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This story is dedicated to Christ, my Lord and Savior,
 who allows me to do what I love to do.







The LORD is my light and my salvation – whom shall I fear?

The LORD is the stronghold of my life – of whom shall I be afraid?

Psalm 27:1
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1 

Tuesday Afternoon 

FBI Special Agent Dakota Richards stared down at the pile of bones unearthed by the backhoe. Jamie would have her hands full with this one.

He looked up to see her coming toward him. She was dressed in a Tyvek jumpsuit she’d donned to avoid contaminating the scene. Underneath, he’d bet she had on her standard khaki capris and a white long-sleeved T-shirt. In her right hand, she carried a pair of blue booties she’d place over her red tennis shoes before entering the area.

As always, Dakota’s heart gave that extra little beat in response to her presence. And as always, she held herself at a distance even as she came closer.

“Hey, Jamie.”

She offered him a small smile as her brown eyes locked on his. “So you pulled this one?”

“I did.” He took in her presence. Petite yet wiry, she had her long blonde curls pulled up into her customary ponytail. He cleared his throat. “This is the third body found near this area. Only this one’s a skeleton. Connor called me about an hour ago and said his boss wanted the FBI in on it, and that they might need some of our resources. After looking at the situation, my boss agreed. I knew Serena would request your services.” Serena Hopkins, the pathologist and a woman Jamie enjoyed working with. He smiled. “She said you were the perfect person for the job. I agreed.”

Her chin rose at his compliment; appreciation shone in her gaze along with a tinge of amusement. “Ha. I’m not sure that means much. I’m the only person right now.” The other anthropologist she worked with on occasion was on his honeymoon. “You have a partner on this one?”

“Just Connor right now. I’m authorized to call for more help if we need it.” Connor Wolfe, former state law enforcement detective, now a detective with the city of Spartanburg, South Carolina, was also Jamie’s brother-in-law. Her sister, Samantha, and Connor had married a year and a half ago on Christmas Day, shortly after Jamie’s graduation.

“What happened?”

“Two workers were digging a grave and came across a body already buried. Fortunately, that guy over there,” he gestured to the Hispanic-looking man sitting on the ground near the backhoe, “saw the bones they’d unearthed and immediately stopped his partner who was driving, so it looks like there won’t be any damage to the rest of whatever you might find.”

“Bones in a cemetery.” She grinned. “Not really unusual, is it?”

“Cute, Jamie.”

She turned serious. “Human?”

“You’ll have to make that final determination, of course, but yeah, I can see the skull and the outline of what once was a body.”

“So, it looks like we’ve got a homicide?”

“Looks like it. Connor should be back soon. He’s talking to the director of the place, but he and I’ll be working on this if you concur that it’s a homicide. For some reason, they think they’ll link the first two they found here to this one. Guess we’ll find out.” The first two bodies had been found approximately three years ago very close to this spot. “Anyway, we’ve got a skeleton in a shallow grave. Usually not a good case for death by natural causes.”

“Usually not. Are we thinking serial killer?”

“Maybe. I wasn’t working here when the other two bodies were found, and the detective that did work them is now in another state.”

“So you rushed right over. Didn’t have anything better to do, huh?” She teased him and he smiled back.

“Naw.” They both knew he had an overflowing desk full of cases he was working on.

As Jamie slipped on a pair of gloves, then tugged the sleeves back down to the edge of her palms, Dakota couldn’t help notice the brief flash of scars around her wrists. She always wore long sleeves no matter the weather.

But she’d never told him why.

And he’d never told her he’d fallen in love with her practically from the moment they’d met a little less than two years ago when he’d been helping her sister and Connor with the case of missing and murdered teenagers.

Since then he’d been trying to win this lady’s heart. Thus far, he’d failed miserably and didn’t have a clue what he was doing wrong.

“All right,” she turned toward the grave, “let’s see what we’ve got.”
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Jamie ignored the thumping of her heart that Dakota’s presence always seemed to incite and turned her attention to her job. His dark curly hair, keen blue eyes, Stetson, cowboy boots, and Texas drawl combined to make him one attractive man. The problem was, she didn’t know what to do with her reaction to him, so she pretended it wasn’t there.

They were working in an open field, property that belonged to the mortuary but hadn’t been used as graves yet.

Part of the excavation team Jamie worked with on a regular basis had already dug down around the skeleton so that they could stand upright in the grave next to the bones that now lay on a dirt platform.

Normally, they would place the bones on a gurney and transport it to the morgue; however, in this case, the body hadn’t been lying down when it had been buried, it had been dropped into a hole sitting up. The bones rested on top of each other, looking like one big lump. And Jamie could see what others couldn’t.

Her crew knew the bones were not to be disturbed until she had a chance to see them exactly as they were found. And looking down into the grave, she could see the spine lying facedown. The skull lay just in front of the spine like it had dropped off the end. All of this lay on top of what had probably once been thighs. The ribs were perfectly proportioned, still attached to the spine by some desiccated tissue. The right arm, which included the humerus, radius, and ulna, lay across the back of the spine.

The left arm was missing – the bones that the Bobcat had clipped and pulled out of the grave, to the horror of the workers. It was amazing the machine hadn’t disturbed the rest of the skeleton – or completely destroyed it.

Jamie felt someone approaching and stepped to the opposite side of the grave. She liked her space. She shot a smile at the curly-headed crime scene photographer who stood at the edge. “Hey, Chase, have you gotten all the pictures?”

A shock of red hair covered his left eye as he nodded. “I got them.”

“Great. Now, I guess it’s my turn.”

Looking down into the hole was one thing; getting into it was another. She started her anxiety-calming exercises. Abdominal breaths, not chest breathing. One, two, three. Okay.

It had been a long time since the last panic attack and she wasn’t about give in now. Time to see what she was made of. Jamie dropped down into the grave. Stood there for a number of seconds, smelling the dampness of the earth, feeling the darkness surround her. Remembered the pain, the mind-numbing fear . . .

Shut it out. Let it go. It doesn’t control you anymore. You control it. She shuddered, then focused on the one thing that would take her mind off her fear.

The bones.

Two hours later, she had her documentation on paper, and with her help, the team brought up what looked to be an entire skeleton jigsaw puzzle. As Jamie supervised the transfer of the bones to various boxes, the rest of the team returned to the grave and continued to sift through the debris looking for any more small fragments or missing pieces.

Jamie picked up a large bone and, using a soft brush, swished it over the piece. “It’s a left femur.” The largest bone in the body. “Any clothing found with it?” Dakota said, walking up beside her. She gave a small jump at his sudden appearance, then went back to her bone. He looked over her shoulder.

“A polyester shirt. Remnants of a pair of pants and some other things that will have to be examined back at the lab.”

She set the bone back into the box that would go back to her lab for her to unpack. Then she’d work on putting this person back together to see if they could come up with an identity.

“We’re checking the area to see if anything else turns up.”

“You don’t think this is an isolated incident?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Since this is the third body to be found under suspicious circumstances, I just want to see if anything unusual catches my eye. I always tend to scout farther than just where the body is found.”

Settling a hand on her hip, she scanned the area and said, “Ok, I’ll come with you.”
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They walked the perimeter of the cemetery first, then made their way through it, walking a grid pattern.

“You see anything out of place?” she asked him.

“No.”

“Just from my initial observation I can tell those bones have been there awhile.”

“That was my impression.”

“So you have learned something from me in the last year and a half or so, huh?”

“I try.” He pretended modesty.

She flashed him a grin, then turned to scan the gently sloping grass that stretched out before them. Land that would one day be used to bury the deceased – the way they were supposed to be buried, not someone digging a hole in the ground and trying to hide his crime.

“Any other observations? Anything else that could indicate murder?” He wanted to hear what she thought. Listening to someone else sometimes helped him organize thoughts in his mind.

“Besides the fact that a body’s buried in a place it shouldn’t be and without a coffin?”

He grinned at her teasing.

She turned serious. “The way the bones were situated says a lot.” She described them to him. “The body was dropped into that hole, hands bound behind her.”

“Her?”

“The first thing I looked for. The shape of the pelvis and a few other things.”

“Right. And the hands were bound behind her?”

Jamie nodded. “I could tell because the right arm bones were lying across the back of the spine and not under it. At least that’s my theory until further examination.”

She paused and Dakota watched her gaze land on a spot near the edge of the trees. Dread twisted her features as she headed to the area. “Uh-oh. I was wondering if I would see an area like that but hoped I wouldn’t.”

He followed her and stopped when she held a hand out in front of him.

“What is it?”

She pointed to the ground. “You know as well as I do that statistics show that if a killer kills more than once, he buries the bodies in the same general location. Sometimes, not always. But because the possibility exists, it’s always smart to cover your bases.”

“Exactly. And?”

“And I bet there’s another body buried right here.”

“Huh? How do you figure that? Did you go psychic on me now?” In confusion, he stared at the ground. In his many years as an investigator, he’d learned a lot about dead bodies and forensics but hadn’t developed the skill of locating graves just by looking at the ground.

When he said he wanted to take a look around, he’d just meant he was looking for a disturbed area, anything that might indicate someone had been doing something they shouldn’t, a clue that might lead him to the reason someone buried a body here. Not that he’d really expected to find anything. It was obvious a lot of time had passed since the person in the grave had been put there, but . . .

Jamie gave a small, sad laugh and said, “No, not psychic, just more observant than the average person. I need another grid set up, marked off in twenty-foot sections with string and wooden stakes. We need some more of those workhorses and plywood, too, to set up tables with sifting screens for going through the debris. I’ll need my camera guys over here and – ”

Dakota held up a hand. “Hang on there. What makes you think there’s another body here?”

“The ground.”

“Could you explain?”

“It’s sunken in right here.” She walked the perimeter of the area she was talking about, then pointed to the center. “Then there’s another small depression in the middle.”

“Uh-huh. And how does that add up to a dead body?”

“Okay,” her voice took on the tone of teacher, “say a guy kills someone and he wants to get rid of the body by burying it. He comes out here, sees an open field, digs a grave as fast as he can, then sticks the body in it. It’s going to be rather shallow because he’s in a hurry.”

“Wouldn’t someone see that the ground’s been disturbed and wonder why?”

Jamie looked around. “We’re in a pretty secluded area. Far enough away from the mortuary building that anyone happening to look out a window wouldn’t see anything. The perimeter of the entire backside of this cemetery is surrounded by trees so no one driving by can see what’s going on.” She shrugged. “Who’s going to notice? And besides, maybe our killer didn’t care if he – or she – was found, although burying the body suggests he didn’t want it found immediately.” She threw her hands up. “Who knows?”

Dakota nodded. “Okay, but you still haven’t answered my question.”

“Right. So, our victim is buried and the ground covered back up. What happens to the body over time?”

“It decomposes.”

“Right again. As the body decomposes, the ground sinks.”

Realization dawned in his eyes. “So, what’s up with the second indentation?”

“The body cavity. When all the gases are gone, the ground sinks one more time.”

Dakota sighed and stared at the innocent-looking patch of grass. “If there’s one body buried around here, I suppose it’s possible there’s another.”

“Hey, guys,” the call came from the grave behind them, then a head popped up above the edge, “check this out.”
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Jamie looked over to see Roxanne, criminalist and grave digger extraordinaire, hold up a plastic bag containing a pair of dirt-encrusted handcuffs.

A chill shot through her as the memory flashed to the forefront of her mind. He yanked her arms behind her; the cold steel snapped closed over her wrists. His masked faced shoved against hers as he whispered vile things in her ear. A swish to the side, she spun her head. Nothing. No one. Just the man behind her. The brush of rose petals against her cheek, falling to the pillow, the floor. Low, taunting laughter. The whisper, “She loves me, she loves me not . . .”

Breathlessness came over her as her chest closed in on her lungs. Her heart hammered against her breastbone and the blue sky spun above. She jammed a hand into her pocket and closed her fingers around the small metal object she always kept with her.

A hand on her arm made her jump and it was all she could do to hold in the scream clawing at her throat.

“Jamie!”

She gasped and looked into Dakota’s worried eyes. Blinking, she stumbled back and sat on the cool ground. Someone’s grave. A grave that could have been hers. She buried her head in her hands and fumbled for an explanation that wouldn’t have him calling the men in the white coats to come lock her up in the loony bin.

Sucking in a deep breath, she looked up. “Sorry, I just felt really dizzy there for a minute.”

“You looked terrified.”

A half-laugh croaked from her. “Sorry. I’m sorry.” She couldn’t seem to stop apologizing. “I don’t know what happened.” Yes, she did but wasn’t about to explain it. Not now. Maybe not ever. She pulled in a lungful of oxygen and shoved herself up into a standing position. She had a job to do. “I’m all right now.”

Uncertainty flickered on Dakota’s face as he stepped back without protest.

He now held the bag containing the handcuffs and Jamie shuddered.

She hated handcuffs.
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The Hero, as he’d come to think of himself, gave a victorious smile and lowered the high-powered binoculars to his lap. She still thought of him. Her reaction to the handcuffs proved it.

Only now, he was tired of watching. He’d been watching her ever since he’d come across the article in the newspaper a little over nine months ago. It had been almost nine months old. A paper saved to line the bottom of the bird cage or start a fire in the fireplace.

Jamie had gotten her doctorate and she’d been in the paper holding her diploma.

Jamie. The one who’d gotten away.

Anger tightened his gut. He couldn’t believe she’d had the nerve to survive, the strength to thwart him. But no matter. He reined in the anger.

He could hear the voice in his head, chanting. “Stop the pain, stop the pain. Only you can stop the pain.” He shook his head.

It was time.

Time for the fun to begin.

Time to let Jamie Cash know her hero had returned and he was ready to renew their relationship.

He put the binoculars away and cranked the car.

The clock on the dash glared at him, reminding him he had an appointment in fifteen minutes. He’d have to hurry. After all, it wouldn’t do for someone known for his punctuality to show up late. But after that . . .

He had a stop to make before Jamie got home.



2 

Spartanburg Regional Hospital housed the morgue and autopsy room located beneath the Emergency Department. The back door allowed her to come and go as she pleased without running into many hospital visitors who normally came in through the reception area. Jamie preferred the anonymity of the back door.

Once every piece of bone that could be found had been excavated from the unofficial grave, she returned to the lab to get to work on the pieces she had. The grave hadn’t seemed disturbed by scavengers, just the backhoe; therefore, the absence of teeth from the skull’s oral cavity meant the person had been in the grave for at least a year, most likely longer. The absence of most of the tissue indicated longer. Possibly a lot longer. The evidence of insects would require an entomologist in order to say whether her estimated length of time in the ground for the bones was in the right ballpark.

She kept her phone nearby, expecting to get called back to the scene to examine the second body she was sure would turn up. Then she would help excavate it just like she had the first.

For now, the first body was a good excuse to get away from the area where she’d been so close to succumbing to a panic attack. That hadn’t happened in quite a while, but she’d been on edge lately. More so than usual and her defenses were down.

And the handcuffs . . . she’d thought she’d conquered that fear, had put it to rest. Today it had snuck up on her and belted her a good one.

And again, out at the excavation site, she’d felt . . . watched. She’d had the feeling on more than one occasion lately and it disturbed her. But she didn’t have time to think about that.

Her jaw ached. Also a common occurrence in her past. She realized her teeth were clenched. Today had opened one too many doors for her to feel comfortable. But she would work through it. Slamming the door on thoughts that would keep her from doing what she had to do, she took a deep breath and told herself to relax.

Focus on the job, she ordered herself. She slid the first box toward her. Reaching in, she pulled out the first bone, a tibia, and placed it on the table beside her. The bones would go to the cleaning room, but first she wanted to see what she had. As she’d explained to Dakota, from the pelvis and the skull, she knew the victim was a female.

For two hours, she worked, examining each piece before placing it in the cleaning container, which held a mixture of hot water and chemicals.

A contract forensic anthropologist for the office of the Chief Medical Examiner for the state of South Carolina, Jamie might be relatively new on the job, but she had already proven her worth in the field of osteology. Putting bones back together to find some way of identifying a person was no easy task.

But one Jamie excelled at.

Her cell phone rang, startling her, causing her heart to jump. She snatched it up. “Hello?”

“Jamie?”

“Dakota. Oh, hi. Well?”

“You were right.”

The news didn’t thrill her. She’d rather have been wrong. “I’m sorry.”

“See you in a few?”

“Yep.” She’d known she was going back.
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Around seven o’clock, Dakota shut the door to his house and peeled out of his work clothes to toss them into the hamper. After grabbing sweats and a T-shirt, running shoes, and a bottle of water, he headed back out the door and down the sidewalk of his quiet street. Jamie had arrived back at the scene within thirty minutes of his call and had done her thing.

He’d offered to escort her home and she turned him down flat. Something was going on with her, he just wasn’t sure what. She’d acted weird all day, jumpier than normal, snappier than usual. And it started when she’d seen the handcuffs.

Dakota pounded his frustration out on the sidewalk, the sweat pouring down his face and soaking through his shirt. It felt good. He thought about the scars on her wrists, her jumpiness, the reaction to the cuffs. He rounded a corner and stopped when he finally realized what it was he’d seen on her face.

Pure, unadulterated fear. No, it was stronger than that.

Terror.

Okay, she’d been afraid. Of what?

With that question spurring him back into a jog, his thoughts sorted through this bit of information. Now that he thought about it, from their first meeting, the only times he’d ever seen her truly relaxed and comfortable were in her home or engrossed in her work at the lab.

Which is most likely where he’d find her if he called. Working on the bodies they’d dug up earlier this afternoon.

A police car cruised past and Dakota lifted a hand in a wave. Several officers lived in his neighborhood, and he appreciated the sense of community, of watching each other’s back.

Again his thoughts circled back to Jamie. And what about the scars on her wrists? He’d never asked and she’d never offered the information.

Maybe it was time to dig a little deeper into the past of the woman he loved.

[image: 9781441213631_0020_001]
Yawning, Jamie finally called it a day. Serena had come in to work with her, and between the two of them, they’d gotten a lot accomplished. Serena had left awhile ago, called to a homicide across town. Jamie had told her she’d finish up.

The two older case files on her desk would have to wait. Lower back aching, she straightened, cleaned up the lab, and then glanced at her watch. She nearly shrieked. 9:30. No wonder she was starving.

She looked out the window.

Darkness. Not even a moon to light the way home. It was only a little over two miles to the entrance to her subdivision, and she made the walk to and from work as often as she could. But always in the light. Never in the dark. If she knew she was going to work late, she arranged for a ride from family or a coworker.

Familiar panic stirred in the depths of her belly. She’d stayed too late, not thinking about the passage of time. The fact shocked her. Normally, she was so careful to make sure –

Out of nowhere, the panic moved up to grip her by the throat and she forced it down, ordering her mind to work, to think.

She couldn’t turn back the hands of the clock, so she had to decide what to do. The building teemed with people, and would all night long, but she wanted to be home safe, in her own bed. She looked at her comfortable office chair and grimaced that she would actually consider spending the night in it as opposed to walking home or calling a cab.

Or she could ask for a ride home from someone.

Her cell rang and she grabbed it. “Hello?”

“Jamie? Where are you? Are you okay?”

Samantha’s frantic questions raised the hair on her arms.

“I’m at the lab. What’s wrong?”

“Oh. The lab. Right. I stopped by your house and you weren’t there and . . .”

For the past eleven and a half years, Samantha, Jamie’s sister, called almost daily. Since the night Jamie had disappeared, not to be heard from again for a little over two months, Samantha checked on her constantly.

Lately, it grated on Jamie’s nerves. Tonight, she felt relieved. “I’m fine, Sam.”

“Do you want me to come pick you up? You shouldn’t walk home this late.”

Hiding her fear at the thought of the walk home, she gave a halfhearted protest, “It’s only a little after 9:30. I’ll be fine.”

“I’m coming to pick you up. Don’t leave.”

“Sam . . .” But she was talking to dead air. Anger stirred. She wasn’t eighteen years old anymore. And yet, she couldn’t deny that beneath the anger, relief flowed. Fine, Sam could pick her up and they’d talk on the way home.

Ten minutes later, Samantha pulled up out front in a shiny little red Corvette.

Jamie climbed in. “Connor lets you drive this?” The car was a special vehicle, willed to Connor when his partner, Andrew West, had been killed in the line of duty a little over a year and a half ago.

“He sure does.”

Samantha’s straight blonde hair, like their mother’s, fell to her shoulders. Jamie had inherited a shinier version of her father’s unruly, naturally curly locks that reached to the middle of her back when she didn’t have them restrained in a clip or a tie.

“He must think a lot of you,” Jamie teased.

Samantha shot her an amused look as she pulled from the curb. “He’d better, he’s stuck with me for life. Actually, I had to pry the steering wheel from Jenna with the promise to bring the car right back to her. My car bit the dust this morning and Jenna has plans to see the midnight showing of that new movie that’s releasing.”

Secretly, Jamie envied her sister’s easygoing relationship with her husband and eighteen-year-old stepdaughter. Jamie often despaired of ever having that with a man. Or a family of her own.

Dakota was the closest she’d come, and even in the year and a half that she’d known him, she’d managed to keep him at arm’s length.

A transplant from Texas, he’d moved to the North Carolina FBI branch office. Then after working a case with Connor and Samantha last year, he decided he liked the area so much he’d moved to South Carolina, not minding the occasional hour-and-a-half commute to Charlotte for meetings and briefings. Samantha, who worked out of the Columbia, South Carolina office, insisted it wasn’t the area he liked, but one particular person who lived in it. Jamie had a hard time wrapping her mind around the idea that a man would uproot his life for her like that.

“So,” Samantha broke into her disturbing thoughts, “I guess you were working on the bodies found this afternoon.”

“Yes, and I lost track of time. Speaking of which, I would have been fine walking home, you know.”

“I know, I know, I just . . . well, I was just right around the corner and it wasn’t any big deal to come pick you up.”

Jamie dropped it. Samantha would just start feeling guilty again. If picking her up and taking her home made Samantha feel better, Jamie would let her do it. “So, what are you working on?”

“I’ve decided to take some time off.”

Surprised, Jamie stared at her sister. “What? As of when?”

“Starting today.”

“But why? You love your job.”

“I do. But I’m married now, and with Connor being a detective and me traveling all over the place whenever the FBI needs a computer expert . . . well, honestly? I just want to be in the same town as my husband, so . . . I’m reevaluating some things.”

Before Jamie could respond, Samantha pulled in the driveway. Jamie’s little cottage-style house sat in darkness. Not even the porch light burned.

Sam cut the engine. “Why didn’t you leave a light on?”

“I did.” Jamie frowned and crawled from the car.

“Guess it burned out?” Jamie heard the doubt in Sam’s voice. “You know I change my lightbulbs every month whether they’re burned out or not.” She didn’t ever want to take a chance on coming home to a dark house.

Like the one that now stood before her.

Unease centered itself in her stomach. Something was definitely not right.

Samantha followed Jamie to the door. “The power is on because your neighbors’ houses are lit up. Yours is the only one that’s dark. I’ll just come in with you.”

Concerned, but not wanting to show, it, Jamie said, “Samantha, I probably just forgot to flip the switch.”

“You don’t forget stuff like that.”

“And I don’t lose track of time either, but I did tonight.”

“Whatever, I’m still coming in.”

Jamie sucked in a deep breath. “Fine.” She swung the door open and flipped the entryway switch. Brightness filled her vision as the high-pitched whine of her alarm system warned her she had forty-five seconds to punch in her code. She did so and looked around.

Nothing out of place. “See? I told you, I just forgot to turn it on.”

“I’ll give it a quick sweep. You wait here.” Samantha’s voice came back to Jamie as her sister was already heading into the kitchen to the right, gun drawn and held in front of her. Heart pounding in spite of her brave words, Jamie anxiously studied the den and beyond.

Recently, she’d added the sunroom off the den. Her painting supplies had taken over her bedroom, and the addition of the sunroom gave her the natural light she’d wanted and the space she’d desperately needed. Only when she painted did she crack the blinds to let in the light. The rest of the time the blinds stayed shut tight, just like the ones in the rest of the house.

Examining the rest of the little two-bedroom, two-bath house didn’t take long, and when Samantha returned, Jamie looked at her. “You can’t turn it off, can you?”

“What?”

“Your FBI cop mode or whatever you want to call it.”

Sam gave an embarrassed shrug. “Guess not. It’s what I’m trained to do . . . so, I do it.”

“Trouble isn’t hovering around every corner, Sam. You need to learn to relax.”

Surprise lit her sister’s eyes before they narrowed. “Who are you and what have you done with my sister?”

Jamie forced a laugh and walked into her den. She didn’t feel nearly as lighthearted as she was trying to project for Samantha. In the den, the laughter died a quick death. “That’s weird.”

“What?” Sam asked coming up behind her.

“Look at my mantel. Do you see anything wrong?”

Samantha studied the mantel. “A picture is missing. The one of you and me before . . .”

“Right. Before the attack.”

“Did you move it?”

“No. It was there when I left for work this morning. I think. I mean it must have been. That’s where it always is.” Feeling creeped out, Jamie grabbed her grandaddy’s cane that she kept in the clay pot at the corner of the fireplace. It could be a weapon if she could swing it hard enough.

Gripping the carved oak in her right hand, she left the room and investigated the rest of her house while Samantha finished going over the den.

Jamie couldn’t find anything amiss. Uncertainty flickered through her, and she returned to her sister’s side to study the mantel. “Maybe I moved it and just forgot.”

“Like you forgot to leave the lights on?”

Fear churned within her and she made a concerted effort not to let it get a stronghold on her. “Yes, like I forgot to leave the lights on.”

Not.
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The Hero watched through his binoculars from his vantage point across the street. He kept his focus on the open blinds. The ones he’d opened and Jamie hadn’t noticed yet. He could see her staring at the mantel and knew she’d already taken note of his handiwork. She turned in a full circle, her eyes taking in every detail.

Her gaze landed on the window and the Hero almost dropped his binoculars as her widened gaze seemed to stare straight through him. He saw her draw in a deep breath, watched terror and pain flash across her face, then she marched over to shut him out.

A thrill shot through him. The voice whispered, “Stop the pain, stop the pain, you’re my hero, only death stops the pain.”

Soon. Jamie, soon, your hero will rescue you once more. After all, it was his responsibility to stop the pain. And pain could only be stopped by death.

Soon. Very soon.
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Jamie grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and shut the door with more force than necessary. Samantha had called Connor and Dakota to fill them in on the events. Of course they’d rushed right over.

Frankly, Jamie wondered if Sam was overreacting and yet she couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation for the incidents.

Especially her blinds.

She’d never leave them open.

Never.

Hating the thought that someone could see her and she couldn’t see them, she simply kept them shut.

Always.

The only thing she sometimes opened to let a little light in was the sheer curtain that covered the long window by her front door. And she rarely did that.

At the back of the house, the sunroom blinds stayed shut unless she had someone out there with her – or she was painting. And then she only opened one set of blinds to let in the light needed.

At the knock on her door, she closed her eyes to breathe a soft prayer. “I don’t know what’s happening, God, but you’ve gotten me this far and I know you won’t leave me . . . no matter what. Please let there be a reasonable explanation for what’s going on and that I haven’t finally snapped and lost my mind.”

“You haven’t lost your mind.”

The deep voice made her jump. When Dakota’s hands came to rest on her shoulders, she froze. Forcing herself to stay still, ignoring her initial reaction to jerk away, she just stood there – and analyzed the emotions jumping around inside her.

His hands felt . . . comforting. Heavy and strong, but in a good way.

Turning a slow spin, she came face-to-face with the only man she’d allowed to touch her in almost twelve years – not counting the doctors who’d brought her back from the brink of death.

As she turned to face him, he replaced his hands on her shoulders. She let him.

“I’m not?”

“No. Is something weird going on? Possibly. But that doesn’t mean you’re crazy.”

“Then how did someone get in my house without setting off my alarm?”

“I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out.”

Connor stuck his head into the kitchen and Jamie stepped back. Surprisingly, she missed the weight of Dakota’s hands on her shoulders.

Something to ponder later.

Connor said, “Hey, guys, Samantha’s working the rest of the house. I dusted the mantel and the doorknob for prints and will get the lab to run them for me. It won’t be a priority because I’m calling in a favor, so don’t know how long it’ll actually take.”

Jamie gave a rare genuine smile. “I might be able to help that along tomorrow. I’ve got a few connections.”

Connor nodded. “Samantha’s going to spend the night here with you tonight and – ”

“No,” Jamie sighed “really, that’s not necessary.”

“She says it is and frankly, I agree. Until we know what’s going on, you need to stick close to someone who knows how to use a gun.”

That stopped her. “What? You think someone’s targeted me? That . . . that I’ve picked up a stalker or something?” The irony of it hit her. She threw up her hands. “Great. I don’t leave the house for years and the minute I decide to try and have a life, some sicko wants to ruin it for me.” She ignored the tinge of hysteria in her voice and the fact that her volume had notched up a few decibels.

Dakota laid a calming hand on her arm and she shrugged him off. Anger like nothing she’d ever felt before spun through her. Shocked, she stopped, then realized the anger felt good.

Really, really good.

Much better than the fear she’d lived with the past eleven-plus years. She poked a finger in Dakota’s chest and said, “I’m not hiding anymore. I’m not going to be afraid anymore. I’m not giving up the life I’ve just managed to acquire. This time I’m fighting back, got it?”
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Whoa. Where did this feisty new person come from? Even Connor stood there looking stunned at Jamie’s uncharacteristic outburst.

Dakota held his hands up as though in surrender. “Sure, Jamie. But it might be nothing.”

“Right. Tomorrow, you’re teaching me how to shoot a gun, okay?”

“Absolutely.”

She spun from the kitchen and left silence in her wake.

Dakota finally turned to Connor and asked, “Who was that?”

“I don’t know, but I like her.” He grinned. “How’s the hole in your chest?”

Dakota rubbed the spot, realizing it was the first time Jamie had voluntarily touched him.

He’d take what he could get.

He matched Connor’s grin. “It’s perfect.” The he sobered. “Connor, I don’t want you to betray any confidences or anything, but is there anything you can tell me about Jamie that’ll help me . . .” He trailed off, not wanting to ask, yet almost unable to help himself.

“She was attacked when she was eighteen years old. She’s made tremendous progress to . . . ‘get over it’ is the wrong phrase. More like move on from it.”

Dakota blanched, but nodded. “Yeah, I figured something major must have happened to make her so skittish.”

“And it wasn’t just a physical attack. The guy messed up her mind – big time.”

Fury started a slow burn in the pit of his gut. “Like I said, I figured.”

“But it’s not my story to tell. Jamie will let you in on the details when she’s ready. Samantha told me. Jamie’s never mentioned it in my presence. But I’ll warn you,” he frowned and swallowed hard, “it’s one of the ugliest and sickest stories you’ll ever hear.”

This coming from Connor? A guy who’d been in law enforcement for over fifteen years and had seen every depraved thing there was to see? A sick feeling joined the fury churning inside him, and he vowed to do whatever it took to help Jamie. Whatever it took to keep her safe. “Did they get the guy?”

“That’s the worst part. He’s still out there.”
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Jamie caved to Samantha’s insistence that she spend the night. Truth be told, Jamie was glad. While she desperately wanted to be independent, to live cautiously but without the paralyzing fear she’d succumbed to soon after she’d awakened in the hospital, she couldn’t deny she was . . . uneasy.

She walked into the den and looked at the now shut blinds. The thought of someone watching her made her shudder. How long had this been going on? Was he out there even now?

Jamie swallowed – hard, inched her way over to the window, and slipped a finger between two slats.

“Are you okay?”

Startled, Jamie whirled from the window, heart pounding in her throat. Samantha.

“Yeah.” She winced at the breathless quality of her voice. Clearing her throat, she reaffirmed, “I’m fine.” Then paused. “Well, not fine, exactly. A little scared, to be honest.”

Samantha walked over to hug her. “We’re not going to let anything happen to you.”

Jamie pushed a reassuring smile to stiff lips. “I know.” And she didn’t doubt they’d do their best to keep her safe; however, this person had already been in her house. She’d changed the code to her alarm and felt better, but maybe she should get a dog.

The memories swirled to the forefront of her mind.

He stroked her cheek, stirring the nausea already churning in her belly to new heights. Then he backed off, murmuring under his breath.

Straining against the cuffs, she felt them cut into her, sharp and biting. Blood slicked her wrists.

Then he was back, his low, raspy voice assaulting her left ear. “You’re so beautiful, Jamie. Let me be your hero.”

Jamie squeezed her eyes shut. “Leave me alone!” The words tore from her throat, raw from her constant screaming.

Movement, sounds. The rushing roar of her blood in her ears blocking everything except the terror. She ignored his low laugh, felt him move away. After a second of tense, dreaded anticipation, she cracked her eyes . . . a shadow to her left. She panted, another scream building, eyes darting, desperation fueling her strength as she pulled, yanked, felt her raw skin tear even more.

The rose petals falling, brushing her face as he dropped them, spread them . . .

“Why are you doing this?” A sob, a plea, a desperate need to make sense of such cruelty.

She felt him pause beside her. “Just call it your therapy.” Then he gave another laugh, pain bit at her from all sides . . .

With a jerky movement, she pulled away from Samantha’s comfort – and the horrifying memories. “Listen, why don’t we send the guys home, order some pizza, and have a girls’ night?”

Samantha smiled around the shadows Jamie hated to still see lingering in her sister’s gaze. “I don’t know, Jamie, it’s late . . .”

The phone rang just as Dakota and Connor made their way back into the den area. Jamie grabbed it, grateful for the distraction.

“Hello?”

“Jamie, this is Maya, how are you?”

Maya Olsen, her former counselor turned good friend.

“I’m all right.” Not really, but she wasn’t getting into it now. “How are you doing?”

“Great, do you have plans tomorrow night? I thought we could catch a movie or something. I’m in desperate need for some girl time.”

Forcing out a lighthearted chuckle, Jamie said, “You must be on the same wavelength as I am tonight. Why don’t you come over to my house as soon as you can? Samantha’s keeping me company tonight. You can join us.”

“I wouldn’t be intruding on a sisters’ thing?”

“Not at all, we’d love to have you.”

“All right then, see you soon.”

Jamie hung up the cordless phone and turned to find everyone looking at her. “What?”

Dakota frowned. “I don’t know how wise it is to invite Maya over until we figure out what’s going on with whoever managed to get in your house today.”

Jamie gasped. “You’re right. I didn’t think . . . I don’t want to believe . . . I just can’t . . .” She stopped and pulled in a deep breath. “I’ll call her back and tell her not to come.” She reached for the phone, but Samantha held up a hand.

“Wait a minute. I’ve been thinking about this. What do we really know for sure? We don’t know that anyone was actually in this house. There could be a reasonable explanation for all of the things that have happened and we’re just jumping to conclusions because of,” she sucked in a deep breath, “your past.”

Connor stared at his wife. “How so, Sam?”

Samantha tightened her ponytail and scrubbed a hand across her eyes. “I don’t know. Let’s think about this. What have we got so far?”

“My picture is missing from the mantel,” Jamie stated flatly. She moved over and stared at the blank spot. Her gaze roved over the rest of the area. “Grandaddy’s cane is here, all the other pictures are here. Everything looks fine except for the missing picture.”

“Right. When was the last time Mom and Dad were here?”

“Last week. For lunch before leaving on their trip to Colorado.” Retirees, their parents loved to travel and had most recently decided to travel cross-country in their motor home. They’d be back next week.

“Maybe Mom decided to take the picture with her. She was doing some scrapbooking lately, remember? A couple weeks ago, she asked if I had any she could copy.”

Jamie sighed. “Yes, I know, but she wouldn’t have just taken the picture, would she? She would have asked. I know she would have.”

“Maybe she meant to and got distracted. You know Mom, sometimes, she means to do something and forgets.”

Dakota pulled out his cell phone. “Well, that’s easy to find out. What’s her number?”

While he dialed the number Connor supplied, Samantha looked back at Jamie. “What else?”

“All the lights were off. I’d never leave them off.”

Uncertainty flashed across Samantha’s face and Jamie felt her gut clench.

Samantha said, “Okay, like you said when we got here. Maybe you just . . . forgot. Were you in a hurry to get to work?”

“Yes, in a little bit of a hurry.”

“Okay, so you were rushing around. You grabbed your work stuff and headed out the door. It’s broad daylight, you’re not thinking that you’re going to be late getting home and you just . . . leave. Without hitting the light switch.”

Jamie bit her lip. Was it possible? Maybe, but . . . “What about my blinds. I never open them. I would have remembered that one.”

“Maybe you brushed by them in a hurry and hit them. Or something.” She threw her hands up. “Anything’s possible.”

Jamie realized Samantha really wanted to believe that. “Okay, all of that is possible, I suppose.”

Dakota pushed his Stetson back on his head and looked at Jamie as he hung up the phone. “No one’s answering. We can try again later. And,” he looked over at Samantha, “what you’re saying sounds pretty reasonable, but if Jamie’s scared, I think it bears looking into.”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t look into it, just – ”

The door bell rang and Jamie jumped. She gave a self-conscious laugh that lacked humor. “That’s Maya. Guess it’s too late to tell her to stay home.”

Making her way over to the door, she considered everything Samantha had just come up with. Maybe she was just being paranoid.

Gripping the knob, she sighed and closed her eyes for a brief moment. She was overreacting.

No she wasn’t.

She opened her eyes and the door greeting Maya with, “Hey, glad you could make it. Come on in.”

Maya, dark hair turning slightly grey, stood at five feet two inches – maybe. She stepped into the foyer and asked, “You didn’t sound right on the phone so I ordered a pizza to be delivered here. I’m starved.”

Pushing aside bad memories and worries about a possible stalker, Jamie hugged her friend and told herself to relax. Everything would be fine. The bad stuff in her life was over.

Right?



4 

Jamie watched Maya pull away from the curb and turned to Samantha as she closed the front door. “She knows me so well. I can’t believe she could hear all the stress in my voice . . . crazy. And even though I’ll struggle to get up in the morning since it’s,” she glanced at the clock, “12:15, I’m glad she came over.”

Samantha grabbed the pizza box and headed for the kitchen. “It was nice.” Her expression stated the exact opposite.

Jamie followed her and watched as her sister tossed the box into the trash. Concerned, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m bothered.”

“By?”

“Everything that’s happened tonight.”

Jamie blew out a sigh and slumped into the nearest chair. “I was trying to forget it.”

“Well, I can’t!” Samantha’s outburst flew from her lips and Jamie flinched, staring at her sister.

She held out a beseeching hand. “Sam, I’m sorry, I – ”

“Where’s that picture, Jamie?” Desperation flashed before she could cover it up.

Keeping her cool, Jamie stood. “I don’t know. I hope Mom has it . . .”

“She doesn’t.”

Jamie paused. “What? How do you know?”

“She called my cell while I was in the restroom. I didn’t tell her what was going on, of course, just asked her if she’d taken the picture from your mantel.”

“And?”

“She was indignant that I’d even ask.”

Her stomach dropped at that pronouncement. Somehow she’d held out hope that her mother had taken the picture and forgotten to mention it.

Even though she was 99 percent sure she hadn’t.

And now that it was confirmed, Jamie felt confused – and scared. “I’m going to bed.” Turning on her heel, she left the kitchen, ignoring Samantha’s protest.

Ugly fear she’d thought she’d conquered battled to rise up in her, mocking her newfound safety, her determination to succeed and escape the constant reminders of her past.
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Pain beat through her. Tears leaked from her eyes against her will. Oh God, either save me or let me die! She wailed silently, refusing to cry out this time. The heavy plaster cast on her lower left leg weighted her down. The handcuffs around her wrist kept her bound to the iron bed. Wetness trickled down the inside of her arm and around to her elbow. The smell of her own blood stung her nostrils. She heard the doorknob jiggle and fought the urge to vomit. Tilting her head back, she stared at the ceiling and caved.

She screamed and screamed and screamed.

“Jamie?” The soft voice pulled her from her wide-awake nightmare with a gasp. She gripped her head in both hands, then pulled her fingers through her curls.

“What, Sam?”

“I’m sorry,” came the heartfelt apology.

Jamie closed her eyes, then turned to hug her sister. “It’s all right.”

Tears filled Samantha’s eyes, then she blinked them away. “I’ll be right across the hall if you need me.”

“I know. Thanks.”

Sam gave her one more searching, apologetic look and walked into the bedroom that she considered hers.

Jamie sighed and dropped onto her bed, staring at the rose-patterned comforter. She knew Sam was apologizing for more than just losing her cool in the kitchen.

A rebellious teen, Jamie hadn’t wanted anything to do with authority or rules. At the age of eighteen, she’d been sure she’d known it all, could handle anything that came her way. Almost ten years her senior, Samantha hadn’t agreed.

The party had been wild. Jamie had been high on life and something she’d willingly smoked. Then Samantha had shown up.

“What are you doing here?” eighteen-year-old Jamie hissed.

“Saving your hide,” Samantha insisted as she pulled Jamie out of the arms of an intoxicated young man, threatening to arrest him if he ever came near her sister again. “The cops are on the way and I’m getting you out of here.”

Furious, Jamie flung an arm at Samantha, who ducked and shoved her sister in the car. At first Jamie just sat there, fuming, then she growled, “You are not my mother. Why don’t you just stay out of stuff that’s not your business.”

“You’re my sister. That makes you my business,” she retorted. “Look, we’re almost home. Sleep it off and we’ll talk in the morning.”

“I’m not talking to you,” Jamie screamed and grabbed the wheel.

Samantha slammed on the brakes and shoved Jamie with a hard hand to her shoulder. She yelled, “Are you trying to kill us?”

Jamie jumped from the car and slammed the door. Samantha cruised along beside her and rolled down the window. “Fine then. Walk home. Maybe it’ll cool you off and slap a little sense into your head.” She tossed Jamie’s heavy coat out of the window and drove off.

Jamie remembered feeling relieved – and cold. She grabbed her coat. Home was only about a mile up the road and she needed the time to herself, to decide what to do about Samantha and her constant interference in her social life. But deep down she knew Sam was right.

Tears clogged her throat. She hated the rift she was causing between the two of them – and the worry she saw in her mother’s eyes every time the woman looked at her lately. She really needed to get it together. But she was just so afraid of the future, unsure about what to do with her life. She walked that fine line of being eager for independence and scared of it all at the same time.

Then a stinging pain hit her leg and she knew no more.

Jamie jerked as though she could feel the dart biting into her flesh all over again.

She’d awakened, handcuffed to a bed. Horrified, she’d struggled until the blood flowed from her shredded wrists. And then he had entered the room.

Now, sitting on the edge of her bed, she pushed her sleeves up and examined her scars. A minor consequence of her disobedience and rebellion. Her futile attempt at escape. The worst scars were the ones she couldn’t see.

On her wrists, the marks crisscrossed each other, the skin healing raggedly, fusing together awkwardly as it had healed only enough to be torn apart once again by her continued fruitless struggles.

Not for the first time in twelve years, she questioned herself again. Why had she struggled so? Almost anyone else would have realized it had been a losing battle and given up.

But not her.

Why not her?

Why had she lived?

Drawing in a shuddering breath, she berated herself for dwelling on the past. “You can’t change it, but God can use it. Let him.”

Just saying the words out loud brought her a measure of peace she’d never been able to explain. So she didn’t try to analyze it, she just accepted it for the gift that it was.

Her Savior. Her Lord. Her strength.

She reached for the Bible she kept on her nightstand. Stacking the pillows behind her, she leaned back, opened her Bible . . .

. . . and screamed.
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In the back of her subconscious mind, Jamie registered Samantha bursting through her bedroom door, but she couldn’t pull her eyes from the picture.

“What is it? Jamie! Why did you scream?”

As though in slow motion, Jamie lifted her gaze to lock onto Samantha’s frantic eyes. Her sister had her gun in her right hand as she scanned the room for the cause of Jamie’s panicked cry.

Seeing nothing, she lowered the weapon and approached the bed where Jamie still sat, seemingly frozen to the spot.

With shaking fingers, Jamie reached for the picture, then stopped. Doing her best to control her voice, she said, “Get me a plastic bag from the kitchen and a pair of tweezers, will you?”

Questions hovered on Sam’s lips, but Jamie stared at her until her sister whirled and left the room. Jamie snapped her eyes back to the picture.

How?

When?

But most importantly – who?

Samantha reentered the room with the requested materials and a demand. “What is it?”

Jamie took the tweezers from her sister and very carefully caught the picture between the ends. She held it up and slipped it into the plastic baggie. Handing it to Samantha, she said, “He put this in my Bible.”

“Who? What?” She took the item, looked at it, and gasped. “That’s the picture from the mantel.”

“Yes, it is.” An unnatural calm settled on her shoulders as she leaned back and hugged her arms around her midsection. Shivers danced along her nerve endings and nausea churned in the pit of her stomach.

Samantha looked up. “And you didn’t put it there?”

Jamie just stared at her.

Her sister started to pace. “I . . . I mean, you could have decided to use it as a bookmark, right? And then just forgot about it. Or . . . or . . .”

“I didn’t put it there, Samantha.” Jamie barely recognized her own voice. It sounded flat, devoid of life.

Sam stopped pacing and turned to look at Jamie. “But how? Who?”

“Him.”

“But it can’t be,” came a whispered horrified protest.

“It is. It has to be.”

[image: 9781441213631_0041_001]
Wednesday 

After a restless night even with Samantha sleeping in the bed next to her, resurrecting an old habit Samantha had formed the day Jamie came home from the hospital, Jamie rose and automatically went through her morning routine.

Samantha. What was she going to do about the woman? Her presence beside her last night provoked old memories. Torments, nightmares. Sam had spent every night at her bedside in the hospital as she waited for Jamie to wake up from the drug-induced coma the doctors had put her in while her body healed. Then after she’d been released from the hospital to her parents’ care, Samantha had stayed by her side, sleeping next to her in the large queen bed. Only Samantha hadn’t gotten much sleep for months. Not with Jamie jerking awake screaming every few hours.

Jamie looked at the scars on her wrists. Deep grooves where the cuffs had cut almost to the bone in some places and healed over with puckered white skin. A vivid, daily reminder of her failure, her weakness. Her inability to escape with one attempt after another until it was almost too late.

With a finger, she traced the area on her left wrist and thought about her past, her tormentor. Her “hero.” As those last words filtered through her mind, disgust curdled.

She’d once thought of him that way. After all, he’d made the pain go away. Briefly. Even though he’d been the one to cause it.

And she’d been so grateful. She’d come to look forward to the small things he did to make her more comfortable, was thankful for the food and water he allowed her to have.

He’d bandaged her wrists when he’d realized the extent of her injuries. Given her pain medication.

Taken care of her.

And even while she’d been relieved at the reprieves, with every fiber of her being she’d hated him. And herself. She couldn’t understand what she was feeling, why she looked forward to his presence and despised it at the same time.

Stockholm syndrome. Where the victim becomes dependent upon the attacker even to the point of defending him or her.

Jamie hadn’t quite gotten to that point, but when Maya explained it to her, she’d been overwhelmed to realize she wasn’t crazy, that there was nothing wrong with her.

Then another emotion had forced its way to the surface.

Pure rage.

And it felt good, just like it had yesterday.

Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she set the comb down and made a promise to herself.

If it was him, if he was the one doing this, if he’d targeted her once again . . .

She swallowed down the nausea.

He. Would. Not. Win.

Not this time.

Shuddering, she brushed her teeth and heard Sam stirring. She finished getting ready for work and walked into the kitchen to grab a bagel she wasn’t hungry for. Knowing she needed to eat to keep her strength up, she forced it down.

“Sam,” she hollered. “I’m leaving.”

“Hey, I’ll take you.”

“I’ve walked before, I can walk now.”

Incredulous eyes stared back at her. “Are you crazy?”

“No. Determined. This guy is not going to ruin my life again . . . if it’s even him.”

“That’s fine. I understand that, but you still have to take precautions.”

Just the thought of walking out of her front door made her want to hurl. And that made the rage rise once again. She would not give up the progress she’d made, would not succumb to the fear again. Would it be caving to accept the help Samantha so willingly offered?

Everything within her wanted to stomp defiantly out the door. Instead, reason overruled her momentary desire for a temper tantrum. If he was the one doing this to her, she certainly didn’t want to fall back into his sadistic hands.

“All right,” she said. “For now.”

Relief at Jamie’s easy capitulation flashed over Sam’s features, and Jamie felt a twinge of guilt at her own stubbornness. But stubborn could be a good thing.

It was one reason she was still alive.

Fifteen minutes later, she walked into the lab. Her home away from home. Samantha had dropped her at the door, then drove on to the high school to meet Jenna. While school was finished for the year and Jenna had graduated, Sam had volunteered to go with the group of seniors to the lake for the day.

Desperate to put last night out of her head, Jamie pulled at the shirtsleeves that came nearly mid-palm, then went straight to the bones she’d started working with the day before.

Then thought about the two old files on her desk. She really needed to look over them. A glance back at the bones she needed to sort through. They were clean and ready for placement on the large metal table.

Yesterday, she hadn’t been able to tell much from the bones themselves due to the dirt and other debris still attached to them. Chemicals had remedied that problem. Now, she could begin the road to giving this person a name. The files could wait. Once she had her report on these two sets of bones, she could compare them to the other ones that had been found in the same area.

Ignoring her craving for a cup of coffee, she pulled the femur from the box. Placing it on the slab, she went for the next bone, then the next. Finally, she had the skeleton laid out, each piece placed precisely so. Taking the digital camera from the cabinet above the sink, she took picture after picture of the bones.

And something caught her eye.

Setting the camera aside, she leaned in and took the arm bone, the radius, in hand. Turning it from side to side, she saw that it had been broken once upon a time. It had healed nicely. Replacing it, she moved to the other arm. The left radius had also been broken. And healed well.

Her stomach flipped as she slowly lowered the bone back into place. She picked up the ulna, turned it. And paused. An epiphyseal line almost fused to the growth cap. The femur told the same story. As a teen aged, the epiphyseal line changed, fused and became an epiphyseal plate. The line indicated this person had never had the chance to advance in age past the late teen years.

She moved to the clavicle, almost afraid to look.

“Hey, Jamie, what’s up?”

She jumped and nearly dropped the bone. “Honestly, Dakota, could you whistle or something to let me know you’re coming?”

A sheepish smile crossed his face as he shoved the Stetson to the back of his head. “Sorry.”

Her heart stuttered for a moment as she stared at him and the feeling confused her. Why was she so attracted to him? She didn’t like men – in general – and certainly didn’t want to feel anything remotely like attraction for one of them. Not even one she considered a friend.

The knock on the door brought her attention around.

A young man in his late thirties stepped inside. Jamie offered him a short smile. “Hi, George.”

“Hi, Jamie. What are you working on?”

“Some bones that were dug up yesterday.” She turned to Dakota. “This is George Horton, the department profiler. He joined the team a little after I accepted the job here. So far he’s been a great asset from what I hear.”

George grinned, flashing a one-sided dimple and white teeth. “Thanks for the praise, Jamie. Dakota and I’ve met a couple of times.”

Dakota nodded and shook the man’s hand. “Good to see you again.”

“So, did you need something?” Jamie asked him.

“Naw, I was just passing by and thought I’d pop in to say hello. Maybe we can do lunch one day.”

With a vague smile, Jamie offered, “Maybe.”

Not likely, she thought. As nice as George seemed to be . . .

He left and Dakota looked at her. She tried to sidestep his stare but finally asked, “What?”

“You know what,” he teased with a tight smile. “He likes you.”

She grimaced and kept her tone neutral. “I like him too. He’s a nice guy.”

“So are you going to have lunch with him?”

Just the thought made her shudder. “No.” She tried to cover her initial distaste at the thought of anything even resembling a date. “He’s one of those.”

“Those?” Confusion chased the bemusement from his face.

“Yes, a psychiatrist, a profiler of all things. You can’t trust them. They’re way too thoughtful and analyze everything you say. It would be like having lunch with a mind reader or something.” She was teasing yet serious about not being interested in George. “No thanks.”

Something resembling relief flickered briefly across Dakota’s eyes but was gone so fast she wondered if she imagined it.

Then he grinned. “Then will you have lunch with me?”

She smiled back. “No.” At his crestfallen expression and wounded stare, she laughed and said, “I don’t eat lunch at nine-thirty in the morning. Ask me again in a couple of hours.”

He pursed his lips and shook his head. “You got me.”

Her heart did that crazy beat-skipping thing again and she turned back to the comfort of her bones. “Yeah.”

“So, what have you got on the bones?”

“Female and young.”

“How old was she?”

“I’m not sure. Late teens, probably. Eighteen, nineteen. There’s only a few teeth so I don’t think our odontologist is going to be able to help us out.” She sighed. “Give me a little longer and I might be able to tell you more at lunch.”

He nodded. “All right, I’m going to go catch up with George, the mind reader. I have a couple of questions for him anyway. I’ll be back in a little while.”

Absorbed in her work, she didn’t even turn as he left.

An hour later, she stretched out the kinks in her back and decided she needed something to drink. Walking into the small office attached to the side of the lab, she went straight to the small college dorm refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water.

Taking a sip, she let her eyes roam over the familiar space.

And prickles raised the hair on the back of her neck.

Something was off.

Slowly, she took inventory of the area. Everything seemed to be in place, but . . .

What was different?

Her desk. The plant sat where it always did. But it was turned. She kept the words on the pot facing her. “I can do all things through Christ.” Maybe one of the cleaning crew had moved it. Reaching out, she straightened it.

Then stopped. A coldness seeped into her.

The red pen she kept at the top of her desk calendar now lay to the right side.

And the point of the pen stuck out, ready to be used.

She always closed it.

Taking a deep breath, she tried to rationalize it. Okay, so someone had been in her office – and rearranged things a bit. That didn’t mean anything.

Did it?

Of course not, she tried to reassure herself. The cleaning crew had just . . . bumped her desk, moved things around a bit.

Only the cleaning crew had never done such a thing before.

A knowing feeling coursed through her and she was certain whoever had been in her office was the same person who’d been in her house.

Him.

Against her will, tremors pushed their way to the surface and she felt that sick, nauseating feeling return. Her right hand slipped under the collar of her shirt and moved to her left shoulder. Tracing the rough edges of the scar that was a permanent reminder of a time she desperately wished she could erase from her memory, she stepped closer to her desk.

Her eyes fell to the calendar and she gasped, her fingers falling from the scar on her shoulder to reach around and grasp her elbow. Her left hand came up to cup her right elbow and she bent double, hugging herself, trying to keep control of the scream bubbling up from within.

“Hey, Jamie . . .”

The scream released and she whirled, one hand flying up to cover her mouth to keep another scream from escaping.

[image: 9781441213631_0048_001]
“Jamie! What’s wrong?” Crossing to her side, he reached out to grab her and she flinched, backing away from him. He dropped his hands and soothed his voice, controlling the desire to smash the person who’d done this to her. “Come on, Jamie, talk to me. You’re safe. You’re fine. What’s wrong?”

He kept up the chatter, not even sure what he was saying after a few minutes, but whatever it was, it seemed to be working, pulling her from her frozen state of terror.

Her right hand cupped her left shoulder, gripped it so hard, her knuckles turned white. Finally the shaking eased, her hand dropped and she looked him in the eye.

The torment in her beautiful gaze nearly brought him to his knees.

He held out a hand and whispered, “Jamie . . .”

She hesitated, then took it. Slowly, ever so slowly, Dakota pulled her to him and held her in a loose embrace. Tight enough to offer comfort, loose enough that she could slip out of it if she desired to do so.

She said something and he missed it.

“What?” He leaned in closer to listen. Her two words chilled him to the depths of his soul.

“He’s back.”
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