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PROLOGUE

I told you this was a great place.” Corbin Dunston beamed with pride as he held up the trout he’d just reeled in. “Look at this beauty. It must weigh three pounds.”

“Amazing.” Sophie grinned as she got to her feet. “Now may we go back to the restaurant and get some lunch, Dad? Michael and Mom are waiting for us.”

“Michael should have come with us instead of hanging out in the restaurant. A boy should have his time in the sun. Besides, I wanted to show off for him. It’s a grandfather’s privilege.”

“Next time. I told you he had a cold. I didn’t want to chance him getting chilled out here on the pier.”

“It wouldn’t have hurt him. Michael’s not a namby-pamby. He’s a tough little rascal.”

“He’s only eight years old, Dad. Let me pamper him for a little while longer. And it gives Mom a chance to have him to herself for a while. You and he have enough man-to-man time.”

“I guess you’re right. And it will keep her from spending all day making client calls. She might as well be in the office.” Her father threw the fish into the basket, got to his feet, and stretched before starting up the pier. “Yeah, I suppose it’s better. In between playing with Michael, she’ll get to chat with all the waitresses in the restaurant and make a few calls to keep her from feeling guilty.” He shrugged. “I told her she should retire like me, but she said she’d go nuts.” He shook his head. “You must have inherited your type-A personality from her. You’d both be better off if you just relaxed and enjoyed life.”

“I do enjoy life. I just don’t enjoy fishing. I wish you’d stop trying to convert me. You’ve been dragging me to lakes since I was six years old.”

“And you’ve let me.” Her father clapped her on the shoulder. “And most of the time you don’t even complain. I know you think I wanted a boy and maybe you’re right. But no one could have been a better companion to me than you’ve been through the years. Thanks, Sophie.”

She cleared her throat to rid it of tightness. “I’m complaining now. You caught me in the middle of a megabig project.” She smiled. “You should understand. If I remember correctly, you’ve been pretty stressed yourself on occasion.”

“Past history.” Corbin gazed out at the lake. “Lord, look at that sunset. Isn’t that beautiful?”

“Beautiful,” Sophie agreed.

“And worth coming out here and leaving your precious project behind?”

“No.” She smiled. “But you’re worth it.”

“That’s a start.” Corbin chuckled. “And you’re right. I am worth it. I’m witty and clever and I’ve found the secret of life. Why wouldn’t you want to hang out with me?”

“No reason at all,” Sophie said, gazing at him. Corbin’s cheeks were flushed with sun and his tall, muscular frame was that of a much younger man than his sixty-eight years. And God, he looked happy, Sophie thought. No tension, no sign of tiredness. “That’s why I dropped everything and came running.” She paused. “I’ve missed you. I meant to come down last month, but time got away from me.”

“It always does. That’s why I got out of the rat race five years ago. People are more important than projects. Every day should be an adventure, not a treadmill.” He sighed and reluctantly glanced away from the setting sun. “Your mother and I are going on a cruise to the Bahamas next month. I want you and Michael to come with us.”

“I can’t do—” She stopped as she met Corbin’s eyes. What the hell? She could work harder and clear her desk. Her father and mother weren’t getting any younger and Corbin was right. People were more important than projects, particularly these people she loved. “How long?”

“Two weeks.”

“No fishing?”

“Maybe a little deep-sea fishing. I’ve never taken Michael deep-sea fishing before.”

Sophie sighed. “As long as you don’t mind Mom and me drinking margaritas and lazing on deck while the two of you do your thing.”

“I don’t mind.” Corbin paused. “Bring Dave if he can make it. He needs a break too.”

“I’ll ask him. But he has a big civil suit going on right now and he’s working around the clock. It means a big fat fee for him.”

“Another workaholic.” He grimaced. “I don’t know how the two of you even had time to conceive Michael.”

She grinned. “There are always lunch hours.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.” His pace quickened. “There’s your mother and Michael. I can’t wait to tell him about the cruise.” He waved at Mary Dunston and Michael, who’d just come out of the restaurant and were waving at them. “She’ll be happy as a clam you’re coming with us. She bet me I wouldn’t be able to persuade you.” He made a face. “If I didn’t get you to go, I promised I’d go to one of those spas with her. She wants to lose a few pounds.”

“She doesn’t need it.”

“I know. She’s gorgeous.” Corbin’s face softened as he gazed at his wife. “The older she gets the better she looks. I tell her that I don’t know why I fell in love with her when she was twenty. All that smooth skin with no character lines and not even a hint of wisdom in her eyes. She tells me to quit bullshitting her. I’m not bullshitting her, Sophie.”

“I know you’re not.” The love between her mother and father had been a fact of life to her all the years of her childhood. “She knows it too.”

Michael was running toward them. “Grandpa, can we stop at the arcade on the way home? I want to show you the new video game I found.”

“I don’t see why not. If there’s time after dinner.”

“It’s about time you got here.” Mary Dunston caught up with Michael. “I’m starved, Corbin. Did you catch anything?”

“Of course I did,” Corbin said. “Two gigantic trout.”

“Semi-gigantic,” Sophie corrected.

“Okay.” Corbin shrugged. “But definitely sizable. Finish up your calls, Mary?”

She nodded. “I may get that listing in Palmaire.” She gave him a quick kiss. “Now let’s get some food.”

“Right away.” He opened his fishing basket.

“I don’t want to see your blasted fish,” Mary said. “I’ll take your word for it. Stupendous. Gigantic.”

He reached into the basket. “No, I’m not showing you the fish, Mary.”

He pulled out a .38 revolver and shot her in the head.

“Dad?” Sophie stared in disbelief as her mother’s skull exploded. No, it had to be some kind of elaborate practical joke. It couldn’t be—

It wasn’t a joke. Her mother was falling to the ground.

Corbin turned, pointed the gun at Michael.

“No!” Sophie rushed between them as her father pressed the trigger.

Tearing pain in her chest.

Michael screaming.

Darkness.
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Two years later
 Fentway University Hospital
 Baltimore, Maryland

What’s going on? You’re not supposed to be here.”

Sophie Dunston looked up from the chart to see Kathy Van-Boskirk, the head night nurse, standing in the doorway. “An overnight apnea study.”

“You worked all day and now you’re monitoring an overnighter?” Kathy came into the room and glanced at the bed on the other side of the double glass panel. “Ah, an infant. The light dawns.”

“Not so much an infant any longer. Elspeth’s fourteen months,” Sophie said. “She’d stopped having incidents three months ago and now they’re back. She just stops breathing in the middle of the night and her doctor can’t find any reason for it. Her mother is worried sick.”

“Then where is she?”

“She works nights.”

“So do you. Days and nights.” Kathy gazed at the sleeping baby. “Lord, she’s beautiful. Makes my biological clock start ticking. My kid is fifteen now and there’s nothing lovable about him. I’m hoping he’ll turn back into a human being in another six years. Think I have a chance?”

“Don is just your typical teenager. He’ll get there.” Sophie rubbed her eyes. They felt as if they had sand in them. It was almost five and the sleep study would be over soon. Then she’d run the errand that was on the top of her list before getting to bed and grabbing a few hours of shut-eye before she had to get back for her first one o’clock session with the Cartwright child. “And he offered to clean my car last week when you had him at the office.”

“He probably wanted a chance to swipe it.” Kathy grimaced. “Or maybe he wanted the chance to score with an older woman. He thinks you’re cool-looking.”

“Yeah, sure.” Right now, Sophie felt older than her years, frumpy, and ugly as sin. She turned back the chart and checked Elspeth’s case history. She’d had an apnea episode about 1:00 A.M. and nothing since. There might be something there that would help her pin down—

“There’s a message for you at the nurses’ station,” Kathy said.

Sophie stiffened. “Home?”

Kathy quickly shook her head. “No. God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to panic you. I didn’t think. The message came in during the shift change at seven and they forgot to give it to you.” She paused. “How is Michael?”

“Sometimes terrible. Sometimes okay.” She tried to smile. “But all the time wonderful.”

Kathy nodded. “Yes, he is.”

“But in five years I’ll probably be pulling my hair out like you’re doing.” She changed the subject. “So who left the message?”

“It’s from Gerald Kennett again. Aren’t you going to call him back?”

“No.” She checked Elspeth’s meds. Allergies?

“Sophie, it wouldn’t hurt to talk to him. He offered you a job that will pay you more in a month than you make in a year here at the university. And he might even up the salary since he keeps after you. I’d jump at it.”

“Then you call him back. I like my work here and the people I work with. I don’t want to have to answer to any pharmaceutical company.”

“You worked for one before.”

“When I first got out of medical school. It was a big mistake. I thought they’d free me up to do research full time. It didn’t happen. I’m better off doing the research in my spare time.” She circled one of the medications on Elspeth’s chart. “And I learned more dealing with people here than I’d ever learn in a lab.”

“Like Elspeth.” Kathy’s gaze was on the baby. “She’s stirring.”

“Yes, she’s been in NREM for the last five minutes. She’s almost there.” She put down the chart and headed for the adjoining door to the test room. “I’ve got to get in there and remove those wires before she’s fully awake. She’ll be scared if she wakes up alone.”

“When’s her mother supposed to get here?”

“Six.”

“Against the rules. Parents are to pick up their children promptly at the end of the session and this one ends at five-thirty.”

“Screw the rules. At least she cares enough about the kid to have the tests. I don’t mind staying.”

“I know,” Kathy said. “You’re the one who’s going to have the night terrors if you don’t stop exhausting yourself.”

Sophie made the sign to ward off demons. “Don’t even talk about it. Send Elspeth’s mom in as soon as she gets here, will you?”

Kathy chuckled. “Scared you.”

“Yes, you did. There’s nothing scarier than night terrors. Believe me, I know.” She went into Elspeth’s room and went over to the crib. It took only a few minutes to remove the wires. The little girl had dark hair like her mother and her skin was a silky olive now flushed with sleep. Sophie felt a familiar melting as she gazed at her. “Elspeth,” she called softly. “Come back to us, sweetheart. You won’t be sorry. We’ll talk and I’ll read you a story and we’ll wait for your mama….”

 

She should get back to work, Kathy thought as she looked through the glass at Elspeth and Sophie. Sophie had picked the baby up, wrapped her in a blanket, and was sitting down in the rocking chair with the baby on her lap. She was talking and rocking the child and her expression was soft and glowing and loving.

Kathy had heard other doctors describe Sophie as brilliant and intuitive. She had a double doctorate in medicine and chemistry and was one of the best sleep therapists in the country. But Kathy liked this Sophie best. The one who effortlessly seemed to be able to reach out and touch her patients. Even Kathy’s son had responded to that warmth the one time he’d met her. And Don was definitely a hard sell. Of course, the fact that Sophie was blond, tall, and slim and bore a vague resemblance to Kate Hudson probably had a lot to do with her son’s admiration. He wasn’t into the maternal types. Unless Madonna was the one on the album covers.

But Sophie didn’t look like Madonna any more than she did the statue of the Holy Virgin. In this moment she was very human and full of love.

And strength. Sophie would have had to be strong to be able to endure the hell she had gone through in the last few years. She deserved a break. Kathy wished she’d take the Kennett job, scoop up the big bucks, and forget about responsibility.

Then she shook her head as she glanced at Sophie’s expression again. Sophie couldn’t shun responsibility, not with this baby, and not with Michael. It wasn’t in her nature.

Hell, maybe Sophie was right. Maybe the money wasn’t as important as the payback she was getting in there with that kid.

 

“Bye, Kathy.” Sophie waved as she headed for the elevator. “See you.”

“Not if you have any sense. I’m on night duty all this month. Did you find any cause for the increase in apnea?”

“I’m changing one of the meds. It’s mostly trial and error at Elspeth’s age.” She stepped inside the elevator as the doors opened. “We just have to monitor her until she grows out of it.”

She leaned back against the wall of the elevator as the doors shut and closed her eyes. She was too tired. She should go home and forget about Sanborne.

Stop being a coward. She wasn’t going home yet.

A few minutes later she was unlocking the door of the van. She avoided looking at the gun case with the Springfield rifle in the back of the Toyota. She’d checked it earlier to make sure it was in order. Not that she really had to do it. Jock always took care of the weapons and he wouldn’t let her go with a faulty rifle. He was too much the professional.

She wished she could say the same for herself. She’d blocked the thought of Sanborne all night but she was trembling now. She leaned her head on the steering wheel for a few minutes. Get over it. It was natural that she’d feel like this. Taking a life was a terrible thing. Even vermin like Sanborne.

She drew a deep breath, raised her head, and started the van.

Sanborne would be arriving at the facility at 7:00 A.M.

She had to be there waiting for him.

 

Run.

She heard a shout behind her.

She skidded down the slope of the hill, fell, picked herself up, and flew down the bank of the creek.

A bullet whistled by her head.

“Stop!”

Run. Keep on running.

She could hear a crashing in the brush at the top of the hill.

How many were there?

Duck into the bushes. The van was parked on the road a quarter of a mile from here. She had to lose them before she reached the van.

The branches were whipping her face as she tore through the shrubbery.

She couldn’t hear them anymore.

Yes, she could. But they sounded farther away. Maybe they’d gone in another direction.

She’d reached the van.

She jumped in the driver’s seat and threw the rifle into the back before she peeled out onto the road.

Her foot stomped on the accelerator.

Get away. It could still be okay. If they hadn’t gotten a good look at her.

If they weren’t close enough to put a bullet through her head….

Michael was screaming when Sophie came into the house an hour later.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

She threw her bag down and raced along the hall.

“It’s okay.” Jock Gavin looked up when she ran into the room. “I woke him as soon as the sensor went off. He didn’t get much of it.”

“Enough.”

Michael was sitting up, panting, his thin chest heaving. She flew over to the bed and gathered him into her arms. “It’s okay, baby. It’s over,” she whispered. She rocked him back and forth. “It’s all gone.”

Michael’s arms tightened desperately around her for an instant before he pushed her away. “I know it’s okay,” he said gruffly. He drew a deep breath. “I wish you wouldn’t treat me like a kid, Mom. It makes me feel weird.”

“Sorry.” Every time she swore to herself that she wouldn’t act this emotional, but she’d been caught off guard. She cleared her throat. “I’ll watch it.” She smiled shakily. “But some people would think you were a kid. Imagine that.”

“I’ll go make you some breakfast, Michael,” Jock said as he headed for the door. “Get a move on. It’s seven-thirty.”

“Yeah.” Michael got out of bed. “Cripes, I’ve got to get ready for school. I’ll be late for the bus.”

“No hurry. I can drive you if you miss it.”

“Nah, you’re tired. I’ll make it.” He looked back over his shoulder. “How’s that little baby?”

“One episode. I think it’s one of the meds she’s on. I’m going to try to substitute.”

“Great.” He disappeared into the bathroom.

And when he closed that door, he was probably leaning against the sink and giving himself a minute to fight the nausea the terror brought. She had taught him how to do that but lately he was closing her out of the process. Perfectly natural reaction and there was no reason for her to feel hurt. Michael was ten and growing up. She was lucky they were still as close as they were.

“Mom.” Michael had stuck his head out of the bathroom, a grin lighting his thin face. “I lied. It doesn’t really make me feel weird. I just thought maybe it should.”

He was gone again.

Warmth and overpowering love poured through her as she headed for the kitchen.

“Nice kid.” Jock was standing at the counter. “Guts too.”

She nodded. “Oh, yes. Any other episodes last night?”

“Not according to your instruments. No significant increase in heart rate until just a few minutes ago.” Jock turned away. “Tell Michael that I made him toast and orange juice. I’ve got to go make a phone call. It’s time I checked in with MacDuff.”

She smiled. “The first time I heard you say that I thought MacDuff was your parole officer instead of a Scottish Laird.”

“In a way he is.” His eyes were twinkling. “If I didn’t check in every now and then, he’d be on my tail to make sure I was doing what I was supposed to be doing. We have an agreement.”

“Because you grew up in a village on his estate doesn’t mean that he has any right to tell you what to do.”

“He thinks it does. He grew up being very responsible and possessive about everyone in our village. He considers us all his family.” He smiled. “And sometimes I still think so too. He’s also my friend and it’s hard to tell a friend to go to hell.” His smile faded as he looked at her. “You have a scratch on your cheek.”

She kept her hand from flying to her face. She’d cleaned up at a gas station but there was no way to hide the scratch. She should have known Jock would notice. He noticed everything. “It’s nothing.”

His eyes were narrowed on her face. “I expected you an hour ago. Where were you?”

She didn’t answer directly. “You could have reached me if there had been a problem with Michael.”

“Where were you?” he repeated. “The facility?”

She wouldn’t lie to him. She nodded jerkily. “He didn’t come. He’s shown up by seven on Tuesdays for the last three weeks. I don’t know why he didn’t come today.” Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “Dammit, I was ready, Jock. I was going to do it.”

“You’ll never be ready.”

“You taught me. I’m ready.”

“You may kill him, but it will still tear you apart.”

“Killing didn’t tear you apart.”

He made a face. “You should have seen me a few years ago. I was a basket case.”

“All the more reason to kill Sanborne,” Sophie said. “He shouldn’t be allowed to live.”

“I agree. But you shouldn’t be the one to do it.” He paused. “You have Michael. He needs you.”

“I know that. And I’ve made arrangements with Michael’s father to take care of him if necessary. He loves him but he couldn’t take it during that first year. But Michael’s much better now.”

“He needs you.”

“Shut up, Jock. How can I…” She rubbed her aching temple and whispered, “It’s my fault. They’re still doing it. How can I let them go on?”

“MacDuff knows a lot of important people. I could ask him to call someone with your government.”

“You know I tried that. I called everyone I knew. They patted me on the head and told me that I was understandably hysterical. That Sanborne was a respected businessman and there was no proof he was the monster I said he was.” Her lips twisted. “By the time I got to the fifth bureaucratic bastard of a senator, I was hysterical. I couldn’t believe they wouldn’t believe me. Yes, I could. Payoffs. All the way up the line.” She wearily shook her head. “Your MacDuff would run into the same wall. No, it has to be this way.” Her lips tightened. “And you’re wrong, it wouldn’t tear me apart. I wouldn’t let Sanborne hurt me any more than he’s done already.”

“Then let me kill him for you. That’s a much better solution.”

Jock’s tone was casual, almost without expression, she thought. “Because it wouldn’t bother you? That’s a lie. It would bother you. You’re not that callous.”

“Aren’t I? Do you know how many kills I’ve done?”

“No, and you don’t know either. That’s why you’ve helped me.” She pressed the start on the coffeemaker and leaned against the counter. “One of the guards saw me. Maybe more than one guard. I’m not sure.”

He stiffened. “That’s bad. Were you caught on the video camera?”

She shook her head. “And I was wearing a coat and my hair was tucked under a cap. I’m sure no one saw me until I started to leave, and then only for a minute. It could still be okay.”

He shook his head.

“Yes, it will. I’ll make it work. No one’s going to call the police. Sanborne doesn’t want to call attention to anything out of the ordinary at the facility.”

“But they’ll be on the alert now.”

She couldn’t deny that. “I’ll be careful.”

Jock shook his head. “I can’t allow it,” he said gently. “Maybe MacDuff has infected me with his sense of responsibility. I killed my personal demon years ago, but I pointed you in the right direction to get Sanborne. You might never have found him if I hadn’t led you to him.”

“I’d have found him. It would have just taken me longer. Sanborne Pharmaceutical has facilities all over the world. I would have checked every one of them.”

“And it had taken you eighteen months to get that far.”

“I couldn’t believe it. Or maybe I couldn’t accept it. It was too ugly.”

“Life can be ugly. People can be ugly.”

But Jock wasn’t ugly, she thought as she gazed at him. He was perhaps the most beautiful human being she had ever seen. He was slender, in his early twenties with fair hair and features that were completely remarkable. There was nothing effeminate about him, he was totally masculine and yet that face was…beautiful. There was no other way to describe it.

“Why are you looking at me?” Jock asked.

“You wouldn’t want to know. It would offend that manly Scottish pride of yours.” She poured herself a cup of coffee. “I had a patient last night whose name was Elspeth. That’s Scottish too, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “And did she do well?”

“I think so. I hope so. She’s a sweet little girl.”

“And you’re a good woman.” He paused. “Who’s trying to avoid an argument by changing the subject.”

“I’m not arguing. This is my battle. I pulled you into it to help me, but I’m not going to let you run any risk or accept any guilt.”

“Guilt? Lord, if you’d thought it through, you’d realize how silly that is. My soul must be as black as hell’s own cauldron by now.”

She shook her head. “No, Jock.” She bit her lower lip. Damn, she didn’t want to say this. “I appreciate all you’ve done, but maybe it’s time you left me.”

“That’s not going to happen. We’ll talk later. Good day, Sophie.” Jock was heading for the door. “I promised to pick up Michael from his soccer game this afternoon so you don’t have to bother if you’re tied up. Get to bed and try to sleep. You told me you had a one o’clock appointment.”

“Jock.”

He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “It’s too late to try to rid yourself of me. I can’t have you killed. I’m being entirely selfish. I have too few friends in this world. I seem to have lost the knack. It would hurt me to lose you.”

The door slammed behind him.

Dammit, she didn’t need this reaction from Jock. She should have kept her mouth shut about being seen. She knew how protective he could be. He’d kept arguing with her about letting him do the kill but when she’d refused he’d set about teaching her the safest and best way to do what had to be done. He’d stayed by her during these months to oversee and protect and to be there in case she changed her mind. She should have sent him away after he’d taught her what she needed to know. He’d said he was being selfish, but she was the one who’d been selfish. Having him here to keep an eye on Michael when she had to work late had been a blessing in itself. She’d felt terribly alone and Jock had been a comfort. But she had to force him to go now.

“I’ve got five minutes.” Michael came tearing into the kitchen. He grabbed the orange juice and downed it. “No time for breakfast.” He grabbed his book bag and headed for the door. He gave her a quick peck on the cheek as he passed. “I won’t be home until six. Soccer.”

“I know. Jock told me.” She gave him a hug. “I’ll see you at the game.”

His face lit up. “You can make it?”

“I’ll be late, but I’ll be there.”

He smiled. “Great.” He started to leave and then stopped. “Quit worrying, Mom. I’m okay. We’ve got this licked. It only happened three times this week.”

Three times when his heartbeat tripled and he woke screaming. Three times when he could have died if she hadn’t had a monitor on him. Yet he was trying to keep her from fretting. She forced a smile. “I know. You’re right. You’re on the uphill path. What can I say? I’m a worrywart. It goes with the territory.” She pushed him toward the door. “Take a protein bar since you don’t have time to eat your breakfast.”

He grabbed the bar and was gone.

She hoped he’d remember to eat it. He was too thin. After the terrors he had trouble keeping food down, yet he insisted on being involved in soccer and track. It was probably good for him to be busy and she wanted desperately for him to have as normal a life as possible. But there was no question the sports had helped to melt the pounds off him.

Her cell phone rang.

She stiffened as she checked the ID. Dave Edmunds. Jesus, she didn’t need to deal with her ex-husband now. “Hello, Dave.”

“I hoped I’d catch you before you went to work.” He paused. “Jean and I are catching a flight to Detroit Saturday night, so I’ll have to bring Michael back early. Is that okay?”

“No. But I guess it has to be.” Her hand tightened on the phone. “Christ, it’s the first time you’ve had Michael for a weekend in six months. Do you think he’s not going to know why you won’t have him overnight? He’s not stupid.”

“Of course not.” He paused. “It’s those damn wires, Sophie. I’m afraid of doing something wrong. He’s better off with you.”

“Yes, he is. But I showed you how to connect the monitor. It’s simple. Just the index-finger pulse-ox and the backup chest band. Michael does it himself now. You just have to check the monitor to make sure it’s working properly. You’re his father and I won’t have him cheated. For God’s sake, he doesn’t have the plague. He’s wounded.”

“I know that,” Dave said. “I’m working on it. It scares the hell out of me, Sophie.”

“Then get over it. He needs you.” She hung up, blinking to suppress the stinging tears. She’d hoped Dave was making an adjustment at last but it didn’t look promising. The safe haven she’d set up for Michael with his father was disintegrating before her eyes. She’d have to think of something else, make other plans. Before that hideous day she’d thought their marriage could make it, although they were having a few problems. She’d been wrong. It hadn’t been strong enough to survive more than six months after she’d gotten out of the hospital.

But, dammit, he had to be there for Michael if he needed him. He had to be.

Keep calm. She couldn’t do anything right now. She’d find a way to protect Michael. Go to bed. Go to sleep. Then go back to the hospital where she could keep herself busy doing what she’d been trained to do.

Help people, instead of planning to kill them.

 

“I’m asking you to release me from my promise,” Jock Gavin said when MacDuff picked up the phone. “I may have to kill a man.” He waited, listening to the Laird cursing on the other end of the line. When he stopped, Jock said, “He’s a very bad man. He deserves to die.”

“Not by your hand, dammit. That’s all over for you.”

It could never be over, Jock thought. He knew that even if the Laird did not. But MacDuff wanted it so badly that he was willing it so. “Sophie is going to kill Sanborne, if I don’t. I can’t let her do it. She’s been hurt too much already. Even if she doesn’t get caught, it will scar her.”

“She’ll probably back down. You said she didn’t have the killer instinct.”

“But now she has the skill. I’ve given it to her. And along with the skill, she has the hatred and a sense of doing the wrong thing for the right reason. That will push her over the edge.”

“Then let her do it. Get out of there.”

“I can’t do that. I have to help her.”

MacDuff was silent for a moment. “Why? What do you feel for her, Jock?”

Jock chuckled. “Don’t worry. Not sex. And, God knows, not love. Well, maybe love. Friendship is love too. I like her and the boy. I feel a bond because of what she’s suffered. What she’s still suffering.”

“That’s enough for me to worry about if it’s making you take up old habits. I want you to come back to MacDuff’s Run.”

“No. Release me from my promise.”

“The hell I will. I’ve left you on your own to find your way for a long time. It was damn hard for me. The only thing I asked was that you keep in contact and that there would be no more killings.”

“And there haven’t been.”

“Until now.”

“It hasn’t happened…yet.”

“Jock, don’t you—” MacDuff stopped and drew a deep breath. “Let me think.” There were a few minutes of silence and Jock could almost hear the Laird’s mind clicking, turning over the possibilities. “What would make you come back to the Run?”

“I don’t want her to kill Sanborne.”

“Can we get the FBI or a government agency on it?”

“She said she’d tried. She thinks there’s a payoff.”

“It’s possible. Sanborne’s got almost as much money as Bill Gates and that potential could be pretty dazzling to most politicians. What about the media?”

“Sophie was in a mental hospital for three months with a nervous breakdown after the killings. That was one of the reasons she couldn’t get anyone to listen to her.”

“Shit.”

“Release me from my promise,” he repeated patiently.

“Forget it,” MacDuff said curtly. “You don’t want her to kill Sanborne? Then we’ll throw someone else into the mix who will do the job for her.”

“If she won’t let me, she won’t let anyone else either. She said she feels responsible.”

“Who’s going to tell her? We’ll just get rid of the bastard.”

Jock chuckled. “So much for preventing homicide. You’re beginning to sound like me, MacDuff.”

“I don’t mind stepping on a cockroach. I just don’t want you doing it. What about pulling Royd into the picture?”

Jock went still. “Royd?”

“You told me that he was on the hunt. Is there any doubt that Royd will take over and follow through if he gets the chance?”

“No doubt at all. He’s a powerhouse. I’d only have to worry about him stampeding over Sophie.”

“And that would be a good thing if it kept her safe.”

“Sophie wouldn’t think so,” Jock said dryly. “And she’d only get up and track him down like she did me.”

“Call Royd, and then come home.”

“No.”

Silence. “Please.”

“I don’t want—” He sighed. A promise was a promise and he owed MacDuff more than he could pay in a millennium. “I’ll think about it. It may take me a little while to locate him. For all I know Royd may be dead. The last I heard he was somewhere in Colombia. I’ll try to reach him.”

“If you need help, let me know. Get him there and get on that plane. I’ll meet you in Aberdeen.” He hung up.

Jock slowly pressed the disconnect. MacDuff’s response was not unexpected but he was still disappointed. He wanted to end Sophie’s torment in the quickest and most efficient manner and there was no one more efficient than he was at the task she’d set herself.

Except perhaps Royd.

As he’d told MacDuff, Royd was a powerhouse in every sense of the word. He’d had MacDuff investigate Royd’s background when the man had contacted him a year ago. He seemed to be filled with passion and bitterness, but Jock had lived with lies and deception too long and was not going to chance being used again. Royd was smart, ruthless, and managed to pull off operations that were difficult, if not impossible.

And he had cause for the passion and bitterness he’d shown Jock. There was little doubt that he would focus single-mindedly on Sanborne and REM-4 once he knew where the facility was located.

But, dammit, Jock didn’t like the idea of not being around to monitor Royd’s actions. He liked Sophie Dunston and Michael, and gentle emotion of any kind was rare and precious in his life. He’d had to learn how to respond again and that knowledge was something to be treasured and protected.

He smiled without mirth at that last thought. It was bizarre to be dwelling on gentleness when he was fighting to commit the most horrendous of sins in the name of kindness.

And it might still come to that if Royd had lost interest in the hunt.

Not bloody likely.
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