familiar, but Nick answered it. “Eve?” he barked.

An eerie laugh sounded in his ear, almost like Daffy Duck in the old cartoon. “Figured it out yet, Nick? Have you checked the geocaching site? I left a clue just for you.”

“Gideon?”

There was a click, then silence. Nick couldn’t think, couldn’t face what the taunting voice meant. Summoning reserves he didn’t know he had, he forced the emotion down to a dark place to be examined later.

He closed his phone and turned to Fraser. “That was him. He says he left us a clue on the geocaching site. Where do I find it?” Fraser told him the URL. Nick veered down the hall and into the office.

“I’ll get the laptop,” his dad called after him.

Fraser followed and grabbed Nick as he started to type. “Nick, don’t touch anything. There might be prints.”

Nick dropped his hands and stared at the keyboard. “Get me some gloves. I have to see what he left.”

Fraser glanced around the office. “There’s a wireless router. Wait for your dad to bring the laptop.”

Nick stood and followed his partner out of the office. His dad met him in the living room with the laptop in his hand. Nick grabbed it, opened it up, then navigated to the site. “How do I find a cache?”

Fraser pointed out the first link. “Now type in the zip code of your house.”

Nick typed it in and nearly groaned. “Over three thousand caches,” he said.

“It will probably be one of the most recent,” his dad said.

Each cache had a different title, like GERM’S PURGATORY and DÉJÀ VU. How would he find Gideon’s clue in all these? He started at the top. Five caches down he stopped. “This reads ‘Sins of the Past.’ Sounds ominous.” He clicked the link. The page held a set of coordinates, a tiny map, and gibberish he didn’t understand.

Scrolling down the page, he found more. “‘For pride is the beginning of sin, and he that hath it shall pour out abomination: and therefore the Lord brought upon them strange calamities, and overthrew them utterly,’” he read.

Cyril put his big hand on Nick’s shoulder and glanced at Fraser. “What were the coordinates for the woman in the pond?”

Fraser pulled a small notepad out of his pocket and flipped it open. He rattled off some coordinates.

Nick and Cyril exhaled in unison. “Not the same as these,” Nick told Fraser. “Go check the coordinates on the GPS unit in the car.” His partner nodded and vanished out the door.

“I don’t quite recognize that text,” Cryil said. “It sounds like something out of the Bible, but it’s not familiar.”

Nick nodded and opened another browser window, where he typed in the first part of the saying. It brought up another site. “Hmm, it’s from the Apocrypha. Sirach 10:13. I’m not familiar with it.”

While Fraser was gone, Nick decided to return to the geocaching Web site and check the entry for the first woman they’d found. Under the logged visits, he found a new message from Gideon. “Dad, look here!” He turned the screen around so his father could read it.

Cyril leaned over the computer. “‘Abomination upon abomination. You have left her body unclaimed and unburied. Check out the Blue Gate Bar.’”

Nick moved the computer screen back to face him. “He doesn’t seem to like the fact that we haven’t identified her.”

“I’ll send someone to the bar. It’s down by the water,” Cyril said.

The investigators arrived and talked in low tones while they took blood samples and gathered evidence. Nick had never imagined this familiar scene would be played out in his own home. Eve’s home, he corrected himself. She’d kicked him out months ago.

Fraser came in and stuck his thumb in the air. “The coordinates are for here.”

Cyril scratched his head. “Okay, stay with me here a minute. The killer is using religious verses, but not from any one text. The first was the Koran. This is the Apocrypha. He calls himself Gideon. Could mean nothing, but that’s one of the big-shot judges from the Old Testament. Think it’s a missionary killer?”

“They usually target prostitutes or homeless people,” Nick said. “Why Eve?”

“That’s what we have to find out. We need to start digging into Eve’s past, and this other woman’s as soon as we get her identified. Sorry, Nick.”

Nick nodded without meeting his father’s gaze. No one said anything else. He knew they were all thinking that Eve’s body would be the next one to be found—minus a body part.

Body parts. “I might have something else,” he said slowly. “Let me get Eve’s Bible and show you.” He went to the bedroom and found her Bible on the nightstand. He flipped to Proverbs and carried it back to the living room. “I saw this on a Google search this morning.”

“What?” His dad peered over his shoulder. Nick read aloud.

“These six things the LORD hates, 
Yes, seven are an abomination to Him:
 A proud look, 
A lying tongue, 
Hands that shed innocent blood,
 A heart that devises wicked plans, 
Feet that are swift in running to evil, 
A false witness who speaks lies, 
And one who sows discord among brethren.”

“You think the floater was the lying tongue?” Fraser asked.

“Maybe.” Nick wasn’t ready to assume anything. He prayed he was wrong about all of it. “If we find the woman’s identity, let’s try to keep it out of the media as long as possible. Maybe he’ll get more agitated the longer she goes unclaimed. He seems to care about that for some reason.”

ELENA GOT THE DEPOSIT READY, TURNED OUT ALL THE LIGHTS, and headed for the door. Anu had left her in charge tonight, so she double-checked to make sure she hadn’t overlooked anything. Had she really been in Rock Harbor for two months? It seemed like only a few days, yet it had been forever as well. She felt as though she’d lived here all her life.

Terri would be looking for her. Bree’s best friend, Naomi, had invited them to dinner tonight, which would be a nice change of pace. Bree and Kade were coming too. Elena really needed to look for another place to live and quit mooching off the Matthewses, but Bree had insisted that she and Terri stay for now. What she made at the shop wasn’t much.

Elena wanted to relax, to settle into Rock Harbor, but everything could come tumbling down in a moment. Anu could hear back from the government about that fake Social Security number anytime, or the man who had hurt her could come walking in the door.

Not that she would recognize him.

With the door locked behind her, she stepped out into the sunshine. Had she ever realized spring was so glorious? With her lids closed, she lifted her face to the light. A dozen fragrances burst on her senses: flowers, sunshine, cut grass. A smorgasbord of scents. Though she guessed she was in her early thirties, this was the first spring she could remember.

So many people had welcomed her to Rock Harbor, made her feel a part of the community. Slowly, she was beginning to let down her guard, to think she might be safe here.

To make a fresh start.

The sidewalks bustled. A gay-rights group had come to town for the weekend, and the participants had waved banners and made plenty of noise. A magazine was doing a spread on the event, but Elena made sure to stay out of their way. She didn’t want her picture to get out to the media. The wrong person might see it.

She crossed the street and dropped the deposit off at the bank, then retraced her steps in the direction of Naomi’s home, where she was to meet Bree. Two women with their arms around each other careened into her. “Sorry,” she said, even though it was their fault.

“Hey, where’s a good place to eat?” the dark-haired woman asked.

Elena smiled and nodded toward the café. “Have you tried the food at the Suomi? It’s pretty terrific.”

The redhead returned her smile with a warmth that put Elena’s guard down. “What would you suggest?”

“You have to try a pasty. Get a beef one. They’re the best in the UP.”

“We’ll do that.” The redhead’s smile widened, and her gaze shifted past Elena’s shoulder.

Elena turned in time to see a flash go off. Someone had snapped a picture. He was leaning against a van emblazoned with the name of a Detroit newspaper. “Oh, please, you have to erase that picture.” She ran toward the photographer, a young man with broad shoulders and shoulder-length hair. He lifted the camera above her head when she grabbed at it. “Please, you can’t use that.”

“Chill, lady. You can barely see your face. I was just getting the town.” He went to his van and got in.

She ran after him and tried to wrench open his door, but he stared straight ahead, dropped the gearshift into drive, and pulled away. Only by snatching back her hand did she escape being pulled along with him.

Maybe she was overreacting. Her past might not even be in Detroit. Even if it was, whoever was looking for her might have given up by now. She could only hope. She caged her fear again, squared her shoulders, and started toward Naomi’s. She was making a new life. No one would find her here.

She stared in fascination at purple phlox spilling down a slope. Were the colors up here brighter and more vivid, or was she simply seeing everything for what felt like the first time? Flowers bloomed along the sidewalks, and wildflowers dotted the countryside on her route to Naomi’s.

She was so blessed to have this place, to experience this life.

The children played in the front yard and didn’t notice when she entered the gate. Naomi O’Reilly pulled weeds in the flower bed by the walk. Her baby, Matthew, played with a top on the sidewalk.

“Hey, girl,” Elena said. “I’m a little early. Need some help?” She put down her purse, squatted beside her friend, and began to tug weeds loose from the soil. The rich scent smelled like home.

“Thanks.” Naomi swiped at a stray lock of brown hair that hung over one eye. At thirty-three, she was about Elena’s height. Pretty rather than beautiful, her real beauty was in her sprightly attitude. Nothing ever got her down for long.

Her search dog, Charley, bounded to greet Elena. She rubbed him and kissed his muzzle. “Hey, buddy.” He was a beautiful golden retriever with large, expressive eyes and a sweet soul.

Naomi gave her a sly smile. “I have a present for you.”

“For me?”

Naomi stood and dusted her hands. “Wait here and keep an eye on Matt. He keeps trying to eat the dirt.” She disappeared inside the screen door.

Elena waved at Terri, who was swinging, then knelt next to the baby. “Hey, little guy.” She opened his tiny fist and dumped the dirt out of his palm. His lips had traces of dirt at the corners when he smiled up at her.

“Close your eyes,” Naomi called from the other side of the screen door.

Elena stood and shut her eyes. “Okay,” she called. She heard the screen door squeak, and then a small ball of warm fur was deposited in her arms.

Her eyes flew open, and she looked down at the most beautiful face she’d ever seen—well, other than Terri’s. A pure white kitten with blue eyes.

“The neighbor cat had babies,” Naomi said, beaming like a proud grandmother. “Isn’t she darling?”

“Oh, she’s beautiful.” Elena didn’t think she’d ever been the squealing sort, but a sound very much like one came from her lips. The kitten’s tiny pink tongue came out and licked her cheek. Sharp milk teeth nibbled her chin, and Elena laughed.

A vehicle rumbled behind her, and she turned to see Bree and Kade pulling up in Kade’s truck. Bree waved and leaped from the vehicle as soon as it stopped. “You were supposed to wait until I got here,” she scolded, her teasing gaze going to the kitten.

“I couldn’t stand it,” Naomi said. “I just gave it to her.”

“What are you going to name her?” Bree plucked the kitten out of Elena’s arms and held her up in the air. “Oh, you are just adorable.”

The kitten mewed and struggled. Bree held it against her chest and laughed when it nibbled the neck of her blouse. Samson whined at her legs, and she held the kitty down for him to sniff. His curly tail wagged frantically, and he licked the little white head.

Elena held out her arms. “Hey, she’s mine. I want her back.” Bree dropped the kitten back into Elena’s arms, and she nuzzled the little fur ball. “What do you think I should call her?”

Both women stared at the kitten as if contemplating a great mystery. “Gracie,” Bree said. “I think she looks like a Gracie.”

“I like it.” Elena kissed the fuzzy head. “I could use a little grace in my life.”

Bree touched her arm. “I had some time to look around on the Internet today. I found an article about you helping some underprivileged kids take dance lessons.”

“Really?” Elena asked.

“I’d hoped for at least a picture or a mention of your family, but there was nothing.”

“Any idea where we lived?”

Bree’s nod was vigorous. “In a Detroit suburb. I’ll show you the link when we get home. I bookmarked it.”

Not that it would help. How much could there be about an obscure dance teacher named Elena Cox? Bree hadn’t even been able to find a phone number. And maybe that was for the best. Elena could settle here, put the evil in her life behind, and start fresh with Terri.
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