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Prologue

Sara was diligent in putting away the frozen groceries first, the way her husband expected. Food requiring refrigeration came next, each item neatly placed into its proper receptacle within the stainless-steel refrigerator. The packages and boxes were already stowed in their respective cupboards, but cans still littered the granite countertop. Hearing Garret emerge from his study, Sara hurried to put them away.

Any minute, Garret was going to poke his head through the door to inquire what her plans were for supper and, unfortunately for her, she hadn’t given a thought yet as to what they were going to eat.

Working quickly, she slid the cans one by one onto the cabinet shelf, alphabetizing as she went. Baked beans went before chicken broth, which went before green beans; then mushrooms, ravioli, stewed tomatoes, and three-bean salad.

On second thought, maybe the broth ought to be classified with soups, or would that annoy him?

Transferring the chicken broth to the soup shelf, she stepped back to double-check the order: broccoli, celery, chicken broth, chili, gazpacho, lentil, then tomato.

Wherever there were two cans of the same kind, one went behind the other, and the can in front had to have an earlier expiration date.

With a huff of annoyance, she shut the cabinet door. She didn’t have time to check the expiration dates, which were all years from now, anyway. If she didn’t think of a meal to cook tonight, Garret would find something else to take away from her.

She opened the stainless-steel freezer and frowned at the contents. What was wrong with her that she couldn’t remember to take the meat out in the morning? Garret was bound to lecture her. Forethought, Sara, is all that this requires. Or are you too simple to plan ahead just a few hours?

Simple? No. She had a master’s degree from the University of Virginia, which she’d earned before she met him, of course. If he knew how truly clever she was, how masterfully she kept her secrets from him, he’d lock her up in the attic.

She snatched up a package of frozen hamburger meat and tossed it into the microwave.

The throbbing of a bass drum had Sara glancing up with consternation. What was Kendal doing playing his music that loudly? Surely he knew that his father worked at home on Wednesdays.

She drew an agitated breath. If he didn’t turn the volume down, they were both bound to face some kind of reprimand.

Abandoning the kitchen, Sara hurried through the marble foyer toward the stairs to warn him. She slowed when she saw that the door to Garret’s study was open. That’s right, she’d heard him leave his study just moments before. She realized that he was already upstairs having words with Kendal. Oh dear.

The sudden silence told her that Garret had ripped the stereo plug from the wall. She could hear his voice now, harsh punctuations of sound that she couldn’t make out words to. With a foot on the bottom step, she listened. Garret didn’t like it when she interfered.

An awful silence ensued.

“No!”

Kendal’s wail galvanized her. Sara took the broad, curving steps three at a time, her heart jumping up her throat as she envisioned what Garret could have done to elicit such a cry of protest. He’d never laid a hand on Kendal as far as she knew.

She arrived at the second floor in the same instant that Garret stalked from Kendal’s bedroom, Mr. Whiskers dangling from one hand. “Throw this away,” he commanded, thrusting the French Lop rabbit at her as he stormed past. “That ought to teach your son not to disturb me when I’m working.”

Sara caught the limp creature in her arms. She could tell right away that it was dead.

She looked down at it, stunned. There was nothing visibly wrong with it—no open gashes, no blood anywhere, but it was definitely dead.

The sound of Kendal panting had her hurrying forward. “Sweetheart?”

She found him on the edge of his bed, arms clasped to his midsection, staring wide-eyed at the empty rabbit cage.

“Honey?” She eased onto the bed beside him, dead rabbit cradled in her arms. “What happened?” She’d never seen him like this, gasping as if he’d been punched in the stomach. “What did your father do?” she asked, shaking his arm when she got no answer.

“Strangled,” he whispered, through bloodless lips.

“What?” Horror squeezed Sara’s heart. Garret wouldn’t have strangled Kendal’s rabbit to death—or would he?

The boy continued to pant as if desperate for air. She jumped up to find something he could breathe into. There was a lunch bag, filled with school supplies. She emptied it and brought it to him. “Breathe into this, honey. You need to calm down.”

Calm down? The suggestion was ludicrous! How could anyone be calm in this nerve-wracking environment?

Kneeling on the plush carpet, she watched the bag inflate and deflate. Kendal’s panting subsided, but his face still reflected shock. How many times had she looked into the mirror and seen herself looking like that?

Volcanic, maternal rage boiled within her. It was one thing to let Garret intimidate her; it was another thing to let him victimize her son. How dare he threaten her baby, her reason for enduring this marriage in the first place?

No more. This was where she drew the line, where she pulled together her fragmented plans for freedom and made them a reality. “Listen to me,” she whispered, placing the dead rabbit on the floor to grasp his knees. “We are going to leave him, Kendal. We don’t have to live like this.”

He looked at her. At last, she had his full attention.

“I have a plan,” she admitted, speaking so quietly that even if Garret had planted a listening device in Kendal’s room he couldn’t overhear. “I can’t tell you what it is, but it’s going to work. We are going to leave,” she said again, “and we’re never coming back,” she added fiercely.

The scales of shock fell from Kendal’s eyes, giving way to hope. “He’ll find us,” he whispered fearfully.

“No, he won’t. I’ve kept a secret from him. Something that he doesn’t know.”

The boy’s gaze fell to the lifeless bundle at their feet. “I’m afraid,” he admitted.

“I know, sweetheart.” I am, too. “That’s why I can’t tell you any more. You’ll just have to trust me.”

He gave a tentative nod, which Sara took as a token of his agreement and, hopefully, his cooperation when the time came.

She needed more than that, though.

She needed a miracle to help them get away.

Chapter One

Next Day

Chief Petty Officer Chase McCaffrey stalked into the Trial Services Building on Oceana Naval Base in a piss-poor mood. He hadn’t put a dent in the paperwork piled on top of his desk at the Spec Ops and, already, he was having to pack his bags and leave—not on an assignment this time, but to claim the land his stepfather had left to him, land he never wanted to go home to.

The young, African-American security guard on duty greeted him warmly. “How you doin’, Chief? I ain’t seen you here in months!”

“Twelve to be exact,” Chase told him, slapping the envelope he’d brought onto the X-ray belt. He withdrew his pistol, a SIG Sauer P226, out of the holster on his battle dress uniform belt and surrendered it to the guard, along with his cell phone, neither of which was permitted in the building.

“Where you been?” Petty Officer Marcelino Hewitt asked. “Oh, wait, I guess you can’t tell me that. It’s classified.”

“Somewhere hot,” said Chase succinctly. Which had to be obvious, given his savage tan and sun-bleached eyebrows. He stepped through the metal detector, feeling vulnerable. But this wasn’t Malaysia. In this building, he was safe from everything but long lines and red tape, neither of which he had time for today.

“What’s wrong, Chief? You don’t look so chipper today,” Hewitt needled, reverting to their habit of harassing each other.

“I am never chipper,” Chase articulated, with a scowl that was half-genuine, half-pretend.

“Jolly, then,” Hewitt amended, with a straight face.

“Fuck you,” Chase said, without heat. “You’re the one who’s jolly.” His gaze fell to the petty officer’s ample midsection. “I thought I told you to lose weight. You’ve put on at least ten pounds.”

The man chuckled. “You said to lay off the donuts. You didn’t say nothin’ about no honey buns, though,” he retorted gleefully.

Chase snatched his folder off the X-ray belt as it reappeared. “No pastries, period, Hewitt,” he suggested. “And lay off the soda,” he added, pointing out the can of Coke in the guard’s work area.

“Aw, Chief!” Hewitt protested with exaggerated grief.

But Chase was already halfway down the hallway. All he needed was for Commander Spenser, a JAG lawyer, to sign off on the document Chase carried, stating that he agreed to represent a petty officer third class in Chase’s platoon who’d cracked a few skulls at the waterfront.

With a mutter of annoyance that his job at home port amounted to babysitting, Chase stalked into the lounge area outside the counselor’s chambers. To his relief, only one other person, a woman, sat waiting. But then he noticed that the lawyers’ offices were empty. Through the milky glass windows in the door across the hall, he could see that they’d come together in a meeting.

“Fuck me,” Chase growled, throwing himself down into a hard, plastic lounge chair. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the woman’s head come up sharply. “Sorry,” he apologized glancing her way.

Their gazes locked in mutual surprise as they recognized each other.

She was Sara Garret, wife of the infamous prosecuting JAG from Lieutenant Renault’s court-martial last year.

She’d intrigued him then. Her gray-green eyes had the same effect on him now as they moved over him, taking in his sun-streaked goatee, his jungle-camouflage BDUs, and his black, lace-up boots.

“Do you know how long they’re going to be in there?” he asked, unsettled by her scrutiny.

“Um, I don’t know,” she admitted, biting her lower lip. “Maybe half an hour longer?”

He couldn’t look away from her, just like at last year’s court-martial. He’d tried to speak with her at the trial’s end, only she’d darted into the restroom, frustrating his attempt. He could assuage his curiosity now. “Have we met before?” he asked, certain that they had. “Before the court-martial, I mean.”

Her face took on a certain radiance. “Well, yes, actually. You were in San Diego about four years ago?”

How’d she know that?

“You jump-started my car in the library parking lot,” she explained. “I’d left the lights on, and the battery was dead.” He didn’t remember.

“Then a couple years later, I rammed my shopping cart into yours, right here at the local commissary.”

Now that he kind of remembered. Her cart had upset the six-pack of canned soda he’d slung over the side of his. Two of the cans had plummeted to the floor, spraying carbonated soda all over his pant legs. The woman had been so shaken that he’d had to call for the mop to do the cleanup himself. “That was you?” he asked.

“Yes.” Flushing with chagrin, she focused on the notebook in her lap, which was what she’d been doing when he walked in.

He let himself consider her. From her mousy brown hair to the shapeless beige dress she wore, she wasn’t much to look at. She was nervous and tense, and she’d perfected the art of blending in, a skill detectable by one who hid for a living, a sniper like him. He’d wondered last year what she was hiding from. He was still wondering.

“My name’s Chase,” he volunteered. “Chase McCaffrey. Some folks call me Westy.”

“Sara,” she said, with a shy nod. She kept a firm grip on her pencil. No hand-shaking allowed.

“Whatcha workin’ on?” he asked, wanting to put her at ease, to solve the riddle that she presented.

“Lesson plans,” she admitted, scrunching up her shoulders as if doing that would help her disappear.

She reminded him of a wild animal, wary of humans. He’d tamed a number of wild animals when he was younger. All it took was time, gentleness, and patience. “You’re a teacher?” he inquired. Aside from the bun confining her hair, she didn’t look like a teacher.

“English tutor,” she corrected him. She glanced at her watch, and a crease appeared between her slender eyebrows.

“Something wrong?” It wasn’t in his nature to be nosy, but he could feel the tension building in her. Not because of him, he hoped.

“Oh, no. I’m . . . supposed to tutor at the Refugee Center in an hour, but . . .” She glanced toward the closed door where the lawyers convened, and frustration dimmed the clarity of her eyes.

“You don’t drive,” he guessed.

A flicker of anger came and went. “Not lately,” she said, looking down at the notebook.

He wasn’t making much headway. Some wild animals took months to tame.

“Could you use a ride?” he heard himself ask. Like he had time to drive her places with all the paperwork waiting for him.

That got her attention. “Excuse me?” she squeaked.

“I was offering you a ride,” he explained, figuring he’d overstepped his bounds.

“To the Refugee Center,” she clarified.

“Of course.” Jesus, did she think he was picking her up? He wasn’t that hard up to be chasing a JAG’s wife, let alone one who dressed like a nun.

“No, thank you,” she murmured, with a pretty blush.

He watched her scratch a word onto the list that she was making. The longer he looked at her, the more tightly she gripped her pencil.

“Ma’am?” he said, startling her head up. “Could you do me a favor?” he asked. He couldn’t sit here any longer, feeling the tension in her. “Could you give this envelope to Commander Spenser when he comes out of the meeting?”

“Sure,” she said, managing a wobbly smile.

“Thanks. Tell him, he can mail the document back to the return address after he signs it.”

“Okay.”

Coming out of his chair to extend her the envelope, Chase felt like he was jumping into one of the green-gray pools at the base of a Malaysian waterfall. Her eyes were exquisite. “Take care,” he said, unsettled by their unexpected pull on him.

“You, too,” she said, radiant again.

He stalked toward the exit, trying to get his mind on all the things he had to do before taking leave. But as he paused by the security checkpoint to collect his SIG and cell phone, he asked Petty Officer Hewitt, “So what’s the deal with Captain Garret’s wife?”

“Miss Sara?” Hewitt countered with a pitying shake of his head. “She sits in there all day sometimes, waitin’ for him to leave work.”

“Why?” Chase asked.

Hewitt shrugged. “Captain Garret don’t let her out of his sight. Sweet lady, too. It’s a shame he treats her so bad.”

Chase turned away. He wished he hadn’t learned that. “See less of you later, Hewitt.”

“Not a chance, Chief.” Hewitt chuckled.

As he pushed out of the building into the balmy September afternoon, Chase felt for the woman trapped inside. She must long to be freed to the wild outdoors. He shook his head, picturing her husband, a man whose arrogant demeanor betrayed an overinflated ego.

Men who dominated women belonged to the same category as the terrorists that Chase annihilated. Too bad he’d never get orders to take that fucker out.

Twenty-four hours later, Chase filled his duffel bag with what he’d need for three weeks’ leave. He stood halfway between his dresser and his bed, emptying the drawers he’d just filled a few days ago.

Jesse, his black Labrador retriever, lay with his head on his paws, ears flattened, looking devastated.

Chase couldn’t take it anymore. “You want to come with me, boy?” he relented. For the last twelve months, the dog had stayed with a friend. It wasn’t fair to Jesse to leave him again.

Jesse’s head popped up.

“Want to go to Oklahoma? It’s a long drive.”

The dog’s mouth parted in what had to be a smile.

“Hell, you might like it so much you won’t want to come back,” Chase mused, picturing the woods and the stream where he grew up, paradise for a hunting dog. Jesse wagged his tail as if he could see the pictures in Chase’s head.

Pictures that went from good to bad in the blink of an eye. He envisioned his mother on the front porch holding the squalling baby. “Linc, stop it!”

Linc had Chase by the scruff of his shirt. Ignoring his wife’s pleading, he flung Chase as hard as he could into the door of the two-toned, 1976 Chevy Silverado. The impact was stunning. Chase felt the bone in his nose crack. Hot blood gushed out, running over his lips.

With a mutter of annoyance, he flicked the memory off. He couldn’t believe Ol’ Linc had gone and left him the ranch. It was probably mortgaged to the eaves, and this was his last bid, even from the grave, to torture his stepson.

If his real father hadn’t originally bought it, Chase would let a Realtor sell it. He couldn’t care less about the place.

But it was McCaffrey land, not Sawyer land. His daddy had bought it for his mama before he was born. “So, suck it up,” he muttered to himself.

He was stuffing his socks in the bag when his cell phone rang. “Yes, sir,” he said, having recognized the executive officer’s extension.

“I know you’re trying to leave, Chief, but did you ever get the lawyer to sign off on the paperwork for Dewey?” asked Lieutenant Renault, who was known to his friends as Jaguar.

He was referring to the document that Chase had left with Sara Garret. “It should be in the mail today or tomorrow, sir. I’ll double-check that.”

“Just give me a call back if there’s going to be a problem.”

“Roger, sir.”

“Listen, drive safely, and take your time. Vinny’s got your paperwork covered. Luther’s got the range. If you need more time, just let me know.”

“Will do. Thank you, sir.”

“No problem, Chief.”

Chase ended the call, then looked up a number in his dial-up menu. Commander Spenser’s phone bumped him over to voice mail. If he left a message on a Friday afternoon, the lawyer might never get around to calling him back.

With a long-suffering sigh, he descended the stairs to his kitchen, where he pawed through the phone book. Hopefully Sara Garret’s number was listed, and hopefully she’d be home to take his call.

Her name wasn’t listed, but her husband’s was, identifiable by his rank, Captain Garret. Chase dialed *67 to conceal his number from caller ID. As the phone rang, he pictured her exquisite eyes and his pulse quickened inexplicably.

The jangling of the telephone startled Sara from counting her money on the bathroom floor. Stuffing the bills back into the tampon box, she shoved it under the sink before hurrying to the adjoining bedroom to snatch the phone off the cherrywood secretary. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Garret?” asked a male voice. The familiar drawl made the air back up in her lungs.

“Yes.”

“This is Chief McCaffrey. I left an envelope with you yesterday at the Trial Services Building?”

“Yes,” she said, rendered almost mute by the fact that he was calling her. Her thoughts ran wildly before her.

Chief McCaffrey. Four years ago, he’d approached her stranded car in the parking lot, offering to help. He’d been so considerate, so competent, so handsome in a rough-and-ready way, that she’d been in a daze when they parted company. Garret had berated her for her tardiness the instant she arrived home.

Running into him again at the base commissary, here in Virginia Beach, had struck her as a marvelous coincidence. And he’d been just as cordial and considerate as the last time, even though she was fully to blame for toppling his soda cans. She’d left the store amazed that such a man existed, only to have Garret seize her checkbook because she’d splurged on strawberry shortcake.

Now Chase McCaffrey was on the phone, calling her!

“Sorry to bother you, ma’am, but I need to know if you were able to give Commander Spenser that envelope.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, disappointed that the call wasn’t personal, of course not. “I handed it to him right away, along with your message.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I’m headed to Oklahoma this afternoon. Just wanted to tie up all my loose ends.”

Oklahoma? Had he just said Oklahoma? The word jolted her like an electric shock. Sara sputtered, searching for an appropriate way of asking whether he could give her and Kendal a ride.

“Why . . . why are you going to Oklahoma?” she stammered, her head spinning so fast that she could hardly think.

“Family member died,” he said shortly. “Left me some land.”

Sara licked her dry lips, desperate to put her question to him. But within the confines of a casual phone call, it was inappropriate. Besides, she could hear Kendal’s bus coming up the road now, hydraulic brakes screeching as it slowed beside the bus stop. “Please, can . . . can I see you before you go?” she added before she lost her courage. “There’s something that I have to ask you.”

He kept notably quiet, no doubt thinking she had lost her mind.

“There’s a park in my neighborhood,” she persisted, sacrificing her dignity for Kendal’s sake. “I’m taking my son there today at four. Could you meet me there?”

“Well, I’m pretty busy packin’ and all,” he answered, but he actually sounded like he was thinking about it.

“Just give me ten minutes.” She wanted to melt into the Berber carpet for being reduced to begging favors from a stranger, but the opportunity was too golden to pass up: a ride out West without having to use public transportation.

“The park on Sherwood Drive?” he asked her.

“Yes,” she confirmed, her hope flaring, “just past the pool.”

“See you there,” he said, ending the call.

Sara stared at the phone in her grip, dazed by the possibility that the miracle she’d been praying for had just dropped in her lap. Who better to help her and Kendal slip away than a Navy SEAL? He’d been so helpful in the past; surely he’d consider helping just one more time.

Her gaze shifted out the window to where ten-year-old Kendal was getting off the bus, his shoulders bowed beneath the weight of his backpack. He’d dressed all in black today, still mourning his rabbit.

His teacher had called yesterday evening, the day after Mr. Whiskers’s death, alarmed by the change in Kendal’s demeanor.

Sara was also alarmed. But she wasn’t going to waste time wondering where the downward spiral would end. She was taking every conceivable measure to get her and Kendal out of this nightmare before another incident took place.
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