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DARING TO LOVE

A woman who reads hearts...

“Help me...” As an empath working for an organization dedicated to locating missing children, Liz is accustomed to using her unique abilities to sense the emotions of others. She’s not accustomed to hearing them call for her. That’s the specialized skill of a telepath.

A man who reads minds...

Galen’s special method of interrogation involves telepathic seduction, a technique that drove away the love of his life two years ago. In spite of their rocky past, Liz has reached out to him again. He’s the one man who may be able to discover the truth about the mysterious voice calling to her.

A voice from the darkness...

Liz can’t ignore the child’s voice, one that may be connected to a dark secret in her past. Barely recovered from her last rescue mission, she doesn’t trust her own senses, or a man who uses seduction in such a devastating way. But with the possibility of a child’s life in danger, Liz and Galen can’t afford to let it get personal again. Finding the child comes first, even though their hearts and minds are daring them to love...
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Dear Reader,
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Welcome to the Intrepid Women Series... kickass women and the men who dare to love them.

All of these books stand alone, but if you read them in order, you’ll start to feel like the characters are old friends.

Snuggle in and get ready to be entertained. Enjoy glimpses of the Pacific Northwest, and Texas ranch country while having fun with dogs, cats, horses, and helicopters. I’m an animal lover, so my characters are too. 

Many of the books involve Meyers Security—a family-run company specializing in keeping people safe in spite of the odds—and ETCETERA—a clandestine agency made up of agents with cool yet believable paranormal abilities.

I hope you come to love all these special people and their furry companions just as much as I do.

Want to find out about new books? Stay in touch? Win prizes, and find out when the next book is coming out? Come on over to my website, and sign up to get my email. http://kathrynjane.com/ 

Cheers and happy reading!

Kathryn
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To my friend Barb’s faithful houndy Scarlett, who lives on in our memories and was my inspiration for Fred. Poor Heidi has much to live up to.

––––––––
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The Intrepid Women series is dedicated to an amazing, courageous, one of a kind friend. 

Anne, I miss you still.

Part 1
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Chapter 1 – 
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Oregon Coast

Liz savored the crash of waves, the rattle of pebbles, and the sting of cool evening mist. She felt whole again—centered, and at peace with the fact not all missions ended well. Her recovery time was almost over. She drew a long deep breath and the taste of salt made her smile. 

Until the tiny vibration against her thigh intruded. 

She yanked the phone from her pocket and a single glance confirmed what the ring tone had already told her. 

Not just no, but hell no. 

With her bare feet firmly planted at the water’s edge, she drew her arm back and pitched the damn thing as hard as she could. 

Now try and rattle my cage, bitch. 

With breath locked in her throat, she waited for the barely visible plunk, and punched the sky with both fists. “Yes!” she shouted, grinning like an idiot. 

Fred stopped, belly deep in surf, and stared at her with a perplexed expression, his eager-to-leap-into-the-waves Labrador half at war with his I-prefer-dry-land bloodhound heritage. 

She laughed at his confusion. “Come on, pal, let’s celebrate.” Arms wide and welcoming, she spun in a circle, danced in the wet sand, and flirted with the magical ocean foam creeping up the beach. 

She was no longer broken. Her self-confidence and strength had been restored by six weeks of briny air and long morning runs. The rhythm of the tides had replenished her soul.

Help me... A vaguely familiar voice whispered across her mind and shocked her into complete stillness.

Liz, help me... 

*
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The dog snored softly in an armchair under the window, apparently oblivious to Galen as he leaned against the doorframe and absorbed the essence of the world’s most frustrating woman.

He squelched a rising chuckle along with any thought of slipping into bed beside her. The dog may be harmless, but martial arts and combat training made Liz too dangerous for a sane man to risk startling her awake. Ah, but having her wake up beside him when she wanted him in her bed, well, that was something altogether different.

Memories crept in while he watched the subtle rise and fall of the blankets. He’d met her and wanted her all in the same breath. They’d been on an undercover mission posing as a married couple. The assignment lasted two weeks. 

Took him twelve days to get her naked. 

Less than a month later, after endless days and nights filled with stupendous sex, she’d dumped him. Threatened to “cut off his nuts and feed them to him” if he got within arm’s length. It was no idle threat. The woman was damned good with a blade.

Galen sighed. Two years had passed and he had a plan. This time around would be different. He’d take the time to make sure she understood that his job, the way he interrogated women, and the tactics he used to get inside their minds didn’t define him.

The energy in the room changed. She was awake. Fred shifted in the chair, as though he too was tuned into the woman’s psyche.

Liz was uncertain why she’d been jolted out of a dead sleep, she steadied her breathing, opened all her senses—the normal ones... and the others. She stayed motionless yet coiled. Prepared, expecting she’d have to defend herself. 

A warning ripple of recognition swept through her, made her nerve endings sing. Oh hell. She fought to keep her heart-rate slow and even. Shut down the exposed pathways to her thoughts. Scrambled to decide on the best defense.

The bed dipped under his weight. 

Feigning sleep could work. If he leaned over she’d make the first move, dodge his hands and make for the door. But if he managed to grab her from behind, throw her to the floor and cover her with his amazing body, well, then she’d be physically and emotionally helpless. His. Not going to happen.

“How we gonna play this, love?” His voice was deep, soft, and steeped in sexy. “Hand-to-hand, winner takes all? Or body-to-body and we both win?”

She opened her eyes and put conviction in her words. “In your dreams, Flyboy.”

“God, but you’re a piece of work.” His voice dropped an octave, went gravelly. “And I love my job.”

Heat pooled at the timbre of his voice, but the words sent a sobering chill through her. “What the hell are you doing here?”

He ran a fingertip down her naked arm. “Hoping to get lucky?” 

She raised an eyebrow.

He sighed. “Okay. You requested a telepath darlin’. I’m it.”

“I specifically asked for either Johnson or Patty.” Anyone but you. It wasn’t like ETCETERA had a shortage of telepaths in their Child Rescue division.

“They’re both on other assignments.” He winked. “Besides, you know I’m the best. Why would you want Johnson when you can have me?”

“Gee, let me think. Oh yeah, maybe because he would have arrived at a decent hour, and knocked on my front door like a civilized man.” She held up her hand as he opened his mouth to interrupt. “And he would never hit on me.”

“How boring for both of you.” His sigh was obvious and exaggerated.

The murky light of approaching dawn had her glancing at the bedside clock. Five-thirty in the morning. Shit.

As though he’d read her mind—which was entirely possible—he said wickedly, “Too early to get up, too late to go back to sleep... Let’s play, Liz.”

Shrugging out of his jacket, he tossed it to the foot of the bed, unsnapped his shoulder harness, and set his SIG on the night table with care. A plain white t-shirt highlighted a body capable of making a woman’s blood pressure shoot up. Way up. 

Liz tore her gaze away, lowered her eyes, and tried not to groan out loud. Soft faded denim accentuated his long lean thighs. She knew what separated them. Eyes up, quick. 

Oh hell—that face. 

Laugh lines, dark stubble, golden skin. Eyes able to see into her soul, and the sexiest mouth she’d ever—

The arrogant, knowing smile on his sharp-angled face brought her back to earth with a thud.

“Freeze, Flyboy.” She almost managed not to sound breathless.

He grinned. “But Liz—”

She felt her strength returning. “Don’t even think it.”

“You know you want me naked.” He slid a fingertip across her collarbone, sending a shiver right through her center.

She played up the huskiness in her voice. “I want a lot of things, Flyboy, but right now what I want most is you,” she hesitated just a heartbeat, the devil made her do it, “out of my bedroom.”

He reached for the sheet as she dragged it up under her chin. “Sex in the living room? Maybe out on the deck?” He teased the sensitive flesh below her ear. “I’d love to hear you scream my name with the Pacific pounding in the background.”

“Out. Get out. Go. To the kitchen. Put on coffee. Now.”

He didn’t even flinch. “You naked under there, baby?”

“OUT!”

He shook his head and winked at the dog still lounging in the chair. “Well, pal, at least this is better than indifference.” Chuckling to himself, he scooped up his holster and strolled out.

Liz fumed while she dragged on jeans and a bulky fisherman knit sweater. The man was impossible. He used his sex appeal as a tool—a very effective weapon—and she didn’t have much armor to protect against it.

She glared at Fred. “Some guard dog you are.” 

His baleful eyes seemed to say, “Hey, not in my job description.”

Galen had his back to her when she entered the kitchen, but he turned and made a production of surveying her appearance. His gaze swept from her face to the sunset-pink toenail polish and back up again. He reached out, feathered his fingers through the soft black curls barely covering her head, and let his hand glide down the back of her neck.

She swore she could feel his fingers tangling in the long length she used to have, tugging on her scalp, easing her head back to expose her throat to his mouth. Heat arrowed straight to her belly. No. She fought the color she knew would soon creep up her cheeks. 

“Why’d you cut your hair?” he asked.

She shrugged and willed herself to appear disinterested. 

“Felt like a change. Seemed like the right move at the time.” In fact, it was because she’d needed something tangible to help snap her out of emotional turmoil. Her last case had ended badly, the child dying before Liz could reach her.

“Was it?”

“What?”

“Was cutting your hair off the right move?”

“Who knows?” She shrugged again. “It’ll grow back.” She stepped away, taking mugs from the cupboard, and pouring the coffee. She handed him one, then made a point of walking away, into the living-room where she curled into a corner of the couch. 

Galen prowled, looking out the windows. “So tell me exactly what happened yesterday, Liz.” 

Squashing the desire to be stubborn, she explained it all again. Just as she had to Mike, her handler, when she’d called him last night, asking if he could send a telepath—specifically Johnson or Patty—to help her. Liz didn’t doubt her empathetic abilities, and was adept at locating missing kids, but telepathy wasn’t one of her skills. 

“You’ve never heard strange voices before?”

“Nope. Even though I’ve picked up children’s emotions for years, I’ve never heard a voice.”

Galen knew differently. “You’ve heard mine.”

“I’m sure a dead man could hear you in his head if it was your mission.”

“We’re talking about your telepathic abilities.”

“I have none. You were touching me.”

Click. Galen felt the dots connect. “Are you always telepathic during sex?”

Oh lord, how do I get out of this unscathed?

It was her voice in his head and he was pretty certain it wasn’t on purpose. He kept his expression bland. “Liz?”

“Look, getting back to the voice, the plea for help I heard yesterday. I’ve never had a stranger slip into my head before. But it’s happened now. I’ve tried to make contact again and I can’t, so I need you to try to reach her for me. My gut says this is important, Galen. I don’t know the who or the where, but I’m certain she’s in trouble.” 

He’d let it go for now, but sometime, somewhere, he’d get back to their long overdue personal discussion. All he could do now was give her the help she’d asked for. Maybe she’d learn to trust him. Maybe not. Bottom line, it wasn’t going to be easy.

Once the sun was fully up, they went to the beach, to the exact place she’d been standing when she’d heard the voice. 

Galen sent out far-reaching words—openings, whispered requests, and even arrogant demands for a response—but nothing brought results.

Liz’s head reverberated with his internal voice. She needed space. “I’m going to take a walk. Fred needs some exercise.”

He studied her face. “What if she connects with either of us while we’re apart?”

“Call me.” 

He glanced out over the waves. “And you’ll swim out there to answer your phone?”

She grimaced. “Well, hell.” She shook her head. “She wouldn’t stop calling.”

“Who?”

“Charlotta. The evil, scheming bitch who gave birth to me.”

He grinned. “Tell me how you really feel about her.”

“Ha, ha. She’s a scam artist.” Liz shrugged. “Without the phone, I don’t have to deal with her.”

“Interesting.”

She sent him a “WTF does that mean?” look.

“The Liz I know would have told her mother to back off.”

“The Liz you knew, had her head in the clouds and her legs wrapped around your waist. But she’s dead and buried. Gone like my hair. Deal with it.” 

She spun away. Whistled for Fred and marched toward the cabin. Was halfway to the stairs when the terrified stranger invaded her mind. Again.

Liz, help me.
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Chapter 2
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The voice was much fainter this time. And, try as she might, Liz could make no further contact. Galen struck out as well. They got back to the cabin just in time to receive a call from Mike on the land line. Liz put the phone on speaker and updated him on the latest telepathic cry for help.

Mike had news, too. “The FBI’s got a hot one. Could be your mystery girl. Fourteen years old, disappeared on her way home from a riding stable yesterday. Very wealthy family but no ransom demands yet.” He paused. “There’s a connection you’re not going to like, Liz.” 

And there it was. “Charlotta.”

“Got it in one, kid. You okay?”

“What’s the story?”

“Charlotta is a business associate of the father. Missing kid is Kayla Garcia.”

Garcia. The word hit like a blow to her solar plexus but Liz got to the couch before her knees gave out. Bent double with both arms wrapped around her middle, she fought for breath while long-buried memories battled their way to the surface. Fred sat on her feet. Mike’s voice blurred, as did Galen’s. 

The phone calls she hadn’t answered yesterday now weighed heavy on her heart and compelled her to gather her wits and get back in the game. She forced her weak voice into their conversation.

“Charlotta’s in on it somehow. It’ll be some kind of scam. Has to be the reason she was phoning me all day yesterday.” Liz sucked in a long breath and lifted her head. “She’d never ask for my help. Never involve me without an ulterior motive. Find her, you’ll probably find the kid.”

“Good angle. We’ll work it, but in the meantime, do you know Kayla? Would she call out to you if she was in trouble?”

Liz met Galen’s direct gaze as she answered Mike. “Nope, sorry. I left Palm Springs before she was born.”

Galen reached out to touch her hand but she snatched it away, glared at him, and regretted having once opened up to him about running away from home when she was sixteen. She’d told him where she’d gone and how she’d survived. But nothing about the horrors she’d left behind. The reasons why she’d run.

Mike’s concerned tone sliced between them. “Okay, tentative plan. It’s almost eleven, if you haven’t made another connection by eighteen hundred, we’ll set up a meet at San-Ren air-strip.” 

After Mike hung up, Galen turned to her and said, “Talk to me.”

Liz shook her head. Surfacing memories of the physical and psychological pain were threatening her self-control. She had to calm down, shake off the unwanted emotions. She needed to move. 

Jumping up, she wandered the room until she found herself standing at the glass doors, looking out over the ocean, a view that usually gave her solace. 

Liz focused on the litter of footprints decorating the strip of sand between the cliffs and the water. Early morning walkers and runners had left their marks, trails winding around the enormous rocks exposed by low tide, marking a history the waves would erase in a few hours. She sighed. Her mother was like one of those boulders. High tide might make them disappear but damned if they weren’t still there, mocking the ocean when the water receded. New paths would always have to be made around them.

“I think we should split up for a couple of hours.” Fog formed on the window as she spoke. “I’ll wander the town, you stay near the beach.” 

“What’s going on, Liz?” 

“Just trying to figure out the best approach.” Her attempt at nonchalance sounded feeble to her own ears. “No point both of us working the same location.”

When he laid a hand on her arm, she allowed him to swing her around so they were face to face, sort of. More like face to throat. She averted her eyes to stare over his shoulder, focusing on the wall behind him. He put his hand under her chin and tilted her head. Instead of submitting to what she’d labeled his soul searching look, she closed her eyes. “Please, just leave me alone.”

“Not a chance. Look at me, Liz.”

Unable to ignore that soft sexy voice, she endured his steel-grey scrutiny, her heartbeat pounding in her throat. “Please, Galen. I need space.”

Certain he was about to kiss her anyway, she was surprised—and just a bit peeved—when he took a step back and let his hands drop away. Galen wasn’t going to push. 

Good. Her mother was enough to worry about.

“I should have answered her calls. I thought I was showing backbone. I tossed it into the ocean so she couldn’t get to me anymore. She’s always taken great delight in manipulating me. Is that what this is? Or not? How do I know? Did I put an innocent life in danger?” I need to get a grip. Breathe. Slow. Deep. Concentrate. Breathe. 

It took at least a full minute to center herself, but training prevailed. Calmness slipped over her like a cloak to sooth her panic. 

As though oblivious to her inner battle, Galen said, “What do you say we relax and play tourist for a couple of hours while we’re waiting for her to contact us again?”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever.” 

“Oh, such enthusiasm.” He crossed to the door, opened it, and waited.

She might as well go with him. Staying here would make no difference. Charlotta was up to something. Working another scam. Liz wanted no part of it but knew she’d be drawn in, sucked down by the vortex of evil. 

Just ignore her. Galen’s strong voice in her mind brought her up short. Let it go until we have more information.

Without thinking, Liz shot back, Easy for you to say. She’s been pushing my buttons all my life and each time I try to stand up to her and refuse to play along, she takes me out at the fucking knees.

Well this time you’ve got a secret weapon.

Her gaze locked with his. “Get out! What are you doing playing in my mind?”

“I’m not playing. I’m just trying to make you aware of what you can do. What tools you have. A bit of practice would make it easier for the mystery girl to connect with you.” 

“I. Am. Not. Telepathic. I’m an empath. I experience children’s emotions. Not voices. Never voices.”

“You heard mine, I heard yours, and neither of us made a sound. That is telepathy whether the hell you like it or not.” 

She scowled at him. “It’s just some bizarre twist because we had sex. Hell, it’s what you do, isn’t it? Use sex to get into women’s minds?”

“Telepathy is not reading minds. Besides, that was two years ago.” He smirked. “You’re saying the effects of making love with me have lasted this long?”

She snarled at him.

“As for my work, seduction is a tool used to reduce a mark’s inhibitions at a precise moment, for a specific purpose. It allows me to slip into their mind and read their thoughts. Thoughts I have carefully prompted by introducing a subject. This will, if you like, open a mental file folder. As I’ve told you before, it’s all quite scientific.”

“Right. It’s all about science and nothing you get any pleasure from.”

Galen frowned. “You’re such a damned sceptic. Let’s just get back to whatever’s going on with you and your mother. And could you accept that I’ve got your back?”

She headed for the open door and glanced over her shoulder as she stepped past him. “Yeah? See any knives sticking out of there?” 

She didn’t flinch when his warm hand slipped under the edge of her sweater and skimmed across her bare back. Her skin tingled deliciously while she fought the urge to lean into him.

“Nothing up here,” he murmured, then tried to sneak his fingers below the waistband of her jeans. 

Liz reached around and captured his wrist. 

In a smooth move, he twisted his hand, slid it up, linked his fingers with hers, and winked. “Gotcha.” He closed the door on Fred and dragged her along with him, refusing to relinquish his grip. 

“Where we going?”

“To the best place in town for fish and chips.”

“Then we’re heading the wrong way, and it’s too far to walk.” Her car was parked at the side of the cabin, there wasn’t another nearby. “How’d you get here?”

“Wings. Hooked a ride from the airstrip.”

She went back for her keys and tossed them his way. “You drive.”

Arriving at the popular restaurant before the lunch rush, they had a long plank table to themselves, but sat side-by-side facing the Pacific, eating good food, and absorbing the friendly upbeat atmosphere. Liz found herself relaxing and enjoying Galen’s company, as most women did. Which was precisely why she couldn’t let her guard down and trust him with her heart...

Ever again.

She’d stupidly let herself fall head over heels for a man who made his living seducing women. She’d believed him when he’d said she was different. Said he had real feelings for her. Turned out, stupendously great sex was all she could count on because monogamy was so not in his vocabulary. Jumping from one woman’s bed to the next in the name of work was something he did with far too much ease for Liz’s liking. 

Only days after he’d left her bed, she’d had to listen to a surveillance tape of him in a woman’s hotel room, ferreting out information. It had been a shock. Hearing his deeply sensual voice using words and phrases he’d said to her while imagining what his skilled hands and incredible mouth were doing.

She’d managed to bolt to the ladies room before her stomach heaved its contents. Appalled at her unprofessional reaction, she hadn’t gone back into the meeting. Couldn’t. From there, she’d taken the coward’s route. Ducking Galen’s calls, then emailing him a short letter of explanation—that there was no room in her life for a relationship. 

She’d put in a transfer request and had been placed on the Australian team which had kept her off the continent for almost twenty-three months. She’d still be there if she hadn’t blown her last assignment and come apart at the seams. They’d sent her and Mike home to the States.

Galen’s knee brushed against hers and she found herself leaning toward him to keep the point of contact. 

More than two years without setting eyes on him and her body responded without a moment’s hesitation. But she was smarter now. Knew full well what she’d be getting into. She could indulge in a physical connection with him and keep her heart locked away. Safe. Besides, going to war with her mother would take all the strength she had. She couldn’t afford to waste energy battling Galen’s not-so-subtle advances. 

Her decision was made. She was going in with her eyes wide open. She’d take it for what it was. Pure mindless escapism.

Galen watched her expressive face. Wondered which side of her was winning the internal battle she waged. When she lifted her gaze, he stared into her blue-green eyes, searching for answers. 

And then... she smiled. And he knew. 

She was his. 

His heart thudded. No fight, no argument. His for the taking. 

He sat back. This wasn’t what he’d expected. And it was more than he’d dared hope for. 

“Would you care to explain that look?” he asked, holding up his hand to get the wait staff’s attention.

Her eyes crinkled at the sides. “I’ve decided to stop fighting the attraction. I’m willing to be another notch on your bedpost.”

“You will never be a notch on my bedpost.”

She frowned. “But I thought you wanted me. Sex was good before, wasn’t it?”

Galen stared at her, amazed his mouth hadn’t dropped open. This was nothing like how he’d imagined getting her back. The plan had been to seduce her, slowly, with painstaking thoroughness. His personal goal had been Liz, heart and soul, in his bed within a week. But to have her offer sex straight up knocked him sideways.

Their server, now standing at his elbow cleared her throat. “Anything else for you two?”

Galen pulled three twenty dollar bills from his money clip and handed them to the woman. “No. Thanks.”

“But sir, you pay on the way out. And your bill was only eighteen dollars.”

“Enjoy.” He tossed a half-smile her way, reached for Liz’s hand and led her from the restaurant.

He took her past her car and down a set of wooden steps to the beach. The tide was in, leaving only a narrow strip of sand to walk on. He let go of her hand, draped his arm around her shoulders and drew her in, saying nothing.

They walked in silence until Liz stepped in front of him, forcing him to stop and look at her.

She touched his face, tapped her fingertips on the deep crease between his eyebrows. “Why are you frowning?”

Because he had a question of his own. “Why are you willing to jump in the sack with me all of a sudden?”

“Simple answer? I can’t fight you both.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

She rubbed her temples. “I need all the strength I have to deal with my mother, or whatever it is she’s up to, and I can’t concentrate if I’m all wrapped up in fighting my physical attraction to you. Charlotta is pure evil and I will probably have to go to war with her so you win by default.”

Default? What the—? He couldn’t seem to form a sentence. Her ocean deep eyes were locked onto his, waiting. He cupped her face in his hands and rested his forehead against hers, hoping his instincts would guide him. Keep him from screwing this up. With a sigh, he kissed her forehead, then eased away. 

Liz stared into eyes gone dark with what? Anger? Pain? Confusion? Certainly not the victory or satisfaction she’d expected. She didn’t have it in her to try to figure him out, she shrugged, and headed back the way they’d come.

He grabbed, spun, and kissed her all in one move. Devoured her, tugged at her soul.

Hands fisted in his hair, her body molded to his—and her heart whispered his name. 

He cupped her cheeks and raised her to her tip-toes as their tongues met, stroked and dueled. He stirred against her belly and heat flashed through her, dragging a moan from her throat.

Once again, the child’s voice slipped into her mind. 

Help... me... 

*
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Liz jerked away and swiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The voice was so faint this time she wasn’t actually sure she’d heard it. She waited for more. Tried to connect, call back. Nothing.

Galen rested a steadying hand on her shoulder. “I heard her, too.”

“She sounds so very far away. I don’t recognize the voice yet there’s a feeling of familiarity.”

“Do you think it’s your mother messing with you?”

“Not her voice, but I feel her connection to it.” She closed her eyes and fought the sickness rising in her throat.

“You’re sure?”

“With absolute, unquestionable, certainty.” She swallowed hard again.

“Is she telepathic?”

“No.”

“Does she have any psychic abilities?”

“She calls herself a psychic. Uses spells, reads cards, palms, tea leaves, talks to animals, conducts séances and stuff. All for money, of course.”

“Any of it legit?”

“Only God knows. And she may even have Him fooled.”

They hustled back to the cottage and spent the next half hour in a teleconference with Mike, then took Liz’s rental car to the private strip where Galen’s plane had been refueled and tied down near a bright yellow hanger.

He walked around the classy Piper Apache, skimming his hands over the leading edge of the wings, flexing the rudder, checking the fuel. He removed the ties, climbed up on the right wing, and opened the door. Fred jumped in, scooted across the seat and into the crate secured in the back.

Liz raised an eyebrow. “Do you always have a dog crate on board? Or did you plan this pickup?” 

One side of his mouth hitched up. “Honey, I plan for whatever possibilities may come my way.”

His face grew serious as he went through the pre-flight check list and contacted the flight service station to inform them of his intention to take off. There was no teasing or flirting now. He was all about flying. Which was why she’d tagged him Flyboy the first time she’d flown with him. When he was in an aircraft, he was a part of it, the controls merely extensions of his arms.

They sat at the end of the taxiway to do a final run-up and Liz felt the punch of adrenaline. She took a deep breath. Galen swung the Piper onto the runway, then picked up ground speed until he stopped fighting the inevitable and pulled back, allowing the wings to take air and the wheels to let go of the earth.

He looked at her with a grin. “Rotation. Lift off. Nothing quite like it, is there?”

“Well—”

His grin widened. “Okay, best rush you can get with your clothes on.”

Liz laughed at him. Yep, the man was a Flyboy.

Once they’d reached cruising altitude, Galen glanced at Liz. She was staring out the side window, intent on the view of the crisp coastline. “What happened in Australia?”

“Don’t ask me to go there.”

“Look at me, Liz.” He caught her chin with his index finger.

The tightness of her expression and the pain in her eyes was a mere shadow of the devastation that’d been on her face six weeks ago when he’d watched the video record. The one taken and kept for agency files. The gruesome documentation of her emerging from an Australian mine site cradling a child’s lifeless body in her arms. The stiffness of shoulders held too high and the measured placement of each booted foot illustrated the conscious effort to hold herself together. Her beige overalls blending with the background scenery had made her appear ghostly. Hollow.

Her face had reflected the horror of failing to rescue the child in time, the unforgivable loss of an innocent life. Tears had carved muddy trails through the dust on her face. The most gut-wrenching footage had been of her settling the little girl’s body on the waiting stretcher, straightening the tiny pink blouse, tugging the woven blanket up to tuck over the fragile shoulders. Her fingers had been visibly shaking when she smoothed the tangled black hair so like her own, and it was while she’d attempted to brush dirt from the pale face that Mike had appeared at her side and stilled her hands with his. He’d held her while the ambulance attendants pushed the stretcher into the waiting vehicle. The last clip of film caught the absolute emptiness in Liz’s eyes when Mike led her away.

Galen hated pushing her now, but it had to be done. “Something happened in Australia to sharpen your telepathic abilities.”

“Bull. If anything, I was less. Less skilled. Less able to save a child who shouldn’t have died.” She sucked a breath between her teeth. “I tried everything I knew and then some, but nothing worked.”

“Tell me some of the things you tried.”

“Just before we reached the location, her signal stopped. I couldn’t feel her anymore. Mike thought it was because of the caverns, the individual sort of rooms and the thick walls. So I agreed to use the manager of the area. Had him imagine, visualize going down each tunnel, stopping where others joined. I kept my hands on his and tried to get a connection through him. 

“It didn’t work. All I could pick up was his fear, not the child’s. So I just started walking in alone. Made everyone stay back as far as they could. I turned when I felt the urge, bypassed tunnels, depended on my instincts to lead me. Convinced myself it was no different than walking through an apartment building, knocking on doors.”

Bingo.

“When I found her she’d been dead awhile. I did everything wrong. Totally compromised the scene. Contaminated the evidence.”

Liz stayed silent for so long he felt compelled to prompt her. “What happened?”

She wrapped her arms around her middle. “It was so dark in there and kids are afraid of the dark so I picked her up and brought her out to the light. I’d promised. While I’d searched, I’d promised to make the dark go away.”

“Did you talk to her telepathically?”

She frowned. “I just talked in my head like anyone does. The same way I begged God to take care of her.” She tipped her head. “It’s just what you do.”

Their relationship hadn’t lasted long enough for him to know, so he had to ask. Although, not knowing should have been a clue but then again, maybe not. “Where do you stand on God, Liz?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I suppose I believe, I begged God in a Christian sense, not like a mythological god of whatever. When I’ve lost a kid, I dearly want to believe in heaven. But I don’t go to church. Well, unless it’s for a wedding or a funeral. And then I’m really impressed by the beauty and the peacefulness.”

She leaned back against the seat and gazed out the side window. “There’s so much bad that happens to people. If God is real, why does he let it happen?”

“You talked to him in your head.”

“I’m sure I sent a message to Buddha and Mother Nature, too.”

“Fair enough. Back to talking in your head. While you were searching for the child, you were actually using a telepathic training technique which, combined with the trauma of the event, probably opened you up to your own telepathic abilities.”

“What technique?”

“Visualization. Of traveling through a corridor and calling out in the doorways. It’s how we coach students to find the pathways into individual minds.”

“Exactly what I was doing. Mentally opening doors and calling to her even though I couldn’t feel her fear anymore. I didn’t want to admit to myself that I hadn’t felt her emotions for several hours. It was like my gut knew she was dead, but my heart and my mind refused to believe.”

“Tell me about the coroner’s report.” He’d read it, but wanted her to say it out loud.

“Nothing could have saved her. The killer hadn’t lied. When he gave up the location he was grinning because he knew it would make no difference. I refused to acknowledge him. Was driven to prove the monster wrong. To find her. Save her. Steal her back from death. Little more than a baby with her whole life to live and I couldn’t fix her.”

Galen worried about the odd, faraway look in Liz’s eyes. He wasn’t sure what to do or say. He’d forced her to relive the horror, and now he wanted to haul her into his lap and hold her, comfort her, tell her he was sorry for what she’d gone through. He wanted to explain how he’d fought with Mike and the agency’s psychologists for weeks to find out where she was. But he clamped down on that need—not a good idea while in control of an aircraft at ten thousand feet.

Liz felt empty. But not the bad kind of empty like when she’d found the little girl in the mine shaft. This was more like a darkness she’d been carrying around was gone. As though saying the words aloud had finished the healing process she’d started on the beach. She truly was no longer broken, she was comfortable now, and not only back in her own skin, but it fit.

She managed a smile but imagined Galen would label it grim. “Nice work. Did Kelton give you a script?”

He frowned. Of course she’d know the psychiatrist who founded ETCETERA would have coached him on how to bring up the subject of her failed mission. She’d even know the timing had been planned. Pretty straightforward stuff, getting someone in a position where they had no option of running away.

“Kelton gave me guidelines.” And a deadline. He had to get her to open up before they landed at Strip 22, halfway between San Francisco and Reno. He only had enough fuel to circle for an hour so it was good the mission was already accomplished. Kinda pissed him off that she’d called him on it, though.

“Don’t sweat it, Galen. He had to test me. Make sure I’m ready to work considering I’d told him I’d never be back—couldn’t risk going through anything like that again.” She looked him in the eye. “And maybe I can’t. Maybe next time they’ll have to put me in a rubber room. But I have to stop Charlotta. Whatever it is she’s up to, I will stop her.”

“There’s no I in team.”

“There’s a me. And she’s mine to take down.”

He was scowling at her. “Say that where Mike or Kelton can hear it and see how fast they yank you off the mission.”

“You gonna rat on me?”

“Not unless you step out of line.”

“Well, hell. Now I’m shivering in my boots.”

The plane suddenly dipped to the left, then kept dropping for nearly forever. 

Liz grabbed the harness pinning her to the seat and held on. The wings became level and she saw they were coming in to land on a long stretch of grass among rows and rows of grapevines. 

Strip 22. Tucked into an area with a reputation for producing the best of California’s wine. Private vineyards covered thousands of acres, some sported country inns, and most were set up to land aircraft. It was a convenient location for secret meetings.
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Chapter 3
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Galen taxied the plane into a small hangar. 

Liz unsnapped her harness and reached back to release Fred, but he’d already used the emergency cord to open the crate himself. They both climbed onto the wing and jumped down before Galen could get around to her side. 

She followed him to the stairwell hidden behind a set of shiny red tool lockers. At the bottom of the stairs, they each positioned themselves in front of the biometric iris scanner for security clearance. Even the dog wasn’t exempt and Liz used the handheld reader to access information on the microchip imbedded in his neck. The door slid open with the faintest of whispers. 

Liz hesitated. She hated man-traps, the small empty rooms between two sets of doors. There was usually one wall of one-way glass, just to add an eerie feeling, and the air had a dead feel to it.

As the door closed behind them, she took a deep breath and held out her pass for scanning. Thankfully, the next door opened quickly and they walked through into to a large multi-purpose room.

While Liz made a beeline for Mike, Galen headed for the coffee machine in the kitchen area, bumping fists as he passed Theo who was kicked back in a recliner. He grabbed the pot and held it up. “Anyone?” Getting no affirmatives, he poured a mug for himself. 

Leaning against the counter, he savored the rich brew and studied the dynamics of the group on the other side of the room. No one touched. No hand-shakes, not even a brush of a shoulder. Yet they were close. Assuming the lack of touch was due to each person’s extrasensory powers, he tried to guess who was what. 

The only ones he’d worked with before were Mike, Liz, and Theo. Most of the time Theo was exactly what he looked like—a three-hundred-fifty-pound half-back guarding the door. He had two hidden talents. One involved picking up communications on obscure wavelengths and the other was his ability to connect with kids. They trusted him to keep them safe and were never frightened by his size.

Mike removed his ear bud and waved everyone toward Galen’s favorite piece of furniture, the huge oval table. When the right switch was thrown, the entire middle of the surface would raise up about two feet, exposing a dozen computers, radios, and phones like fucking mission control. Another button on the table made wall panels fold back to expose plasma screens and white boards. 

The group headed for the table and Fred seemed to know the drill. After making his rounds to greet everyone, he plunked himself on a thick mat by the door.

With her need for self-preservation, Liz hadn’t shared anything about Australia with her teammates. Had done nothing to put them at ease when she’d caught the exchange of worried looks between Celine and Juanita. They would understand soon enough. 

FBI special agent Dan Foley entered from the back of the room. He nodded hello, plugged in his IPad, picked up a remote control, and started the meeting. He brought up maps on the plasmas, showing both satellite and street views. 

“Kayla Garcia was last seen leaving this riding stable.” A red laser dot moved over the map. “It’s situated on the eastern side of this high-end, full service, country club.” The color-coded map was labeled to indicate the stable, golf course, tennis courts, and clubhouse. 

“Charles Garcia, Kayla’s father, was about twenty minutes late to pick her up. When she wasn’t there, he assumed she’d taken a ride with someone she knew. He arrived home an hour later and though the daughter had yet to arrive home, he wasn’t worried. When Estelle Garcia, Kayla’s mother came in sometime later, she was the one to raise the alarm. The father then skipped right over local law enforcement and called the FBI. By then the girl had been missing for almost three hours.”

Foley expanded the map, and used his pointer. “You can see the direct route from point A to B. Driving time to home is about twenty minutes.” He made a line from the stable to Liz’s mother’s house. “This is the home of a family friend, Charlotta, otherwise known as Claire Voyant.” In spite of the quiet snickers, he continued with a straight face. “The girl has been there many times and has occasionally received a ride home from Charlotta, but not on the day she disappeared. This is the connection which brought ETC onto the case as Charlotta is Liz MacKenzie’s mother.”

Liz kept her eyes on the map, ignoring the indrawn breaths, and swallowed her comment, concentrating on not grinding her molars to stubs. 

Mike broke the uneasy silence. “Do we know why the FBI was called first?”

“Garcia has a connection. Personal friend of a retired field agent. Not sure if he went that way to keep it out of the media or it was knee jerk due to his personality type.”

“The rich and powerful expect to deal with only the top rungs of the ladder.” Galen said.

Foley nodded. “Garcia married into an extremely wealthy family and used their power to make a name for himself. Also of note, after a preliminary sweep, we have nothing criminal or questionable on anyone including him, his family or friends. There are some less than stellar business connections, but no flags in relation to the missing girl. The Garcia’s home and vehicles, as well as Charlotta’s, are clean of any evidence of foul play.”

Liz’s jaw almost creaked as she forced it open to speak. “You’re certain this is a kidnapping and not a teenager behaving badly?”

“Not certain at all.”

Mike nodded. “If local authorities had been called when the family realized she was missing, neither the FBI nor ETC would know about it yet.”

“Not exactly true.” Foley glanced at Liz. “The report you made about the voice you heard on the Oregon Coast would have started the process from a different angle, but led to the same place. Have you ever met Kayla?”

“No.” The word wobbled, but Liz lifted her chin and cleared her throat. “I left Palm Springs before she was born. Never went back. And for the record, Charlotta is a scam artist with the morals of a ditch rat.”

“So noted.” He glanced at each member of the team as though inviting questions, but no one engaged him. “Last item. I’ll have copies printed before you leave for Palm Springs, but in the meantime, these are the subjects of interest.” With the click of his remote, a pair of photos filled the side-by-side screens. “Kayla with her family at Christmas, and Liz’s mother Charlotta last summer.”

The full-body slam of recognition wrenched the air from her lungs while a death-grip on the table kept her upright. Focus on Galen’s hand on the back of your neck. Focus on the strength in your fingers. You’re steel. They can’t hurt you. 
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Galen used their physical connection in an attempt to access her mind to ferret out what was behind her violent reaction so he could help her through it, but her defensive wall was impenetrable granite.

When Celine waved a hand in front of Liz, light glinted off a crazy collection of gold rings. She made blatant use of her gift of persuasion, her voice low and compelling. “Good for you Liz, don’t look at her. She has no connection to who you are today. Come with me now so we can get you fixed up.”

Galen felt the power as she tossed him a slightly wicked smile. “You too, pal. You’re part of her cover. We’ve got makeup and wardrobe ready in the back rooms.”

Liz’s head felt fuzzy as she glanced up to meet Celine’s warm brown eyes. “Fixed up?”

Juanita’s chuckle sounded forced as she joined them. “We’ve got about thirty minutes to make you two look like anyone but yourselves so you can get into Palm Springs right under their noses.”

And that was all the time it took to transform them, because ETC agents had access to all the latest tricks and technologies. 

Liz, freshly made over, was far from surprised when Galen stepped into the room looking like a distinguished sixty-ish man. The kind that belonged on the links or the tennis court of an exclusive country club. Liz, feeling the heat of his scrutiny, moved to the full-length mirror and was startled by her reflection. 

She’d used disguises on numerous missions, but the overdone femme fatal was a new look for her. Straight black hair with a reddish glow, spiked up and away from her face emphasizing her high, chiseled cheekbones. Her nose had been creatively sculpted as well—to straighten out the bump left over from a right hook she hadn’t ducked while living on the streets of Seattle. Her freshly saline-injected lips tingled oddly, but it was the contacts that really threw her. Her aqua eyes were now emerald green, highlighted by Goth-black liner and stiff fake lashes. 

Mike stuck his head in through the doorway. “Liz, I need a minute before you leave.” 

She followed him to the room where they’d had their briefing. The photos were no longer on the screen.

“You want to talk to me?” he asked.

“You’re the one who called the meeting.” Fred came over from his mat to lean against her legs and she scratched behind his ears.

“You need to talk about this, Liz. You’ve got to get it out or it’ll start to screw with your skills, impact the team’s dynamics, and tear you apart.”

“It’s old, Mike. Way old. And not worth rehashing. I was caught off guard by the picture but she can’t get to me. I’m ready for it now, and the way I look at it, the trauma in my past is the reason I have super-skills, thank you very much, Charlotta. Besides, you’re sending me in under cover so there’s little chance I’ll have to make direct contact.”

He clenched his fists and the lines around his mouth deepened. She wasn’t surprised to feel a brush of his anger and frustration because Mike was one of the few adults whose feelings she picked up on a regular basis. He usually made a conscious effort to be careful around her. 

“Fine. Play your game, Liz, but I’m telling you, I’ll be watching. I’ll yank your ass out of this the minute I see something I don’t like, and you’ll be cooling your heels at headquarters. Meantime, do yourself a fucking favor and talk to somebody. Hell, let Galen in to harvest it out of your head so you won’t even have to put it into words.”

Fighting a snarl, she spoke through clenched teeth. “Am I dismissed?”

“Go. You’re with Galen on the ground. Fred’s with me in the Piper.”

She seethed the entire way to the back entrance with Galen. Separating her from the comfort of Fred’s canine energy—her one safe emotional connection—was hitting below the belt. She understood Mike was trying to force her to open up, but she didn’t appreciate his tactics. At all.
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A long drive and short flight later, Galen and Liz landed at Palm Springs’ Bermuda Dunes Airport in a sleek Lear Jet. He taxied toward a cream-colored Mercedes limousine where Theo stood, backlit by the rising sun and ready to unroll a strip of red carpeting.

Galen spared Liz a glance, not surprised she was staring off into the distance, still. It had been a silent trip start to end, which pissed him off. Whenever he spoke with instructions as necessary for boarding and take-off, she’d looked away but did exactly as told. He’d wished she hadn’t so he could’ve at least leaned across and tightened her shoulder harness. He’d have gotten a reaction out of her for sure that way. 

He had one more instruction as they rolled to a stop. “Don’t forget there could be long-range cameras and/or microphones out there, and we’re supposed to be traveling as a happy new couple. So try not to give the impression that you’re ignoring me.”

Without a word, she climbed out of her seat, and staying slightly bent due to lack of headroom, she made her way toward the exit. Galen caught up, reached past her to open the door and Theo lowered the stairs. Liz stepped down before he’d finished arranging the carpet.

Galen wanted to yell at her to stop but caught himself. “Easy, love. Wait for me.” He threw on a smile, moved fast and, with his hand on her elbow, held her in place.

While Theo opened the hatch and took the Vuitton bags to the car, Galen slipped his arm across Liz’s shoulders. She shocked the hell out of him when she melted into him. He glanced down, wishing he could read the expression camouflaged by her colored contacts. He fought a shrug and stayed in character. “Welcome to Palm Springs, my lovely.”

Liz slid her arm around him and squeezed his ass. “Don’t know why you wouldn’t do it mile-high with me, sweetie. Not like you weren’t turned on.” Her other hand moved to his belt buckle, popped it open and was working on the top button of his jeans when she looked up. Her tongue slipped out to run across her lip in just the same way her finger slid inside his shorts. She tossed him a seductive smile. “Honey, I can hardly wait to see your place. I’m especially looking forward to the pool. I hope you don’t mind if I swim naked because I do love the feel of water caressing my... body.”

Galen’s blood pressure rocketed. His mouth captured hers, hard, fast, hot, and angry. Keeping a hand fastened onto the base of her neck, he backed her to the open door of the waiting car.

Then he tore his lips from hers and shoved her inside. 

Once they were settled in, he looked at Theo. “We secure?”

“Yep. I’m the only one who can hear anything from inside.”

“Good, then I’ll spare your ears.” He hit a switch, raising the window between them, reached for the stereo controls, cranked the volume, settled back in his seat, and took a deep breath. 

Liz stared at him, a small smile on those lips he wanted to taste again. And again. “Nice moves back there. Care to do a little follow-up?”

“No thanks. No cameras in here to mug for.”

“Good thing because this is between you and me. Off the record.” He leaned forward and she backed away until she was up against the upholstered wall, trapped like he wanted her to be. He grabbed hold of the front of her shirt and hauled her toward him. “What you did back there was fucking reckless and stupid. You’re masquerading as a rich guy’s new lady not a cheap whore. You were supposed to go straight to the car from the plane with just the slightest hesitation to indicate you were with me, not stand in the open, setting yourself up for photographers and snipers. We may be in California, honey, but this ain’t Hollywood Boulevard. From this moment on, you stick to the goddamned script when we’re visible or so help me...” He took a breath. “You want me on the tarmac, in a bed, or up against a fucking wall, you can damn well wait until its safe before I’ll accommodate you.” His hand dropped away from her shirtfront, having made his point, and to allow her to ease back against the seat.

She didn’t back up an inch. “Why you egotistical, self-centered sonofabitch,” she ground out. “I was trying to play to the situation. You know, young woman, rich older man. Unlike you, seduction doesn’t come easily for me. And if I need to get laid it won’t be you I’ll be looking for. Remember me? Notch four-thousand-one hundred-and-thirty-two on your bedpost? I know who you are and what you are. Been there, done that, bought the fucking t-shirt.” She settled against the seat, eyes still blazing “And turn down the goddamned music.” 

Galen glared at her. So much for her earlier decision to stop fighting the attraction between them. She dragged in a breath and he could see the flush of anger spread from her chest to her chin, but the color in her face was hidden by the heavy makeup. Her jaw clamped shut, and her hands balled into fists. He couldn’t wait to get inside her head and find out what the hell was eating her. But first he had to drop her off at the safe house, change his appearance, and go visit a woman. One he had no freaking desire to get close to.
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Galen stepped out of an air-conditioned black sedan and into a blast of desert heat. Eighty degrees at ten in the morning and he had to button a suit jacket and tighten a damn tie. Still, wearing a suit was a damned fine trade-off to wearing a heavy latex mask.

He glanced at the luxury rancher nestled in the expensive lush landscape and thought of the car behind him. It screamed law-enforcement. As ill-fitting in this neighborhood as a cattle van.

He approached Charlotta’s door, tapped twice and stepped back so he’d be visible if she looked out the window. He caught the movement of the blinds, pasted on a friendly smile, and waited. She wasn’t quick to open the door, but he guessed it had more to do with the fresh red lipstick than any reluctance to let him in.

After introductions, she invited him inside, then led him through the house and out to a private patio overlooking what she was quick to point out was the seventh fairway of the country club’s world-class golf course.

“So you’re a golfer, Charlotta?”

She waved a hand. “God, no. And please, call me Claire as my friends do,” she said with a sly smile as she bustled about getting cold drinks. Her babble about the club continued with barely a breath while Galen settled in the shade beside a heavy glass and wrought iron table, watching and listening to the woman who just couldn’t seem to help herself. Talk about a drama queen.

“When you arrived, you mentioned you knew Beth,” she said, finally back on track.

“Yes. The reason I stopped by was to ask you about her location. As I said, she’s on vacation and the office can’t find her contact information.”

“Well, how can I help?”

“Do you know where she is? Or perhaps you have a private number we could use to reach her as she’s not answering our secure line.”

“So are you saying my daughter is missing?” she asked, passing him a glass of iced-tea with a steady hand.

“Oh no, Charlotta.” Her mouth opened in protest. “I mean Claire.” She smiled, he suppressed a gag and went on, trying not to snarl. “As I said, Liz is on leave. Went on vacation and nobody can remember the name of the beach she went to. And now a case has come up that we need her help on, so we’re trying to locate her. Because I was on assignment near Palm Springs, I was asked to drop in to see if you could help us out.”

“Oh dear Lord, there must be a serial killer on the loose. First my friend’s daughter vanishes, then mine. Oh my God, what is this world coming to.”

“I’m sure Liz is fine. But you say your friend’s daughter is missing?”

“Kayla’s been missing for days. Her parents are frantic, calling everyone they know, asking if they’ve seen her. But really, the child is somewhat wild, you know. A bit of a stranger to discipline. She’s probably run off with some man and, meanwhile, the FBI is invading people’s homes to search for her. It’s really quite ridiculous.”

Flake. “Have you seen her with a man?”

What he figured was her attempt at a coy smile ended up looking more like she had gas. 

“Well, I’ve seen her with more than one. She’s quite a little flirt, you know.”

“So you think she’s run off?”

“Of course. She’s probably lying half-naked beside a pool somewhere, having a glorious time.”

“You must know her well.” The woman was dead easy to play.

“Well enough. I’ve given her a ride home from the club on occasion when her father’s been tied up, and she’s more than once asked me to cover for her.”

“And have you?”

Slyness crept into her smile. “Heavens, no. I’m not one to get mixed up in other people’s parenting problems.”

“Yet you’re available to give her a ride when her father calls you?”

“Well, only because he knows I’m usually leaving the club about the same time.”

“He’s aware of your schedule?”

Her laugh was as phony as her tits. “I often stop to say hello when he’s waiting for Kayla so he knows I leave about the same time.”

“And Kayla’s mother? She doesn’t drive? Doesn’t pick her daughter up from riding?”

“Oh she drives, but she teaches classes from four to six.”

Interesting detail for her to know. “What does she teach?”

“Dance. It is an after-school program for underprivileged children.” Her mouth pinched as though she wished she could take the words back. He waited, certain she’d need to fill the silence and had to fight his smile when she did just that, giving him yet more insight into her character.

Charlotta’s deprecating shrug was the kind of expression he’d expected. “Her family has always been reasonably generous to those beneath them. I’m sure it makes them feel worthy or something”

“They’re wealthy?”

She laughed. “Oh my, yes. The woman was born with a golden spoon in her mouth.” 

“Her husband married well, then.”

“I’ll say.”

“Has there been a ransom demand for their daughter?”

“Ransom? Of course not. She’s just a teenager off having a good time. I seriously doubt she’s been kidnapped.”

”Yet minutes ago you feared a serial killer.”

She lifted her chin and her mouth thinned. It wasn’t a good look on her. “I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“And you don’t know where Liz may be vacationing?” His sudden change of direction made her falter.

“No. We haven’t been in touch lately.”

“Estranged?”

“Beth has always been jealous of me so she keeps her distance. I believe she’s afraid the men in her life would gravitate toward me.”

“Really?”

“Well, it’s only happened a few times, but it shook her confidence. So I leave her be.”

“You don’t even stay in touch by phone?”

“Well yes, of course I do.”

“But she didn’t mention her vacation?”

“I’m sure she did, but I don’t think she said where she was going. She’s like that.” Charlotta shook her head and lifted sad eyes to Galen “After all the years I struggled as a single mother to provide her with so much more than what other children got.”

Galen reached out to touch her hand and was blindsided by the cloying sense of evil threatening to envelope him.
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Chapter 4
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Liz leaned across the sun-warmed stone wall to peek at the infinity pool one level down. From there, the mountain dropped away so dramatically, it was easy to believe the sprawling hacienda-style mansion had been carved right into the rock. It was solid. And secure. Who’d guess a concrete utility building on a mountaintop hid an elevator that went down hundreds of feet and opened to a place like this?

ETCETERA was careful to keep its secrets safe. She glanced around the vine-shaded patio, noticed that the careful positioning of planters and furniture created bits of privacy in spite of all the sliding doors leading to individual bedrooms—one  of which she’d been pacing since arriving this morning. 

Liz sank into the deep cushions of a luxurious wicker lounger, closed her eyes, and concentrated on her muscles one by one to reduce the tension. But it was hard to relax while a young girl needed to be found. 

Instead, she imagined using her fingertips to open her chest, exposing her heart to emotions. Then she visualized climbing into her own mind as though it was an old building, grabbing the heavy doors protecting her telepathic passageways and prying them open. 

She waited for Kayla to connect with her. Slipping deeper into the chair she let go of her own emotions, and savored the gentle breeze caressing her face. A new lightness, a sensation of floating, was shattered by throat-clutching fear. Still more confusing was the bright light of a child’s wish surrounding everything. 

Liz ignored the confusion and projected a whisper through the open doorways of her mind: Help me find you, Kayla. 

Nothing happened.

Not deterred by a lack of response, she went on begging for the girl to connect with her. But exhaustion from lack of sleep the night before undermined her efforts and as she floated, the briny scent of an ocean hundreds of miles away somehow wafted through her mind and lulled her to sleep.
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Galen wound his way through the chaos of giant ceramic flower pots, pissed that he couldn’t get from A to B in a straight line. He’d spotted Liz at the far end of the patio. With her head lolled to one side, and arms hanging limp over the edge of her chair, she almost looked dead. He imagined putting his hand on her shoulder to wake her up and having her smile up at him. Right. She’d swing first, ask questions later. In the name of self-preservation, he whispered her name and was startled to feel his words gain entrance to her unguarded mind. He fought the urge to take advantage, to simply steal the answers he needed.

She opened sleepy eyes and pinned him mid-step with her dead-sexy gaze. He didn’t dare get closer. Not until he figured out what kind of mood she was in.

“Sorry.” 

Her voice went with the look. Soft and sexy crawled over his skin. Invaded with a single word. 

Wondering which doorway led to her bedroom, he swallowed hard. This was the Liz he’d always suspected lay under the surface. Silent and still, he waited. Hoped. 

“I was stupid mad and should’ve had it out with Mike.”

Well, crap. The sudden matter-of-factness of her tone washed over him like cold water. “About what?”

She put her feet on the deck and raked her fingers through her hair. “He’s trying to manipulate me into spilling my guts. Took Fred away, made us go overland instead of in the Piper so we’d be stuck together for longer. Handed you orders to search my mind.”

He shook his head. “Nope, no orders. Just a parting shot to figure out what the next move should be. I thought Fred belonged to Mike.”

She rubbed her palms on her bare knees and tugged at the hem of her baggy shorts. “He’s a team member. As in ETCETERA ID and serious skills. Mike assigned him to me while I recovered from the Australian debacle. Dog’s a good listener, knows when I need to lean on him.”

Galen had closed the space between them while she’d talked and then made what could be a stupid move. He crouched in front of her, laid his hands over hers to still them, and looked into eyes that always made him think of a stormy ocean and make-up sex. Though not in that order. 

“I’m a good listener and only slightly offended that you prefer Fred over me. But I have not been assigned to pick at your mind.”

“Then why are you with this team?”

He was going to lie, straight-faced and looking her square in the eye. “A combination of reasons.” At least that much was true. “I happened to be in the area, we’ve worked well together before, and I can fly us anywhere we need to go.”

She studied his face, looking skeptical. “Fine. Just stay out of my mind while you’re busy being so helpful.”

He took her chin in his hand, let his thumb play across her bottom lip, and dropped his voice an octave. “Don’t you think this whole situation would come together better if you’d let me in, work with me instead of pushing me away?”

He picked up just the faintest hoarseness when she answered. “Double entendre, Galen? You workin’ me?”

He leaned in and she didn’t retreat. “Oh, you’re work all right, lady.” And then he kissed her with deliberate slowness, savoring the taste of her. Nobody, not one other woman had ever come close to the taste that was Liz—and Lord but he’d sampled enough to know.

Her hand slipped around the back of his neck, fingers slid through his hair, and she groaned, “Damn you,” against his lips.

Heat hit him like a lightning strike. Speared straight down. He drew her up with him and slid his hands to her ass. The feel of her in his arms, receptive and wanting, smoked him up-side the head and he let himself go. Reveled in her rich taste, the smooth skin under his hands, and the sounds coming from her throat.

Until the distinct clearing of a throat had him dragging his mouth away, wrapping his arms around her and holding on while he gathered a few brain cells. Just as well they’d been interrupted. No telling where the moment would have led.

Enveloped in his scent, Liz listened to the pounding of his heart. Was startled when Mike’s voice slipped through the haze in her mind. There would be a briefing in forty-five minutes.

Disengaging from Galen, she lifted her hand in a wave of acknowledgement to Mike, headed for her room and clicked the lock on the sliding glass door once inside. 

Needing to pull herself together, Liz headed for the shower. She stood for a long time under cool spray jetting from a dozen angles, waiting for her body to let go of the memories. Christ, the man could reduce her to quivering jelly in less than a heartbeat, leave her aching and wishing. 

Their brief affair had been like a forest fire. Raging hot, engulfing, defining and then... gone. Leaving behind nothing but ashes and a desolate landscape. That’s how she’d felt running away from him—barren, colorless, devoid of texture. Dead inside because she’d refused to acknowledge the pain. 

She shook her head, raised her face to the spray and reached for the tap. Straight cold rained down on her. But the memories still burned.
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Liz joined the team waiting in the formal dining room, merely six of them for an elegant table with enough padded chairs to seat an entire ball team. Celine and Juanita were decked out as household staff, white blouses neatly tucked into belted khaki capris, hair drawn back into black clips, and on their feet, tidy canvas flats. Theo’s chauffer outfit was similar, but with long pants and his shoes were brown leather.

Years ago, she’d asked the team if they minded being used this way. Theo had laughed at her and responded with, “No more than you mind being used to pose as a white woman. Honey, we each fit certain stereotypes, why not use them to our advantage?”

Juanita had nodded. “Put me in the uniform and I am invisible housekeeping staff for the wealthy. I fit right in, no questions asked.”

“But isn’t it degrading?”

“Hell no, and I’ve got the bank account to prove it. We all have choices and choose to use what we’ve got. I can’t pretend I’m a white man or a black woman or whatever. I’m a thirty-something Hispanic female—a US citizen by the way—and proud to be the daughter of a woman who raised three kids on her own on a housekeeper’s salary.”

They’d gone on to point out she couldn’t get away with saying no anglaise or yes ma’am. And they couldn’t strut into a high-end bar wearing a mini skirt and red fuck-me shoes, and get the kind of notice she could. Liz had never brought the subject up again.

Now, she took a seat between Celine and Juanita in an effort to keep some distance between her and Galen, but it backfired. 

Mike began the briefing with a quick overview of the case, then Galen shared the outcome of his early meeting. 

Seated across the table from Liz, he was able to watch her face while he gave detailed descriptions of Charlotta’s property and person. He then forced himself to do as he’d been ordered and repeated, word for word, everything the woman had said to him. He never took his attention from Liz’s face and wasn’t surprised to see an air of resignation.

Mike spoke next. “Actually, the FBI suspects there’s something off there and they’re investigating. I keep thinking about her house being in such a prime location. Do you know where her money comes from, Liz?” 

“Rich men.”

Galen prodded. “Don’t stop there.”

“She’s always had someone by the short hairs.”

Galen scrutinized her face when he asked the next question. “What’s the connection with Garcia?”

She heaved a sigh. “She’s known him for years. Had an ongoing affair with him. I think he bought her the house.”

“Gift or blackmail? Best guess Liz?”

“Money paid for services rendered. Gift, blackmail, chose your label.”

Galen found himself pushing. “Did she have something specific on him? Or just a threat to tell his wife?” 

Her mouth thinned, her nostrils flared, and her shoulders came up as her back seemed to straighten one vertebra at a time, and she focused on a point over his left shoulder. “Charlotta worked for Garcia in his law office for a year or two before she really got her hooks into him, but he’d been around for years. In the beginning, she’d make a big deal about how hard she struggled to make a good life for her little girl. Flaunted my horse show ribbons and trophies, explained about the costs of private riding lessons and boarding stables. Told him she’d do almost anything to keep me in training. Said I had champion potential. She’d tell him to grab a brew, just so he’d open the fridge, and find it empty but for two cans of beer and a quart of milk. Then he’d lay at least a hundred dollars on the counter, tell her to fill the fridge for her little girl.” Liz shuddered. “Then he started bringing her presents. After a while, he brought things for me, too.”

“How long did the affair go on?”

“Forever.” She ground out.

Galen kept his voice soft. “You hate him.”

“I’ve a right to,” she snarled. “When I was sixteen, my mother convinced him to hire me at his office. Said I needed to learn how to earn a living. She’d drop me outside his building on Saturday mornings so I could do four hours of filing and not be in anybody’s way. Nobody there but me and him.” 

Her gaze suddenly locked on his and he saw the fury she held at bay. “When I told her I didn’t like the way he was always touching me, the way he stared at me, she laughed and called me a prude.”

Celine’s control was the first to slip and she growled, “What kind of mother—” 

Galen had caught the movement of Mike’s hand signaling the group to stay silent. But it didn’t appear as though Liz was affected by the undertones in the room.

Her expression was grim. “It got worse. I showed up at home three hours early one Saturday, crying. I told her he’d cornered me and kissed me. She called me an ungrateful brat and drove me back to the office to finish my shift. Lucky for me, he’d already left and the place was locked up. 

“Bitch,” Juanita muttered.

Liz seemed to surface, but her smile was grim. “On the way home she yelled at me. Said being nice to him was a small price to pay for the riding lessons, nice clothes, and good food we ate. But I still refused to go back there the next week and disappeared for the day instead. That night, she gave me one of her sleeping pills, then let him into my bedroom after I was asleep. I woke up to find him standing over me. We were both naked.”

Galen’s fists were clenched, his voice was raspy. “What happened?”

“I was groggy but remember screaming at him to leave me alone, and then he was gone.” She shuddered. 

“What did your mother do?”

“She changed tactics. Got all protective. I was freaked out about falling asleep after that and, of course, refused to take the sleeping pills she offered so she started to make me hot chocolate before bed. She said it would help me relax. It did. But I started to have trouble waking up in the mornings. I was always sleepy so she had a doctor come to the house. He said I might have Mono, so he made me keep a daily journal of my food intake, exercise, temperature, and how I was feeling. I felt better for a while, and didn’t realize it was because she’d stopped drugging me.” She glanced at Mike, then stared at her own hands as she fiddled with a spoon.

“I don’t know how much time passed, but she must have slipped me something when we were watching a movie one night. I fell asleep in the living room and woke up in my bed. And I was sore in places I’d never hurt before.” She shifted in her chair. 

“When I told her about the pain, she said I must have a bladder infection. Made me drink four glasses of cranberry juice every day.” She blinked. “I wound up pregnant without any recall of having had sex. I thought I was still a virgin. I guess she’d been slipping me roofies.”

Juanita asked, “Did she make you have an abortion?”

Liz’s laugh was brittle as old glass. “Actually no. My growing belly became her new cash cow. I guess she was blackmailing him at first. Then, when she handed over the signed papers, guaranteeing the baby would be put up for adoption, he paid her fifty thousand dollars.”

“So your baby was adopted.”

He saw a flicker of pain in her eyes. “No. I went into labor at only seven and a half months. My baby never took a breath.”

“Is that when you ran away?”

Liz nodded. “She’d sent me to a home for unwed mothers in Arizona. I took off from there two days after I gave birth. This is the first time I’ve been back.”

Galen didn’t doubt that Mike already knew the whole story, and then some, but because the team needed the whole picture, he was asking the important questions now. “Are you okay with being here? With the possibility of seeing either of them?”

Her smile was real, not forced. “I’m fine. It’s part of being a survivor, who I am. And in some twisted way, I have Garcia to thank for the lives I’ve helped save. I had no psychic abilities before the pregnancy.”

“Traumatic experience often triggers our conscious awareness of another sense,” said Mike in his professor tone. 

“In my case, a head injury,” said Juanita.

Celine nodded in agreement. “I was also molested as a child. But I always assumed if I’d had a mother, it wouldn’t have happened.”

“Okay,” Mike said. “Time for a return to the here-and-now. I think we can safely assume Charlotta is still involved with Garcia. And there’s every chance either one or both of them have something to do with Kayla’s disappearance.”

Everyone agreed and they set about forming strategies and game plans.

Afterwards, as team members finally departed, Galen watched Liz. He wanted to go to her, touch her, make all the bad memories disappear, but he couldn’t move. Didn’t know what to say, what to do.

Liz came to him instead, laid a hand on his arm, and said with steel in her voice, “I’m fine, Galen. I was broken once a very, very long time ago, but I’m whole now. I’m an extremely strong woman who’s in control of her own life. They can’t hurt me.” Her smile didn’t quite make it to her eyes. “I don’t need to be coddled, pitied, or protected. Like Mike said, most of us have been through some kind of hell. We’re all survivors. I cleared Kelton’s psychological testing years ago.”

“Your face when you saw the photo of Garcia yesterday...”

“What you saw was shock, I’m entitled to have that kind of reaction to the unexpected sight of him. But I’m okay now. Even better, I’m dug in for a fight.”

It was frustrating that she wouldn’t lean on him, allow herself to need him. Instead, she’d stand on her own two, and shove him out of the way. Fine. Great. Just what he fucking needed. He turned and strode away.

Liz stared at his back and felt... Hollow. Lost. She tried to shake it off, went back to the files on the table, and dug out a photo of Garcia. Just staring at his face brought her strength. She had a goal. A purpose. She’d make him pay if she found out he’d touched another innocent.

Liz went back to her room, emptied the file folder of Kayla’ pictures, and spread them across her bed. She sat cross-legged among them, closed her eyes, and let her chin sink to her chest. She willed each muscle in her body to relax and allowed her mind to open. Kayla, talk to me. I’m Liz. You called me so I’m here. Talk to me Kayla.
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A soft knock on her door an hour later woke Liz up. Disorientated, she blinked, trying to remember where she was.

Celine opened the door and smiled at her. ”Hey, sleepyhead, Meeting on the patio, one level down, poolside.”

“Yeah, okay. Just give me a minute to get rid of the cobwebs.”

“Cold drinks and snacks waiting for us out there on the sideboard.”

“Thanks.” She hesitated a beat. “I’m sorry about what happened to you, too.”

“Thanks.” Celine raised her chin. “Like you, it’s part of what made me who I am. Life as a foster-kid can make or break a girl, ya know? But it made me strong and I’m proud of that.”

Liz smiled. “So you should be.”
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Galen sat with Mike near the stone wall of the deck. They watched the two women approach, each carrying a tall frosted glass. Liz would have chosen iced-coffee, Celine, iced-tea.

Liz wasted no time. “I came up with a few ideas before I dozed off.”

“No connection with the girl yet?” Mike asked.

“No. I need to get into her bedroom. I may be able to pick up her emotions or make a link from there.”

“Okay. What else?”

“Interviews. Formal, but in an informal setting where they can all see each other and speculate.”

“Who exactly do you want there?”

“Garcia, Estelle, Charlotta, the riding teacher, and anyone else who saw her the afternoon she vanished. Throw in a friend or two for good measure, maybe a couple of unknowns. Have them all wait in the same room, then call them in one at a time. Ask easy questions. Get personal, but don’t grill them.”

Mike nodded. “I like your style. Sweat them before, not during.”

“Yeah, and see if you can rent a couple of rooms at the club so the setting is familiar yet different. We need a couple of real straight suits to do the waiting room for us, and a temporary wall partition so I can stay hidden but within earshot. You and Galen can do the interviews.”

“What’s my role?” asked Celine.

“You could be a mystery guest. Sit in the waiting room looking nervous, and everyone will wonder who you are. Some may even speculate you’re a witness so we’ll also have Theo there, watching your back.”

“Just to up the pressure,” said Galen. “I’d like to have the FBI agents bring Estelle and Garcia to the club in separate cars, about fifteen minutes apart. Surprise them with each other’s presence. Maybe even arrange for them to wait in chairs facing each other.”

“You’ve got it in your gut the parents are involved,” Mike said.

Galen grimaced. “Trying not to, but there it is.”
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Liz watched from Kayla’s bedroom window as Garcia climbed into the back seat of one of the four black sedans in the driveway. How often did you stand here like this, Kayla, watching him leave? Did it make you feel anything? Were you happy, angry, or sad that he was leaving? Did you know when he was going to be with a woman? Did you care? Did he ever hurt you, Kayla?

Fred slowly prowled the room, stuffing his hound nose into every shoe, under furniture, over and around books, backpacks, and scatter rugs. He appeared to drink in each and every scent until he hopped up on the bed and stretched out with his head on the pillow.

Liz wandered as well, touching ribbons and trophies, pictures of Kayla with her friends, a collection of colored pens, a horseshoe. She opened the closet and ran her hands through the clothing, stopping now and again, silently asking, Was this one a favorite? The tag’s still on this dress, why haven’t you worn it? Why so much black, Kayla? Because it matches your eyes? Because you’ve fallen into the girl-trap and think it’s slimming? Or do you hide in it?

A noise had her stepping back to the window, watching Estelle as she was ushered into a dark car. Kayla’s mother was a beautiful illustration of classic Spanish heritage. Exotic, all dark eyes, olive skin, and elegant legs. A lovely looking woman, until you spotted the harsh lines on her face. 

Kayla, were those lines there before you disappeared? Was your mother worried about you? About your father? What worried her, Kayla?

A tap on the door had Liz whirling away from the window just as Galen let himself in. 

“Getting anything?” he asked.

“Some feelings, no voices. Is everyone else leaving now?”

“In about two minutes the place will be empty except for us. The phone line’s being monitored by the unit on the street.”

“Good. I’ll just wander for a bit. Do you mind waiting by the pool?”

“Yeah I mind, but I’ll go anyway so you’ve got no interference.” He touched her cheek. “Be careful when you go into the monster’s lair.” 

She sat beside Fred and waited for Galen’s emotions to dissipate. He was obviously not happy with her being alone, but she needed the space, the privacy. To feel. And to look. Some demons were best faced alone. 

Once she felt the sudden emptiness in the house, she worked her way through the rooms. The dog took a position in the hallway, silent, and watchful.

At the door to the master suite she hesitated, then laid her hand on the wood, gave it a gentle push, and waited for a noxious wave of evil to roll out at her. 

Nothing happened. She took a cautious step forward, then several more. Standing in the middle of the room, she felt the specifics of the energy quite clearly. This is your mother’s room, isn’t it, Kayla? Your father never comes in here, does he? But you do. You sit on this bed and talk to your mom. You have a good relationship, don’t you? I feel lots of love in here, Kayla, with a healthy measure of your frustration. You’re a teenager, you’re supposed to be frustrated by boundaries and expectations.

Liz continued on until she found a masculine study with a bedroom attached. Simmering anger greeted her at the doorway along with arrogance, vanity, impatience, and a thin layer of fear. 

Fear? What could he possibly be afraid of? Or is the fear even his? 

She shrugged, walked further into the room, and waited for more. 

It didn’t come. 

Frowning, she went behind his desk and sat in the leather chair. When she reached out and touched the phone emotions slammed her like a runaway truck. 

Gripping the desk for balance, she sucked in a deep breath. Another. One more and she levelled out, felt her heart’s rhythm begin to smooth. 

She stared at the phone. Coupled with the anger she’d felt at the door, she could assume he’d made an angry phone call. To whom? Was it about you Kayla? 

Liz leaned back, closed her eyes, and opened her mind. She dug her toes into the carpet and slowly pushed herself around in a circle, waiting for something to happen. 

But nothing did. 

She opened drawers, touched every item on top of the desk, then walked around the room. More of the same, nothing new.

She went into his bedroom, eased toward the bed and sat on the edge. Her heart raced, she rubbed her damp palms on her thighs, and a shiver crossed the back of her neck as she recognized the odor of stale sex. She ground her teeth in an attempt to keep her stomach contents down. When black dots and flashes of light filled her vision, she fought to breath normally. Stop hyperventilating, you idiot! The tingling in her fingertips was moving up her arms. Aw, hell. Galen! I need... No. No, don’t come, I’m fine, I can do this. 

She wanted to stand, to get away from the bed, but was afraid her legs wouldn’t support her. In need of a distraction, she reached to open the drawer of his night stand but it was locked. 

That was interesting. Extracting a tiny tool from a small leather folder in her pocket, she worked the lock, and slid the drawer open. Photographs.

Using the thin piece of metal, she flipped one, then another and... 

Her world went black as she slid to the floor. 
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Chapter 5
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“Fuck.” Galen bolted through the door and up the stairs.

“Liz!” He ran down the hallway with a darting look into each room he passed. He found her crumpled on the floor, with Fred franticly licking her face.

“Wake up, dammit, Liz.” Galen rubbed her wrists, tapped her cheeks, kissed her. But she didn’t stir.

He scooped her up, carried her limp body from the room. And from the negative energy even he could feel. He went all the way outside with the dog at his heels, and was setting her down on a lounge chair by the pool when she stirred.

“Liz?”

“Mmm.”

“Come on. Wake up, honey.” He dipped the end of a beach towel in the pool, then brushed it across her face, down her throat, and around the back of her neck.

“Feels good,” she murmured.

“This’ll feel even better.” He leaned in and kissed her, needing to reassure himself she was alright.

“Mmmm.” Her mouth moved under his, hungry. 

He smiled down at her. “Wanna fool around?”

Her eyes popped open. “Jesus, Galen.”

“Well, when an opportunity presents itself...”

“Notch number...”

He grabbed her chin, raised it so she’d look him right in the eye. “Quit.”

“Yeah, okay, Flyboy.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “You want to tell me what happened in there?”

“No.”

“Tell me anyway.”

She sighed. “Can’t it wait?” Her hands came up in surrender. “No, of course it can’t.”

She struggled, tried to force herself to put what she’d seen into words, but couldn’t. “I think now would be a good time to read my mind.”

“All you have to do is open the door, Liz.”

She laid back and consciously relaxed the muscles in her neck. She felt Galen’s intensity when he sat beside her. She swallowed hard. Okay, Flyboy, do your stuff.

He leaned forward and brushed her lips with his.

Stop.

No. It lowers your defenses and helps me access your mind.

Trust me, all my defenses are in order, so keep your lips to yourself.

Just relax for a minute, would you? He sent her a visualization of the beach in Oregon. Think of the rhythm of the waves crashing in and the stones rattling gently as the water pulls back. Inhale. Exhale. Smell the salt and the seaweed. Inhale. 

As she drew a breath deep into her belly, he slipped inside her mind,  slid past her safeguards, saw the photographs, witnessed the recognition and triggered memories, felt what she’d felt, then cursed the inept gods of fairness.
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Less than an hour later, Liz and Galen were settled in at the country club. Company techs had set them up just inside the back door of the Sunset room. They’d used sectional walls to create the illusion of a storage area, complete with stacks of chairs spilling out into the main part of the room where Mike would conduct the interviews. 

The space was tight but efficient. Two monitors and an iPad occupied a simple desk, and there were headsets to use if they found they couldn’t hear well enough. One monitor was connected to the cameras in the waiting room. The other provided several visuals of the interviews. The iPad was for communication with Mike through texting.

Using the first few low-profile witnesses, they double checked the equipment—listening to the questions and comments going back and forth—until Garcia was called in.

He marched across the room, coming to a halt in front of Mike’s desk. His red face was at odds with the rest of his appearance. Carefully rolled up sleeves exposed a Rolex and a country club tan. Cream-colored slacks screamed wealth and privilege. 

Mike kept his gaze fixed on the computer monitor, typed in pompous and pissed for the benefit of Liz and Galen, then glanced up with a slightly distracted smile.

“Mr. Garcia. Sit, please.”

“Why was I brought here?”

“We have some questions. It shouldn’t take long.”

“I was dragged in here over an hour ago, and I’ve been answering questions for days. Who the hell are you to be asking more?”

“Name’s Mike. I work for ETCETERA. We assist the FBI in finding missing children.”

“I’ve never heard of this Et-whatever.”

“Most haven’t. We work behind the scenes.”

“The FBI has all my information. I don’t know what else I can tell you.”

“If you wouldn’t mind sitting down, I’d be happy to explain.”

With a huff and some muttering he sat and Mike issued the standard explanation. “ETCETERA is made up of a vast array of agents specializing in everything from child psychology to criminal profiling. These people spend all their time working missing children cases.” He didn’t mention the incredible paranormal gifts of many of their agents, or any of the other work the agency did. That information was rarely shared with the rest of the world.

“I still don’t understand why I was dragged in here.”

“Is it unusual for anyone but you to drive Kayla home from the stable?”

“No.”

“Who else picks her up?”

“Friends.”

“How often?”

Garcia shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes I’m just too busy to get away from the office on time.”

“Once a week? Twice?”

“I—”

“Just a guess, Mr. Garcia. It’ll help us to get a picture of the possibilities. Perhaps someone watching found a pattern. One day of the week she gets a ride from someone besides you perhaps?”

Garcia’s hands came up to his face, rubbed. “Thursdays. I don’t pick her up. She makes her own arrangements.” His hands stilled. “Is this my fault? I left her vulnerable, set it up for them?”

“No.” Mike wanted to keep him focused on the details, not get lost in the emotions—real or faked. “Patterns are good for children, gives them stability. They know what to expect. It was good that she had to fend for herself one day a week. Made her responsible to plan ahead.”

“But she was taken on a Wednesday.”

“You always pick her up on Wednesdays?”

“Yes. It’s my golf day. We finish up about an hour before Kayla’s lesson is over, have a beer, then I wait in the car at the stable.”

“But you were late this week. Golf run over? Extra beers?”

“I—” Color crept around the edge of his collar. “I squeezed in a meeting afterwards. It made me late.”

“Who did you meet with?”

“A client. Charlotta. She’s an old friend of Estelle’s.”

“You met at the club?”

“No. At her home. It’s only minutes away.” He shifted in his chair.

“May I ask what the meeting was about, Mr. Garcia?”

Garcia’s shoulders went back. “I’m an attorney. She needed legal advice.” 

Like hell she did. “I understand. Do you also have a personal relationship with Ms. Romero?”

“She and Estelle have known each other for years.”

“Are they close?”

“She was in our wedding.”

“And yet your families are so different.”

“What does that mean?”

“You waited a long time to start a family.” Mike glanced at the file on his desk, then back to Garcia and tapped a page. “Charlotta’s daughter was a teenager by then.”

“Charlotta was pregnant at eighteen. Estelle didn’t want to start a family until we’d had our fill of travel and excitement.”

“So your lifestyles were completely different.”

“Yes.”

“Interesting that Estelle, who was raised among the wealthy and privileged, became such a close friend with someone so socially beneath her.”

“Charlotta was actually a friend of Estelle’s brother first.”

“And is she still?”

Garcia raised his chin in a move that could be interpreted as defensive. “No. He died. That’s when she became friends with Estelle.” 

“I see. Well, Mr. Garcia, getting back to the questions relating to your daughter’s disappearance, do you have any clue who may want to hurt you or your family? Any enemies? Business or personal?”

“I’m a corporate attorney. My business is solid, I consult and write contracts. I don’t piss people off much.” He shrugged. “But wealth often breeds animosity.”

“And Kayla? She has no enemies?”

“Rivals. She has rivals at the horse shows. She’s trying to get onto the national youth team this year.”

“You suspect her competition? Teenaged girls?”

“And their parents. Those people will do anything to get their kids to the top. They sabotage equipment, even drug the horses.”

“Perhaps you could give me some names.”

Garcia arrowed a thumb toward the door. “Norland’s out there, her trainer. Ask him.”

“Thank you, Mr. Garcia.” Mike nodded toward the door. “The agent who brought you here will take you home now while I interview your wife.”

Garcia harrumphed before he left. 

Clearly annoyed, thought Mike, with a smile. He stood, stretched, then poked his head around the corner of the privacy wall.

“You two get anything out of that?” he asked.

Liz frowned. “Not what I’d expected. No flashes of evil, no certainty of guilt, nothing much at all.”

“He never mentioned Charlotta used to work for him,” Mike pointed out.

“An interesting omission,” said Liz. “I think Galen should sit in on Estelle’s interview. He could get a chance to read her thoughts.”

They discussed strategies and decided Mike would control the interview with Galen contributing as he saw fit. Then they took their places and signaled for Estelle to be brought in.

Once she was seated, Galen studied the woman perched on the edge of the chair across from Mike. Shoulders back, elbows tucked in, knees pressed together, hands folded in her lap. Her lips were pale, thinned by the pressure of her clenched jaw.

When she caught him staring at her mouth, faint color stained her cheeks. She lifted a trembling hand to her face.

“Please excuse me, gentlemen, I’m not doing well with this. I need my daughter back. Do you have any idea how to find her? I have unlimited resources. I’ll pay anything for extra people, for surveillance or ransom. Please. Help me,” she pleaded. 

“We’re doing everything possible, Mrs. Garcia.” Mike’s voice reflected both respect and control. “Right now, we’re talking to anyone and everyone who may have seen or heard something. Anything that will help us find Kayla.”

She leaned forward, gripping the arms of the chair. “Like what?”

“We won’t know until we check out every piece of information we collect. But first we need some basic background on your family.”

The fear in her expression morphed to anger.

“You’re wasting time.” Her nostrils flared with the angry breath she took. “The FBI have questioned us for hours already. And you just had my husband in here. For heaven’s sake, why aren’t you out there searching for her? Do something to find her!” Eyes bright with unshed tears, she went on, “Nobody seems to care. My child hasn’t been home for two days. I’m terrified for her and all you can do is ask stupid questions about family history?” She stood. “I’ll search myself. I’ll hire someone, a team who will find her. You people are wasting my time. And Kayla’s.” 

Galen made his voice soft and soothing. “Where exactly will you start, Estelle? Where will you or anyone else begin to look for her?”

Her mouth opened, closed, opened again, and her voice came out hoarsely. “I don’t know.” Easing back onto the chair, she stared at her hands as she crossed them in her lap.

Galen leaned toward her, using his voice to caress, to calm, and surround. “Estelle, we are going to find Kayla. Bringing kids home is what we do. Please, help us do our job.”

Looking up into his eyes, she nodded. A new flush tinted her pallid skin.

The interview went fairly smoothly from there. Mike asked the questions, Galen was mostly silent. Estelle filled them in on their home life, Kayla’s friends at school, her friends at the stables.

Mike shifted the questioning subtly then. “The FBI was told something about a new horse Kayla wanted to see?”

“Yes. The stable next door to where she rides recently imported a stallion.”

“Would she have gone off to see this horse after her lesson on Wednesday?”

Estelle frowned. “Not if her father had been on time to pick her up. But he was late. He had a meeting with Charlotta.”

Smooth as silk, Mike picked up the thread. “That would be your close friend, Charlotta Romero?”

Estelle’s hesitation was so brief it was barely noticeable. “I’ve grown away from Charlotta over the years, but my husband still sees her. Professionally, of course.”

“Professionally?”

“He is her attorney.”

“And she works for him?” Mike asked. 

Galen didn’t miss Estelle’s quick intake of breath. Focused on it.

“No.” Her hand went to the back of her neck, slid under the severe yet classy twist of black hair. 

“But she did at one time.”

Her surprise appeared contrived and her answer sounded rushed. “Oh yes. I’d nearly forgotten, it was so many years ago. She had fallen on hard times and instead of giving her money, he found her a job. To earn her own way. That’s the best kind of help, of course. She had a child to support. And her daughter needed to understand that in order to survive, you must work, make an honest effort to look after yourself. Children learn nothing from handouts and living beyond their means.”

“You’re passionate about that.”

Her chin lifted. “I come from a very wealthy family and was taught at a young age that handouts create laziness. People need to earn their own way. It breeds self-respect.”

“And so your husband helped Charlotta by employing her. He must be proud of the outcome.”

Estelle looked confused, so he elaborated. “She’s a self-supporting, successful woman, and so is her daughter.”

“Yes. Of course.”

Galen slipped in a question. “What is it Charlotta does for a living?”

Her gaze shifted down and to the left, where she apparently found an answer. “I don’t know. We’re not close anymore. I believe she’s invested well. My husband is often meeting with her to have her sign things.”

While Galen mulled over her answer, Mike asked, “Estelle, do you have a relationship with Charlotta’s daughter? Does Kayla know her?”

Steadier now, she answered, “Elizabeth was a lovely, friendly child until her teen years. And then she became distant and got into trouble. I haven’t seen her in over a decade. I don’t believe Kayla’s ever met her, although she knows of her through Charlotta.”

“So Kayla knows Charlotta well?”

Her answer was quick. “As a family friend. Rather like an aunt, I suppose. Kayla has no aunts or uncles. My only sibling, my brother, died when he was eighteen.”

Galen interjected in a soft tone, “How did he die, Estelle?”

She closed her eyes, and for the first time in the interview, her shoulders slumped. “A car accident.” She left it there, but Galen had picked up all of her thoughts and stored away the details. 

Mike took over again. “What about Kayla’s grandparents? Are they close to her?”

Estelle’s mouth twisted wryly. “Not so much now.”

“Why not?”

“My parents are very old-fashioned. They are impatient with the younger generation. The phones, the computers, their language, fashion. Everything is hard for them to understand.”

“But they love her?”

“Of course. She is their only heir.”

“Kayla looks like you. She reflects little of her father.”

Her eyes widened. “You’ve never met her. She’s very much like her father, believe me.”

“And they are close?”

“Yes.”

Galen studied her body language while he asked, “Does she spend a large amount of time with him? More than with you?”

She stiffened for an instant, but then relaxed almost as quickly. “My family is comfortable. Kayla spends time with each of us. But she’s a teenager. She is more and more away from home, from us, as the years pass. If she had her way, she’d live in the stables. Her father worries about boys compromising her, but I’m afraid she’s too involved with her horses.”

Galen smiled. “Girls and horses. It’s an age-old thing. Do you ride, Estelle?”

“I took lessons as a child. My father felt it was an important part of my education.” 

“You didn’t like riding?”

“I preferred dancing.”

“And does Kayla dance... with boys?”

“She—” Estelle hesitated. “Doesn’t. No.” But Galen’s maneuver was successful and he caught the thought she’d been so quick to push away. 

On the other side of the privacy screen, Liz felt the impact of Estelle’s emotions—fear for her daughter’s safety mixed with uncertainty and frustration.
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Chapter 6
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Galen and Liz were well out of sight and Mike was back at his desk when an agent opened the door to usher Charlotta in. 

Behind the wall, they were only privy to the exaggerated swish of her sexy stockings, and a one-dimensional screen shot, while Mike got the fleshed-out frontal view. From the wild mass of rust colored hair down to flaming-red fuck-me shoes she was a graphic illustration of what money could buy. And what happened when skin was pulled too tight.

Halfway across the room, husky words began to tumble from her over-plump crimson lips. “I am so glad you’re letting me help you find Kayla.” She held out a well-manicured hand. “Such a precious child, and to think, some monster has her in his grasp.”

Mike took care while extricating his hand from hers. “Please tell me what you mean by that.”

“Well, of course whoever took her must be a monster, and I told the other FBI man—the young good-looking one—that I have a gift. I can help you with your search.” She sat and crossed her long, well-toned legs, carefully arranging the miniscule red skirt until Mike could see clear past her thighs to the triangle of black silk covering her crotch. 

Wearing his best poker face, he looked her in the eye. “First, a few facts for our records, ma’am.” She nodded. “Please state your full name, address, place, and date of birth.” While appearing to listen and enter the information into his computer, he texted Liz and Galen. Black thong and garter.

He imagined Galen clamping a hand over his mouth to stifle the laugh. Liz would be doing some kind of mental exercise with numbers to keep her laughter in check. 

He couldn’t resist adding, Matching push-up bra ... unnecessary.

The response was rapid. STOP! You’re killing us!

Mike shifted in his seat so the computer monitor blocked most of his view of Charlotta’s attributes. He continued the pretense of collecting background information. “You are currently single? Is Romero your maiden name?”

“Yes, I’ve never bothered to marry. Couldn’t see the point.” She trailed several fingers across her collarbone.

Mike remained stoic. “And your connection to the Garcia family?”

“We’ve been friends forever.”

“Forever is a long time, Ms. Romero. When, exactly, did you meet?”

“Well, I don’t know exactly. I was probably a year or so older than Kayla, maybe sixteen or seventeen. So it’s been at least ten or fifteen years,” she said with a grinning flash of her bright white veneers.

Right. Even with the plastic surgery she couldn’t pass for much less than forty. And of course she’d just stated her date of birth which made her fifty. “You met at school?”

Charlotta threw her head back and let out a grating laugh.

Words popped up on his screen. Nails. Blackboard.

! was his reply.

Charlotta reclaimed his attention. “Estelle went to a convent school and I—had I been interested, Mr. Mike—” she winked, a neat trick with fake eyelashes—“would have been stopped at the door. I was somewhat, um, wild in my youth. I’d been, how shall I say, friendly, with Estelle’s brother, Enrique, for a while when I met her. She caught us in the stables one day and we had to bribe her to keep quiet.”

“Why?”

Her smile was sly as she uncrossed her legs then re-crossed them the other way. “Well, as I’m sure you’re aware, their family was rich and influential. For him to be caught, um, dating beneath his class, well, I’m sure you can guess how that would have gone over.”

“So you had a clandestine relationship.”

“We met in secret.” She winked again.

Mike fought the urge to do an adolescent eye-roll. “How did you end up becoming friends with his sister?”

“After Enri—her brother—was killed in a car accident, she came looking for me. For some connection to him, I suppose. We started spending a lot of time together. I even stood up for her at her wedding.”

“But you’ve grown apart.”

“We have little in common nowadays.”

Now there’s an understatement. “Tell me about your relationship with Kayla?”

She looked at her skirt and flicked at it as though there was lint or something lodged there. “I like the kid. She reminds me of Enrique. She likes to talk to me. Calls me her favorite aunt.”

“And your own daughter?” Mike asked.

“What about her?” She leaned forward to rub at her ankle and showed off several thousand dollars’ worth of cleavage. 

Keeping his expression neutral and his gaze focused on her face, he asked, “You’re close? You see a lot of her?”

Charlotta sat back and her chin came up just enough to be noticeable. “No. She doesn’t bother with me. She’s too busy being some kind of special agent. We never were tight, her and I. I spent thousands to make sure she fit in and she threw it in my face. She had tennis lessons, riding lessons, horses, the works.” She waved her hand in the air. “She competed, rode elbow-to-elbow with the rich and famous, and for what? To turn her nose up at me and become some kind of glorified cop.”

“I see.”

“Don’t take that personally, Mr. Mike.” Yet another wink. “I’ve got nothing against cops. I kind of like men in uniform, if you know what I mean.”

“It’s your daughter the cop you have a problem with.” He didn’t give her a chance to comment before he changed the subject. “What do you do for a living, Ms. Romero?”

“You mean like work?”

“Yes. How do you support yourself? Pay your mortgage, utilities?” Plastic surgeon, manicurist, pool boys.

“I... well... I don’t have a mortgage. And I invest.”

“You’re a broker. How fascinating.”

“Actually, I only invest my own money, and I’ve been very successful at it, if I may say so myself.”

“Stock market?”

“Among other... things. I have a knack.” She studied her long, blood-red fingernails for a moment, then slowly raised her eyelids. “I have an instinct for worthwhile projects. Particularly those overlooked by others.”

Mike made a mental note to have her investigated for insider trading. “Getting back to Kayla. What do you know that would help us with our investigation?”

“I don’t understand what you mean.” Her eyes had widened, and for the first time in the interview, when she uncrossed her legs she planted both feet on the floor.

“Simple things, Ms. Romero. Details she would share with her favorite aunt. Did she get along well with her parents, any troubles with friends, boys, her competition at horse shows, her trainer, household staff, schoolmates, teachers? Anything you can think of?” Come on, lady, let’s see you hang yourself.

“Well, of course she told me lots of stuff.” Charlotta went on effusively about Kayla’s gripes and jealousies, problems at school, troubles with her horses, and trainer, her parents’ refusal to allow her to stay overnight away from home—all the realities of a teenager’s life. And a big chunk Mike would bet was pure fabrication based on the way he’d set up the question.

“Did Kayla know your daughter also rode and showed horses?”

“Of course. She worshipped Elizabeth.” 

Past tense? “So they’ve met?”

She scowled. “No. Kayla’s spent hours sitting in my daughter’s bedroom staring at the trophies and ribbons and pictures. She even named her first pony Beth’s Pride—the name of my daughter’s pony. I can’t tell you how many times I phoned Elizabeth, begging her to come to a show and watch Kayla ride. But she never did.”

“Perhaps your daughter’s work kept her away.”

“More likely her selfish nature.”

“You and Elizabeth aren’t close, obviously. Did you know she has extraordinary skills, and she’s been contacted to work on this case?”

He heard a sound from behind the wall. Shit. Mike mentally kicked himself for letting this woman get to him. He’d reacted without warning Liz.

Galen grabbed the iPad and sent a message to create a cover. Liz had clamped a hand over her mouth too late to muffle the sound of the startled breath she sucked in. 

Charlotta swung around to stare suspiciously at the temporary wall panels while Mike tapped and answer on his keyboard.

Galen coughed, then stepped out from behind the wall.

“Claire, how nice to see you again.” He pasted on a cocky smile and took her hand, holding it warmly for a moment.

She pouted. “I’m ashamed. Although I could tell someone familiar was behind there, I didn’t recognize your presence. You’ve been listening all this time?”

“I’ve been working back there.” He rolled his shoulders. “I have the boring data entry job while Mike does interviews.” He rubbed his ear. “Headphones get to me after a while.”

“Did you ever find Elizabeth?”

“Yes.” He laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. “She was staying with friends on the Coast. Poor Mike had to be the bad guy and cut her vacation short to drag her down here.”

“Perhaps Liz will have time to visit with you while she’s in town,” added Mike.

“Likely not.” She focused on Galen, ran the tip of her tongue along her top lip and let her eyelids droop ever so slightly. “But you’ll come back to see me again, won’t you?” Big Boy was left unsaid, thank heavens, and Galen suppressed a shudder.

When the interview ended, Galen escorted Charlotta out, carefully staying between her and the wall hiding Liz. 

Once the door closed behind the woman, Galen said, “Coast is clear, Liz.” 

She emerged, looking pissed. “Thanks for the warning, Mike.”

“I’m sorry, Liz. But you know as an interrogator I was obligated to follow the thread. I reacted. Didn’t think before I defended you.”

She huffed out a breath. “Well, that’s just mean. How can I be mad at you now?”

Galen smiled. “Nice work, Mike.” He held up a hand. “And it turned out well I thought. Charlotta will be delighted to have me visit her in a day or two.”

“Better you than me. She’s damn scary,” muttered Mike. “Yet chip off the war paint and remove the surgical enhancements, and there’s definitely a family resemblance—” He held up a hand when Liz started to speak. “Right up until she opens her mouth.”

Liz showed him her teeth, but wasn’t smiling. “Yeah, even DNA can be overcome.” She tipped her head toward the door. “Back to business. How many left out there?” 

Mike consulted the paper on his desk “Ten, but half of them are just for show. Celine, Theodore, a local cop, and two FBI plants.”

“Bet that stirred up the players. Well, I suppose we should press on,” said Liz.

Galen put a hand on her back. “To our corner then, woman.”

She glanced up at him. “Don’t push it, pal.”

“Let me know when you’re ready,” said Mike.

When Galen took a seat at the hidden desk, he tugged on her hand and she landed in his lap.

“Quit the games.” She struggled but his grip was solid. “Working here, Flyboy.”

“Just sit still and shut up, okay?”

She surprised the hell out of him by relaxing against his chest.

He smiled. “Not so bad, eh?”

“Shut up.”

“Okay Mike, we’re ready.”
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At first, Liz kept her attention glued to the monitor in an effort to ignore Galen, but she didn’t have to pretend when the next person walked in. 

Juan.

He’d been her playmate when she’d gone to the Garcia house with her mother. Like her, he’d been nuts about horses so they’d spent hours together at the stables. His mother was the Garcia’s housekeeper and she’d always made a picnic basket for them to take along.

Liz listened intently while Mike began with the basics and was stunned to realize that Juan still spoke somewhat broken English. 

“You work for the Garcia family?” asked Mike.

“Yay-sir. Since I am be sisteen.”

“How old are you now?”

“I would be twenty-seeks years.”

The math was all wrong, thought Liz. He was several years younger than her and had already been mucking stalls and cleaning buckets when they’d met.

“What was your job when you were sixteen?”

“I work in the stable, sir. I care for the horses ver’ well. They like me and I weesh to be near to them.”

“And do you still work with the horses?”

“No sir.”

“Why not?”

“The stable bees empty.”

“But Kayla has several show horses.”

“They are at fancy stable, away from the home.”

“Why is that, if you were taking such good care of them?”

“She is Pappa’s girl. She geets what she wants.”

Liz’s nostrils flared as the power of Juan’s guilt washed over her. It was unusual for her to feel an adult’s emotions so easily, but she’d known him as a child so perhaps that explained the connection. Ignoring Galen’s fingers working on the tense muscles in the back of her neck, she tried to concentrate as Mike’s questioning continued. 

“And what was it Kayla wanted?”

“To ween. She must have a good trainer or the judges, they won’t look at her.”

“Who says this?”

He shrugged and shifted around in the chair.

Mike prodded. “Her parents? Friends?”

“Yay-sir.”

“And what do you do now? With no horses to care for?” Liz felt Juan’s relief at the change of direction.

“Me, I look after the cars.”

“Most young men like cars, prefer them to horses. What would you rather be doing than maintaining the vehicles?”

“I weesh I am a law-yer or jockey.”

“An awful lot of difference between the two.”

“But both ways I ride the horses.”

“As a lawyer?”

“I be reech like Senor Garcia. I then buy horses.”

“I see. So you need money. What about working in one of those big fancy stables like where Kayla’s horses are?”

He cast his eyes downward. “I work for Mr. Garcia. I would have nowhere to live if I didn’t.”

“Do you like Mr. Garcia?”

His back straightened. “Yes. He is my employer and my mother’s employer of many years.” His English had improved immensely.

Liz poked Galen, put a thumb to her chest, then pointed to the other room. His frown was expected and ignored. He made no attempt to stop her as she stood and tapped a message to Mike. Coming in...L.

Mike said, “Someone else is going to join us.”

Liz took a deep breath, pasted on a casual smile, and stepped around the partition. “Sorry I’m late. Hi, Juan. Do you remember me?”

He stared at her a moment, looked away. “No, ma’am.”

She softened her tone. “You and I used to sneak rides on the Garcia’s horses when my mom was over there visiting. We even rode the black filly, the one that hadn’t been trained yet.”

He looked at her again and then smiled. “Miss Elizabeth.”

“Call me Liz.”

“It has been so many years.”

“Yes. Like you, I still miss the horses. Do you ever visit Kayla’s stables, where her show horses are boarded?”

He was quick. “Oh no, I would not be welcome there.” 

“How do you know?” she prompted gently.

He twisted his hands together in his lap. “I am told by my mother. It is not my place to go there.”

“What about your father, Juan?” 

His head came up instantly. Dark brown eyes opened wide then narrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“Is your father in your life?”

He looked away. “He was to be a great jockey but took a bad fall and now is gone.”

“I’m sorry, Juan. That must be hard for you.” 

The sympathy in her tone seemed to make him uncomfortable. “Not so hard. I did not ever know my padre.”

Mike added, “It’s difficult for a boy to grow up not having a man’s influence in his life.”

“I had Mr. Garcia always there for the discipline. It is better that way so I’m not like Elizabeth, without guidance.”

Liz was momentarily stunned and hoped no one had noticed her mouth drop open for just a moment. “Why do you say that about me, Juan?”

“Miss Charlotta said you had to go away because you didn’t have a man to guide you to the right path.”

“And when was this?”

“When you didn’t come to the Garcia house anymore but she brought your horse to the stables because you had been sent away for punishment.”

“Ah—” It was all Liz could say. Her brain ticked with information and tidbits rolling around in it. Now she understood what had happened when she was pregnant. The memory of Charlotta’s voice echoed in her head, lying to her, saying her beloved horse had died of colic. And because the boarding stable had shipped him to U C Davis for emergency surgery, she’d never be able to see him again.

“Juan, what happened to Beth’s Pride? Did my mother sell him?”

“Why, yes and Mr. Garcia said he cost more than all the others put together. He was the first horse Miss Kayla ever rode. He died of old age just before the stable was closed.”

Liz managed to smile at Juan. “I’m glad he had you to look after him.” And she was. But something else was bothering her. “Did you go to school close to home, Juan, or did you ride the bus?”

He looked surprised by her change of subject. “I walked to a public school until eighth grade.”

“And later?”

“I had no time for school. The horses needed me.”

There was yet another contradiction of what he’d already said about starting to work in the stables at sixteen. “But school takes only six hours a day?”

“The bus to the big school would be long and the day would be from light until dark. So instead, I stayed with the horses I loved.”

“You were lucky to have them.”

“They always listened.”

“I know. I spent many hours talking to my horse. I had no one else. Does Kayla talk to you, Juan?”

“She used to.” He looked at the floor.

“But doesn’t anymore?”

“Oh no. I am just a servant and she shouldn’t be wasting time with me. She has important friends now and goes to ride in the big arena with them.”

She made her voice soft, compelling. “Why is the stable empty, Juan?”

He sighed. “It is my fault.”

She kept her tone soothing, “Tell me what happened, Juan.”

He grimaced. “I wanted only to keep her safe. From the time she was born, my mamma told me she was just like a little sister and therefore it was my job to watch over her, protect her, keep her happy.” He sighed, looked at Liz with real pain in his dark eyes. “I did my job too well. Miss Kayla spent too much time at the stables with me and the horses. She had no other friends. 

“Mr. Garcia came to the barn one day and found us sitting in the dirt, leaning on each other, laughing so hard we couldn’t speak. He became very angry and sent Kayla to the house. He then told me to stay away from her. She was a young lady and I was never to touch her again. I tried to explain to him that we’d been trying to catch some wild kittens and fallen together in the paddock, but he wasn’t to be placated.” 

Liz mentally noted the vocabulary.

“So I tried to stay away from her, but she’d have none of it. And the night Beth’s Pride died, Mr. Garcia came to the stable and caught us in what he called a clinch. But it was so innocent. Her horse had died, she was a heartbroken little girl, and I simply held her while she cried.”

He shook his head. “Her father wouldn’t back down. Said it was time Kayla took her riding more seriously and shipped her horses to a big stable with a famous trainer.” He took a deep breath. “It was hard losing my baby sister and the horses all at the same time.”

“What did you do with yourself then?”

“Mr. Garcia sent me to night classes to learn to be a mechanic.” 

“How did you like that?”

“The schooling was okay, but machines aren’t like horses.”

Liz changed the subject. “Are you worried about Kayla now?”

“Of course. She’s family. Her and my mom are all I’ve got. I don’t want anything bad to happen to her.”

“Do you know where she is?”

His response was quick. “No.”

Liz felt the vibration of his lie. “Thanks for coming to talk to us, Juan.” She wrote on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “You can reach me anytime, day or night, at one of these numbers. I want to help Kayla and you know you can trust me. If you hear something, or remember anything that could help me find her and keep her safe, please call me.”

She stood and held out a hand to him. He took it slowly, and held it for a moment before abruptly leaving the room.

Galen came out at once. “He knows where she is.”

“Yeah.” Liz agreed. “And he’s very conflicted. Doesn’t know who to betray, who to trust. I’m next to certain she’s a runaway.” 

“Okay,” said Mike. “Working from that angle, what’s your next move?”

“The stables. Both the one at her home where she used to spend time with Juan, and the new one where she rides now. Maybe I can pick something up before he calls me.”

“You’re sure he will?”

“No doubt at all.
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Chapter 7
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Two hours later, while the team was gathered on the hacienda’s patio discussing possible places a runaway would hide, they were shocked to receive word of a ransom demand. A note—demanding one million in unmarked twenty-dollar bills, to be ready for delivery in forty-eight hours—had arrived at Garcia’s office that morning.

The FBI found nothing on the paper—or envelope that’d been postmarked in New York City—except traces of powder from latex gloves. The seal and the stamp were the self-adhesive variety, so they didn’t anticipate any recovery of DNA evidence.

Liz went with her gut reaction. “There’s no proof. No lock of hair, no picture. It could be from anyone jumping on a gravy train.”

“True,” said Mike, “but we have to operate on the assumption it’s genuine and Kayla has been kidnapped.” He held up his hand to stop Liz as she started to speak. “As of ten minutes ago, control is in the hands of the Feds. We work for them in whatever capacity they decide, but until we’re called on, we’ll continue investigating the runaway angle.” He dismissed the group to get on with their next moves.
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Liz was glad she’d chosen to start with the Garcia stable. She stepped inside the deserted barn anticipating a connection of some kind with Kayla since this had been a special place for her. 

But the air remained still except for the dust dancing in the wedge of sunlight slanting through the open doorway.

Cobwebs draped from every beam and decorated the corners of stalls swept so clean years ago their mangers held not a single blade of hay. No oats sprouted in the spaces between floor planks. Liz shook her head in answer to Galen’s inquiring look. “Kayla hasn’t been here, and I was so sure this is where she’d have met with Juan.”

“They would have been trapped if Garcia showed up.”

“Hmm. True. Maybe outside then.”

They circled the paddocks and riding ring until Liz began to feel someone else’s sadness and followed the emotion to a stone marker behind the last pen. Dropping to her knees, she reached out and touched the lettering on the granite, read the words out loud. “Beth’s Pride, my very best friend.”

Galen’s hand was on her shoulder. She reached up to touch it and he captured her fingers. “Nice spot for him, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, and she loved him.”

Galen pulled her to her feet and drew her back against him, slid his arms around her waist, and they stared at the words together. With his mouth at her ear, he said softly, “You loved him, too.”

“He was all I had, all I could trust. I leaned on him. He helped me survive for years.” Childhood memories threatened to overwhelm her.

His lips teased the soft skin beneath her ear. “Now you’ve got me.”

She closed her eyes. Soaked up his warmth. Listened to the thumping of her heart. Wanted to let herself—

“Trust me, Liz.”

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“You won’t.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Then let’s try this for now.” He turned her in his arms and she met him halfway. His kiss was gentle, filled with kindness and compassion as though to ease her sad memories and nothing more. When it ended, she stared into his eyes, confused, uncertain, questioning the absence of passion. 

Galen answered by sliding his hands down to her hips, snuggling her against the evidence. “Don’t ever doubt your power over me.”

She opened her mouth to speak but he captured it with his own, taking, giving, devouring her response. She didn’t care anymore where she was, who she was, or why. The only thing occupying her mind was the sound of her own heartbeat. Or was it his?

She suddenly needed to be closer, needed to be inside him, to be warm, to be held. Her hands sought his skin, and she heard him groan as he dragged his mouth from hers.

With his forehead resting against hers, he drew in a deep breath. She ran a fingertip across his bottom lip, then gazed up into his eyes. The passion, arousal, and stark desire stunned her, sparking an internal battle for control. 

She reminded herself that this was who he was. All man. Sensual and controlling. He could push the buttons of any woman on the face of the earth. Lord, but could he push hers. One touch and her brain took a vacation. That had to stop. 

He studied her expression. With a grimace, he dropped his hands and stepped away from her. Became all business. “Are we done with this area?”

“Yeah.” She cleared her throat to get rid of the embarrassing huskiness. “I’m getting nothing from Kayla out here.” She started toward the car. 

As Liz walked away Galen thought, one of us isn’t getting any smarter and I’m not sure if it’s you or me darlin’.
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Back at the hacienda, Liz stood her ground. “I need to go undercover, Mike.” She tossed Galen a look that said, Stay out of this.

“You are not, I repeat, not going to that stable alone,” said Mike.

She threw her hands in the air. “I can’t take Galen. A blind man could make him as a Fed from half a mile away, for crying out loud. Hell, a flippin’ giraffe in my back pocket would be less obvious.”

“Fine. Here’s the compromise: you take Celine and you wear a wire.” Not that actual wires were used anymore. She’d likely be wearing a tiny button housing both a camera and a microphone.

“Fine.” She echoed. “Now get me into Garcia’s house somehow. I need to borrow some of Kayla’s riding clothes to wear so I look like I belong.”

Galen spoke quietly, “I’ll get Foley to keep them in the living room while you and I go in through the kitchen entrance.”

“It’d be quicker if I did it alone.”

His jaw clamped shut. “Not going to happen. So get over it.” He reached for his phone, pushed speed dial, and put it to his ear as he left the room.

Liz looked at Mike. He shook his head at her.

“What?” she asked.

“One day he’s going to either push back real hard, or just keep walking.”

“And your point is?”

“Give the man a damn break, Liz.”

“I can’t,” she ground out.

“Then give yourself one.”

Galen came back in. “Let’s go. Foley will have them out of our way in twenty minutes.”
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Liz held her hand out to the flashy pony standing in the cross ties. “Hi there handsome. You all alone here?”

A little girl popped out of the tack room lugging a box of grooming tools. Cute, thought Liz. She was about ten, blonde, blue-eyed and had an impish grin. 

“He’s not alone. He’s mine. I’m Tory.”

“Aren’t you a lucky girl.”

“I know.” She let the box of brushes clatter to the floor and threw her arms around the buckskin’s neck, hugging him with her face against his golden hide and her hands tangled in his short black mane. The pony dropped his head between her shoulder blades and returned the hug. 

“His registered name is Sunshine Superstar but I just call him Sunny and he’s the best. He never tries to buck me off and he only refuses to go over a jump if I make a mistake and ride him in wrong.” She picked up a pair of adorable, pink, child-size brushes and began to groom Sunny. “You know, ponies are much smarter than people think.”

“Absolutely,” Liz agreed. “And the girls who know that are even smarter. Do you show him?”

“I’ve been to three schooling shows and I got four third-place ribbons, but Nathan—he’s my trainer—says you shouldn’t go to the big shows unless you’re ready to win. And he says I won’t be ready until next season on account of I didn’t start jumping until last year so I’m not nearly polished enough.”

“Are lots of the other girls polished enough?”

“Oh yes.” She ran the comb through Sunny’s silky tail, taking care to untangle knots without ripping out any hair. “That’s why a bunch of the stalls are empty. Everyone else is at a show today. Nathan too, so my lesson was changed to seven-thirty. I normally ride right after school but not today.” She sighed. “It’s kind of lonely for Sunny and me when nobody else is here. And it will be dark when my lesson is over so Nathan will take me home after.”

Liz looked down the shedrow at the three horses she knew belonged to Kayla—she’d read the nameplates on their doors on the way in. “How come those horses aren’t at the show?”

“Oh, they’re Kayla’s.”

“And she doesn’t go to shows?”

Her eyes grew big. “Not this time, and it made her real sad, too. I guess she had to go on vacation because she cried when she said goodbye to them.”

Liz’s heart stuttered. “What do you mean?”

“The other day. After she had her lesson. I heard her because Sunny’s stall is beside Macho’s. Macho is her dressage horse.”

Liz prodded. “What did she say exactly?”

“Mostly, ‘I love you’ and ‘I’m going to miss you.’ Then she said she was sorry she had to go but the plans were made and there was no way out of it.” Her eyes were serious. “I know what that’s like you know, because last Christmas I had to go to Hawaii with my Mom and Dad and leave Sunny behind. I cried then, too, because I knew how much I was going to miss him.”

“Did you see Kayla leave after she said goodbye?”

“No. She was gone when my lesson was over, and then I had to walk Sunny to cool him out before I groomed him. It’s very important to cool a horse properly, you know.”

“That’s true.”

Tory looked at Liz’s borrowed boots. “Are you here to ride?”

“No. I’m checking out the stable. I have a horse I’d like to bring here.”

“What kind?”

“He’s a Thoroughbred.”

“Wow, Kayla has a Thoroughbred, and Nathan says he could be a champion if he could just learn to relax and not be such a wing-nut.”

Liz laughed, “Mine isn’t high strung at all. He’s quiet and gentle.”

“Sunny is quiet and gentle, too.”

At the sound of booted feet on concrete, Liz glanced over her shoulder and saw a wiry man approaching. “You must be Nathan.” She held out her hand. “I’m Liz. I called earlier about stall space.” She nodded toward the row of empty stalls. “Looks like you have some vacancies.”

He smiled and focused past Liz. “Tory, best get some tack on that pony. Your lesson is in ten minutes.” She nodded and he turned his attention back to Liz. “I’ll show you what I have.”

As he led her away from the grooming area, they passed Kayla’s horses and Liz stopped to pet one. “This looks like a Thoroughbred.”

“Yes. A failure at the track, but he jumps like a gazelle. Lots of scope.”

She ran her hand down the bay’s neck. “He sure is handsome. How come he’s not at the show with all the rest?”

“He was entered, and way overdue to be showing at a higher level. But something happened to his owner and she couldn’t go.”

“Was she hurt?”

“No.” He shrugged. “It’s complicated, and such a shame.” He shook his head. “She was so ready and her father had finally given his consent.”

“He can be a problem?”

“She’s never been allowed to go to a show and stay overnight. Her father won’t allow it even though the girls are always well-chaperoned.”

“Strict.”

He didn’t respond. Instead he was staring at the boots she wore. He looked up. “Are you local or FBI?”

She smiled. “That obvious?”

“Not at first. But yeah, even though you look perfectly natural in Kayla’s boots and around the horses.”

“How’d you know they were Kayla’s?”

“On Wednesday, her horse bore left over a fence and she scraped her boot on the standard. I can see the mark and the bit of green paint along the outside of the ankle. I had her remove the boot at the time to make sure she was okay.”

Liz’s heart pounded and she stared at him. “She was wearing these boots on Wednesday?”

“Yes.”

“Does she wear her boots home or leave them here usually?”

“She was wearing them when she left.”

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely.” He looked away for a moment. “She’d had a lousy lesson, couldn’t seem to concentrate, and I drilled her hard, threatened to scratch her from the jumping classes at the weekend show. She kept making careless mistakes so I finally cut the ride short, sent her out of the ring. She left in tears and I felt like crap. Kayla’s just not a crier, you know?” He grimaced.

“I waited so she had time to untack and put her horse away, then went to check on her, but she was already gone. I looked outside and saw her halfway down the driveway, walking. Figured, hell, leave her be, she obviously wanted to be alone.” His eyes spoke volumes. “I could have prevented the kidnapping. All I had to do was go after her, bring her back, and be nice to her, dammit.”

“Hey, shit happens. It’s not your fault, Nathan.”

“Maybe not, but I was hard on her and I just wish I could tell her I’m sorry. She’s a good kid, you know?”

“Yeah, I think I do.” She handed him her card. “You think of anything, no matter how trivial, please call me.”

When Liz slid into the passenger seat, Celine put the car in gear and pulled out of the stable yard, but stopped at the end of the driveway. “Want to talk?” 

Liz looked down at the boots she wore. “Not yet.”

“Back to the hacienda?”

“Sure. But I need junk food first. Hang a left here. There’s a drive-in about a mile down the road.”

“Drive-thru window?”

“No, park. I’ll use the bathroom while we’re there.”
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Galen hovered on the edge of furious while listening to Celine on speaker. “What the hell do you mean she ditched you?” 

“Come on, Galen. You’re not stupid.”

“Where are you?”

“Tasty Burger on highway 40 between the country club and Garcia’s place.”

He watched the monitor as Mike brought up a split screen with a street map and a view of the building. “She give you any hint what she was up to?”

“She left a note at the counter for me... ‘Celine, following a hunch. Couldn’t say anything or Galen would have beat it out of you. Back in an hour. Liz.’”

“Fuck.”

“I guess this means she ditched the wire, too,” said Mike. “Did you hear anything?”

“Yeah,” Galen answered, “She said ‘Need a minute, boys.’ I heard a toilet flush and then silence. Figured she wanted bathroom privacy, no big deal. Fucking sneaky, obstinate woman.”

“Are you coming here, Galen?”

“No. Mike’s sending Theo so hang tight. I’ll meet you back here.”

“Works for me,” Celine responded.

When a dial tone sounded, Mike shut off the phone, and stuffed it into his pocket. 

“On my way,” Theo said as he headed for the door. He grinned at Galen. “You want me to cuff her for the drive home?”

“Very funny.”

Mike added his two cents’ worth, “Actually, I should consider cuffing you instead.”

“Go ahead,” Galen responded. “I’ll still be able to get my hands around her throat.”

Mike leaned back in his chair with a smile. “She’ll be fine. She’s not stupid.”

“Yeah, don’t I know it.” But he thought about her reaction to the picture she’d seen in Garcia’s room. She wasn’t invincible.
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Liz watched the approaching car and was momentarily blinded by the headlights as it turned off the road into the dark parking lot behind the closed service station. She waited until he rolled down the window and called out her name, then emerged from her hiding place behind the dumpster.

She climbed into the old gray Tempo and held out her hand. “Thanks for coming, Juan.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Look, I’m gonna cut right to the chase because I don’t have time to play games. I know you helped Kayla run away, but I’m afraid something’s gone wrong and she’s in trouble.”

He stared at her. “What do you mean?” Guilt and fear radiated from his pores.

“I need to find her, Juan, to make her safe.”

“She wants you to find her.”

“Pardon?”

He sighed and shook his head. “I told her it was all wrong, but she said she had to run away.”

“Away? From what? Who?”

“I’m not sure. She told me it was a secret.”

Liz’s heart was in her throat. She struggled to sound calm and in control. “Start at the beginning and tell me everything.”

His hands gripped the steering wheel. He swallowed hard. “I promised my mother I’d always look after her like a sister.” He lifted his eyes. “Because she is my sister. Garcia is my father.”

Remarkably unsurprised, Liz filed the knowledge away, but refused to give it any attention at the moment. “Her plan, Juan. What was her plan?”

His shoulders rose stiffly and then his body went slack as though some kind of internal war had suddenly ended.

“She told Charlotta she wanted to meet a boy after her riding lesson that day, and they hatched a plan to keep her father busy for a couple of hours. But actually, I was to pick her up, bring her home and then she was taking a cab to meet her grandparents. She was going to stay with them for a few days until you found her.” 

“How was I supposed to find her?”

“She’s says she’s gifted. Calls herself telepathic. She thinks you are, too.”

“Why?”

“She just believes it’s true. When she was really young, Garcia used to take her to Charlotta’s house with him. They’d lock her in your room, supposedly for a nap. Probably more likely just to keep her out of the way while they—” He shrugged. “You know, while they were together.

“Anyhow, Kayla said she would look at your stuff, sleep in your bed, even put on your clothes sometimes. I guess that’s where her connection came from. She thinks she knows you, like some kind of special friend. She used to tell Beth’s Pride about you as though she’d actually been talking to you. It was almost spooky sometimes, kind of like she was making stuff up.”

“And she thought she could talk to me telepathically?”

“Did you ever hear her?”

“No, Juan. Never.” Not until a few days ago. Which may mean she’s really in trouble. “Can you hear her?”

He shook his head. “No. She’d try and try to connect with me, but it never worked. Then she’d laugh and tell me it was because I had such a hard head.”

“Where is she, Juan?”

“I don’t know. She was supposed to meet her grandparents and go away for a week with them. She promised she’d call every day.”

“But she hasn’t?”

“No. And I’m afraid for her. How can I look out for her if I don’t even know where she is?”

“Tell me everything you know. Starting with the name of the cab company, her destination, the works. Then tell me every detail you can remember, every conversation leading up to the day she left.”

He gripped the steering wheel as though it was a life-line, and began.
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Mike answered Theo’s phone call. “Three of us are on our way home. Lock Galen in a room until we at least get her safely out of the elevator.”

“Got a small army to help me?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 8
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Mike was the first to speak when Liz finished relaying what she’d learned from Juan. He looked at the two FBI agents at the end of the table. “Now you have all the information we do.”

Agent Foley stood, nodded. “We’ll take it from here. You continue from your direction.”

When they were gone, the silence in the room thickened until Celine cleared her throat. “Something’s still off with the whole thing. But you’re batting a thousand so far, Liz. Any more wild ideas?”

She grimaced, took a deep breath, her gaze swept the team watching her, waiting. She could feel their doubts, their concerns, and a certain amount of repressed anger. She schooled her face to be blank, free of emotion—which would probably have them all wondering what she was hiding.

“First of all, I’d like to apologize for going off on my own. I know better. It just felt like something I had to do. I admit I’m too close to this one and made a bad call.” She tried a half-smile, but it fell flat. “As for ideas? I’ve got none.” She saw several pairs of eyebrow raise. “Honestly. At the moment, my brain is mush. Maybe after some sleep.” She shrugged.

Mike glanced around the table. “Okay. With the FBI doing the current footwork we might as well catch some shut-eye so we’re ready to move on anything they find.”

The group dispersed without further comment.

Surprised Galen hadn’t followed her, Liz paced her room for an hour. Why couldn’t he just come in and yell at her. Get it over with? She stewed, imagining what he would say, how she’d answer. She ran through several scenarios, all the while checking her clock. Finally realizing he expected her to go to him with a face-to-face apology, she gave in.

His room was dark but for the faint moonlight filtering through the open slats of the patio doors.

She tiptoed to the bed. It was empty. Untouched. 

She flicked on the bedside light, glanced around the room, and spotted the pile of clothing. She switched off the light, stepped outside into the darkness, and heard a faint splashing.

She approached the pool, watching his solid, precise strokes, one after the other in perfect rhythm. His feet broke the surface as he flipped at the end, then started back, staying underwater until he again made a turn. Then took a breath. Liz held her own the entire time he was under the water.

She sank onto a lounge chair and surveyed his sleek body as it sliced through the dark water lap after lap. He was a former Navy SEAL and his movements were effortless. He could go on at this pace for hours. The rippling sound combined with the cool night air was soothing. She laid her head back and closed her eyes, let her mind drift with thoughts of the fine masculine body so naked and near.

Her eyes shot open when the first drops of water landed on her legs. 

He laughed softly, before leaning down to feather his lips across hers. When she rose to meet his mouth, to ask for more, he lifted her up by her arms and looped them around his neck. 

“Kiss me, Liz.”

She wanted him. All of him. But was loathe to admit to it. Instead, she waited for him to make the move—and hoped she’d walk away from this unscathed.

“Chicken.” He slid his hands down her back, settled one on each cheek, then lifted her into him. He barely touched her firmly closed mouth with his before she turned her face away. He concentrated on the underside of her jaw instead. His lips, his tongue and his teeth paid homage to the sensitive spot before he moved down to the pulse in her throat. She moaned softly and her breath caught as she felt him grow hard against her.

He whispered against her lips, “Kiss me, Liz.”

Her response was a hoarse, “I hate you for making me weak,” and then her open mouth moved hungrily against his, giving as good as she got and still needing more. Her heart lurched in her chest and her throat closed. If only she could climb inside his skin.

His hands held her even tighter against him and the last of her mental resistance evaporated. “Galen, please,” she whispered.

He had to know he had her then. He lifted his head to watch her face while he kept her lower body firmly molded to his. 

“Do you need me, Liz?” His hips shifted subtly, putting pressure in just the right spot, and she sucked in a breath. “Or just this?” He pulled back enough to slide his hand past the waistband of her shorts, over the quivering muscles of her belly, and, with the flick of a well-placed fingertip, she went off like a rocket. His other hand at her back kept her from sinking to the tiles, defenseless, as he slipped past the barriers in her mind. 

When she finally managed to surface and find her voice, or at least a shaky version of it, she had only one word for him. “Bastard.”

“Yeah, I know.” He loosened his grip, allowing her to step back just enough to put space between their bodies.

“So,” She drew a breath deep into her lungs, exhaled slowly, going for cool and offhand in spite of the quaking she still felt. “If that was supposed to be punishment, you should’ve left me hanging.”

“I had every intention.”

“But?”

He grinned. “I just couldn’t resist. I love watching you.”

Her orgasmic haze subsided. “All in a day’s work?”

He pulled her hard against the blatant evidence of his arousal. “That,” he growled, “is not part of the job.”

“You trying to tell me you’re all give and no take? You can get the ladies all hot and bothered with no effect on yourself? Am I supposed to be flattered?”

“Honey, I don’t think there’s a woman alive I couldn’t get an orgasm out of eventually.”

“Arrogant SOB.”

He shrugged. “Biology’s pretty basic. All you have to do is pay attention to the individual’s responses, then coax the mind to disengage.”

“Jesus, Galen.” She shuddered. “That’s all sex is to you? Science?”

“Exactly. When I’m on the job it’s a means to information.” His hands gentled on her back. “After hours, with you, it isn’t about sex.”

“Yeah, right. You’re trying to tell me the faint echo in my head a few minutes ago wasn’t you on a search-and-find mission?”

He threw his head back and laughed. “Guilty as charged.”

She smiled then, appreciating his honesty, and nearly being honest with herself. “I think it’s time to punch out for the day, Flyboy.” She slid a hand inside the waistband of his trunks. “Let me fix this for you.”

He picked her up, slung her over his shoulder, and strode to the side of the pool.

“Don’t you dare.”

His grip loosened and she slid down the front of him, savoring the firm muscles she brushed against, her toes gripping the pool’s rim.

He held her firmly, looked down into her face, and smiled. “I think we could both use a swim right now.” And he simply stepped them off the edge. 

She sputtered her way up from the bottom and reached for the side as his hands stripped her shorts down her legs. She wasn’t wearing anything beneath them and the chuckle he gave when he surfaced behind her, his hands under her t-shirt pushing it off over her head, told her exactly what he thought about that. “Commando Liz?”

“Yeah, so? I still hate underwear. Got a problem with that?” She glanced over her shoulder at him.

“Definitely not.” His hands came around to her naked breasts, fondling and teasing while his mouth was hot and greedy on the back of her neck. He drew her backside against him, only his trunks separated them now. His teeth sunk into the sensitive place where her shoulder joined her neck just as his fingers slipped inside her.

She gasped, “No, Galen,” but it was too late. He was a man of many talents and she should appreciate them all. 

And she did as her vision blurred and her body shook.

She was limp as a rag when he spun her around and devoured her mouth. She felt him then, between her thighs. His trunks were gone. She wrapped herself around him, welcomed him in, and stopped caring about where or why.
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Morning glowed through the slatted window, warming their backs. Galen nuzzled her neck with his beard-roughened face. “You awake yet?”

“Hmmmm.”

He opened his mouth and tasted the saltiness of her skin.

She groaned. “Something’s poking me in the back. You on the clock, Flyboy?”

He chuckled and turned her to face him. “Not until my feet hit the floor.”

“So I’ll be safe in the shower?”

“You want the truth or you want me to lie to you?”

“Neither.” Smiling, she drew his mouth to hers.
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When Foley arrived an hour later, they were having breakfast on the patio with the rest of the team and he plunged right into an update.

“The grandparents boarded their yacht and sailed out of San Diego the day before Kayla disappeared, destination Mazatlán, Mexico.” He smiled. “But several days ago, the old man used his credit card to refuel in Washington State. If they’ve continued north and sailed into Canadian waters, they’ve done so illegally by not clearing Customs. We’ve got Canada Border Services and both Coast Guards on alert. Not exactly easy to hide a sixty-foot sailing yacht with orange and white sails.”

Mike asked, “So what’ve you got on Kayla?”

Foley smiled. “Smart kid. Changed transpo in crowded areas several times. Took the cab to a shopping mall. The security tape shows she caught a city bus twenty minutes later. We tracked several possible routes and connections. Finally caught her on camera again, boarding a bus bound for San Diego. The last sighting was at a public beach near a big commercial marina. We’re speculating she swam to a powerboat for a ride out to the waiting yacht.”

“And you’re certain she’s with her grandparents?”

“As sure as we can be without actually having a visual on her. Since you found out Kayla was using Juan’s cell phone, we’ve acquired his call records. It would appear she made contact with them several times the week before she ran. Before she bought the untraceable prepaid phone.”

“Kid’s got a brain.” Celine put in.

“What about the ransom demands? Where do they fit in?”

“We’re speculating it’s the work of opportunists. Knowing a rich kid’s missing, the uglier side of humanity will take a shot at big bucks.”

“Bastards,” muttered Galen.

Use that word carefully. “Are we absolutely certain she’s safe with the old people?” Liz asked

“We don’t know anything for sure.”

“I know for sure her father is scum,” Liz muttered. “I could have stopped him. All the others he’s touched over the years, they’re my fault.”

“No they’re not. You were too young to know. And you had no idea there’d be others.”

“Fuck that. I knew but I just didn’t have the guts. Hell, I didn’t even have the balls to run away like Kayla did.”

Mike’s voice was quietly authoritative. “And you’ve been saving lives, making up for what you see in yourself as weakness for years. You may not have stopped him, Liz, but you frequently rescue children from the hands of men like him.”

She sighed and looked around the room. “Thanks. Now if nobody minds, I need an hour to regroup.”

And in that hour, everything would change.
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Galen, Mike, and Foley met in the dining room. 

“The lab has finished analyzing the photos from Garcia’s nightstand. The two photos of juvenile females with matching birthmarks are of two different children and were taken more than a decade apart,” Foley stated as Mike and Galen stared at copies of the pictures.

“Liz has verified that she was one of the subjects, and Mrs. Garcia has identified Kayla as the other. We’ve established confirmation through computer enhancement of the background and some other technical stuff I won’t go into regarding the sheets, the nightgowns, and the underwear.

“Mrs. Garcia has also confirmed that the birthmark is one she herself has, and it is noted on both her medical records and Kayla’s.”

Galen’s voice was low, “Liz doesn’t know who her father is.”

Foley’s expression was grim. “Estelle Garcia’s brother Enrique was secretly dating Charlotta Romero at the time Liz was conceived, so it would appear he was her biological father.”

“Which makes Liz Kayla’s cousin by birth. And a blood connection could easily account for the psychic connection, however weak,” said Galen. 

Mike nodded. “Well at least part of the mystery is solved. So who tells Liz? You or me?”

Galen wanted to protect her but knew she wouldn’t thank him for it. “I will.”
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When Galen told her the picture was of Kayla, her stomach clenched. Oh God. “I knew it. I think that’s why I blacked out when I saw the photo. I knew it wasn’t me. It had to be the unthinkable” Her voice faded to a whisper. “Tell me, Galen. Just say the words.”

He gripped her hand tightly. “Enrique, Estelle’s brother, was your biological father. You are Kayla’s cousin.”

Shock coursed through her. She stared at him, stunned. The words were wrong. “No.”

“Yes. Estelle confirmed your birthmark is inherited from her brother. He’d been sleeping with Charlotta for several months before he was killed in a car accident.”

“She’s not mine?”

He held her while the silent tears fell. His voice was soft, his breath warm on her ear. “Let it out, baby.”

She shook her head. “Every time the thought surfaced I pushed it away. Told myself it wasn’t possible, yet the wish stayed there in my heart. Like a whispering voice saying, What if? What if my baby had lived after all? It would have made sense for her to call out to me for help. Juan said that Kayla was certain we had a connection.” Her tear-streaked face lifted, her sad eyes met his and she tried to smile, but it wavered. 

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly while her teeth worried her bottom lip. “I’d already made my decision. If I found out Garcia had touched my child, raped her as he did me, I was going to kill him.”

Galen’s eyes closed for a moment. “And now? Now that you know she’s your cousin, not your daughter, does that change anything?”

She looked away, off into the distance. “I don’t know.” She closed her eyes and sighed softly. “If only I’d done something. Told the police back then, none of this—”

“If only is a hard way to live a life, Liz.” He ran his hands up and down her back trying to sooth her pain. “Looking back can’t make anything different. You can only make today right, baby.”

“Live for the moment? To hell with the consequences?”

“No.”

“What then?”

“Live, love, enjoy life. Do what feels right and trust your instincts.” His hands came up to frame her face, his thumbs tracing her bottom lip. “Bitterness clouds good judgment, and what might have been, isn’t.” He dropped his voice an octave. “But the future holds glorious possibilities.” His mouth caressed hers and the world melted away.

Liz pressed herself against him as the kiss deepened and solace became heat. She tugged his shirt from his jeans and ran her hands up under it, savoring the hard muscled strength of his back and shoulders. She needed him now. Right now. 

She moaned against his mouth and he drew back to look at her. The ocean of her eyes was glittering more green than blue, and he shivered. Let me into your mind, Liz. Let me show you how much you mean to me. Feel what I feel.

She closed her eyes and shuddered. I can’t.

He lifted her and she instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist. His hands slipped up her thighs, inside the baggy shorts. He stroked her and his dark eyes glittered when she met his look. “You want me.”

Her voice was breathy. “Yeah, so?”

His fingers moved, teasing stroking, carefully avoiding the spot he knew would send her into orbit.

“Lose the t-shirt.”

She reached for the hem, jerked it over her head, and he arched her backwards to touch her breast with his tongue.

Galen. Her mind screamed while her hands fisted in his hair.

He chuckled against her breast. What, my beautiful Liz?

Stop torturing me.

What is it you want?

You. Inside me. Now.

All of you, Liz.

Yes. Yes, for heaven’s sake, let me down and—

His mouth worked back upwards, his teeth nibbling on her throat, and then his lips finally on hers, opening, his tongue delving deep as the pad of his finger pushed hard, and she exploded, splintering into a thousand brilliant fragments.

He swallowed her scream while his fingers continued to stroke her through wave after wave of aftershock. And his mind slipped stealthily into hers.

When he felt her thoughts beginning to form again, he touched her deeper, took her to the bed, and laid her down gently. Never taking his eyes off hers, he yanked her shorts off and tossed them aside. He leaned over and grinned wickedly as his mouth found her breasts again. 

He suckled and teased until she was arching off the bed. Then he moved lower, tasting smooth velvety skin all the way from her chest to her navel, then lower. His hands ran down her sleek muscled legs to grip her ankles, and bring them up slowly, settling them over his shoulders. Her eyes widened and he smiled at her. He leaned down, teased her sensitive flesh with the tip of his tongue, and she nearly lifted off the bed.

Galen, stop.

No. His mind again probed the edges of hers as his tongue did the same to her body.

Oh God.

Hmmm. His mouth kept her hovering on the edge while his mind searched and finally found what he was looking for. Then his teeth gently sent her crashing over. 

Blind pleasure was all she knew until he soothed her down the other side and moved up, tasting, tormenting until his hips rested between her thighs. Her voice was husky. “That is so unfair.”

He chuckled. “Why?”

“I don’t like flying solo. I wanted you inside me.”

“Well then, beautiful, your wish—” He stood, dropped his pants, and came back down over her. “Is my—”

“You went commando?”

He chuckled against her throat as he slid into her velvet softness. “You notice the damnedest things at the damnedest times.” He moved slowly, stroking, pushing deeper, stretching.

“Are you through searching my mind then, Flyboy?”

Without changing pace, he lifted his head to look her in the eye. “Yeah.”

“Sure you don’t want more info?”

“Shut up, Liz.” Pleasure was all he was seeking now. For both of them. The sensation of being one escalated as their rhythm built and she rose up to press kisses to his throat. The sheer joy of their dance engulfed him, drew a groan from somewhere around his heart. 

He held his breath while her teeth grazed his shoulder. Then her head fell back, her body arched upward, and she screamed his name as they imploded together.

Once he had feeling back in his limbs, he rolled with her so she lay over him. They stayed intertwined, slowly getting their breath back, savoring each other. Liz ran her tongue down his throat and gently nipped a path to his ear.

She felt him harden inside of her and gasped, “Jesus, Galen.”

He smiled and lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

“You’re not sixteen for God’s sake. How is that possible?”

He laughed. “I’ve been saving up.” He slid his hand down her back. He needed more than the information he’d taken. He needed her, who she was, and the memory of being with her, to get him through what he had to do next.
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Chapter 9
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Galen rested an elbow on the glass tabletop beside him. The seventh green was directly in his line of vision, but all his attention was on Charlotta. Her body language, her facial expression, the hum of her mind, and the answers to his questions. He’d already softened her up enough to get to the meat of the interview.

“Liz doesn’t know who her father is. Do you?”

Charlotta’s porn-star posturing fell away. “Why would that be any of your business?”

He locked gazes with her. Waited. She’d eventually say something more. He ran his fingertips through the condensation on the glass of iced-tea, schooled his features to show softness in his expression and relaxed his hand to suggest a caress in his touch. His mouth moved as though he was deep in thought.

“Being somewhat wild in my youth, I was never certain who her daddy was.” Her attempted pout only highlighted the counterfeit fullness of her lips.

“Hmmmm.” He rubbed a hand across his chin, pursed his lips, and frowned.

She studied him for a minute then sighed. “I suppose you already know because of DNA, don’t you? Otherwise you wouldn’t be asking.”

He opened his mouth as though about to speak, but closed it again and glanced down at his hands.

“Liz sent you, didn’t she?”

“No. She doesn’t know I’m here.” At least that was the truth.

“Then why?” Charlotta’s body movements went from smooth to jerky. Her shoulders crept closer to her gaudy earrings. 

Galen kept his frown in place, and added a twisted half-smile. Waited.

“Charles talked, didn’t he?”

Galen slipped on his best poker face and Charlotta lowered her glass to a wooden coaster with an audible thump. Her fingers stayed wrapped around it, her knuckles whitening.

“Charles Garcia is Liz’s father.”

“Really? And yet he married Estelle.”

“Years later.”

“Did he know about Liz?”

“Yes.”

“And did Estelle?”

She looked away, out over the fairway where a couple of golf carts disappeared over a rise. “Not for a very long time.”

“And then your friendship ended?”

“It’s not as though I stole him from her. Hell, Liz was conceived before Estelle even met Charles.”

“So why did your friendship suffer such a blow?”

“Oh, hell.” She sighed, “I may as well tell it all. I’m sure others have or will.” She stood. “Give me a minute.” She went into the house.

Galen smiled when she returned with a bottle of vodka. She poured enough into her iced tea to make the half-empty glass full again. When she gestured to his, he shook his head. 

Charlotta spun the lid back on the bottle, chugged a couple of swallows, wiped her mouth, and began quickly, as though to get past something unpleasant. “When I found out I was pregnant, I chose Enrique to be the father. I figured because he was from a wealthy, religious family, they would make him marry me. Hah. I was in for a surprise. He didn’t believe me. He went behind my back and dredged up a half a dozen guys who swore they’d had sex with me at about the same time.” She frowned. “So, the wait was on. Enrique agreed to marry me if and only if the child was his, which could not be proven until it was born. Thirty years ago, science was different than it is now, but he said he had a rare blood-type, so the odds were on his side.”

She took another hefty swallow of her drink. “And then the sonofabitch up and died. So I went to plan B. When Liz was born I called Charles to the hospital and showed him the baby, insisting she looked just like him. But he wasn’t easily played. There was nothing going to make him marry me so I went for the next best thing. Told him if he didn’t support us I’d make his life hell.

“Back then, without DNA testing, blood tests couldn’t determine parentage, but could eliminate a man as a potential father. He had those done and with all three of us being plain old O-positive, he had no way out. He paid me two thousand dollars a month for the first ten years.”

She lifted her glass, drained it. Refilled it with half Vodka and half iced-tea. “Then he wanted something for his money.” She shrugged. “His wife was seven months pregnant and he was frustrated. So I promised him sex until Estelle was over childbirth.

“But the baby was born early and only lived for a few weeks. Charles spent a lot of time with me then because his wife spent all her time crying and was no fun to be around. So I upped the ante. He gave me a position in his office along with another two thousand a month. It was good. I liked rubbing elbows with the lawyers and clients and I—” She hesitated then smiled coyly. “I cultivated some very useful contacts.”

Two more big swallows. Her facial muscles were slackening and her gestures becoming exaggerated.

She waved her hand. “Life went on just dandy for a bunch of years, but then came the dreaded three letters. D. N. A. I wish I knew who the fuck came up with that bright idea. Bastards nearly ruined me.”

Another gulp. “Charles had been visiting me regular at home so I get thinkin’ that maybe he’s getting ready to dump his wife. I start lookin’ at the new country club condos, figurin’ I’ll get him to set me up so’s we’ve got a nice place just for us when Liz goes off to college in a couple of years. I’m thinkin’ Berkeley would give her a good start with the right kind of people, but he suddenly balks. Says he can’t be paying out so much without getting Estelle suspicious.” She waved a hand. “Phffft. I say who cares. He says she’s been getting harder and harder to live with since the last baby. See, Estelle can’t seem to get a kid. By then, she’d been knocked-up a bunch of times but all the babies died. He says now she’s going to some hotshot specialist her father found in Spain—where the family is from. This guy swears he can get the job done.”

Again she was waving a hand for emphasis, this time nearly knocking over her glass. “You know, one of them fancy fertility places for the rich and famous. Supposed to have the best neo—, neonate—, you know, baby doctors for when they come out of the oven half-baked.” She laughed.

“I says to him, ‘Jeez, I got preggers once and that was enough for me. What’s with these crazy women anyways?’ And that’s when he looks at me and says real mean-like, ‘Yeah and who’s brat is she anyways?’

“I say, ‘Huh? Yours and mine stupid.’ Then he whips this paper out of his pocket and shows me a bunch of lines and numbers and crap. Means diddly-squat to me and he says all hoity-toity, ‘She’s not my kid, not my problem.’

“He used to come to my place a lot and I guess he’d got Liz’s toothbrush or hairbrush or whatever it takes, sent it to some fancy-schmancy lab somewhere and just like—”She snapped her fingers—“I’m done. Finished. Fucked over big time.”

She leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her chin in her hands, and said, “So I told him straight. We couldn’t survive without his money. He says I should damn well do some real work for a change and so should my bastard kid.”

She stayed silent for so long Galen finally asked, “How’d you get this house, Charlotta?”

She smiled up at him. “Fucked him over for it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Caught him doin’ my kid. Made him pay.”

His voice was so low it was barely a whisper. “You sold her.”

“Called blackmail. You’re a Fed, right? You oughta know all about blackmail and stuff. His wifey was off to Spain to get preggers again. Supposed to have some kinda test-tube kid. You know, they’ve got his swimmers frozen and ready for her. He had to come in a cup a bunch of times, you know, jack off looking at porn videos and stuff, and it left him so horny he did my kid right in her own bed. Hey, not like she wasn’t lookin’ for it, a chip off the old block and all. But why should he get a tight young thing for free, ya know?” Her attempt at a sly smile was grotesque.

Galen struggled for control. “And he got her pregnant.” 

Charlotta laughed manically, and flopped back in her chair. “Aw honey, did she sell you that shit? The girl may come off as Saint Elizabeth now, but back then, she knew how to have fun. I taught her young. Said, ‘Don’t be like them cheap girls giving blow jobs in the school bathrooms, you make those boys take you somewhere nice, buy you a good meal, and then screw their brains out. No point only one of you having fun. And once you get what you need, if they still want head, make ’em beg, baby. Make ’em want you so bad they can’t see straight.’” Flopping back against her chair, her eyelids drooped and she slicked her tongue over her lips.

Galen’s whole body twitched with the desire to drive his fist down her fucking throat. He struggled to restrain himself. When he finally got a finger-hold on his control, there was an undertone of strain in his voice. “It’s time for me to leave, Charlotta.”

“Help me out of this chair, big guy, and I’ll walk ya to the door.”

His mouth twisted in a poorly executed smile as he reached down, took both her hands, and drew her slowly to her feet. She swayed, then tilted towards him, and settled against his chest, murmuring, “Nice pecs.”

Keeping his voice soothing and his hands lightly against her sides, thumbs grazing the underside of her breasts, he asked, “Are you feeling all right?”

She smiled into his shirt. “Oh yeah.” She let her hands drift down between them and made short work of his belt buckle. He stopped her before she could lower his fly.

“Charlotta, perhaps we should go indoors.”

“Yummm. Good idea.”

He led her from the patio to her bedroom where she slithered onto the bed, then he sat beside her and ran his hands up and down her legs. “You know, you never did answer my question.”

“Which one, big guy?” She reached out a hand to undo the buttons on his shirt.

His fingertips teased her, coming just to the trim on her silk panties before moving down her thigh, then to the back of her knee.

“Who fathered your only child?”

“I really don’t know.”

“Think about it, Charlotta. Who were the possibilities?” He slid his hand up past the silk to her belly, all the time his mind searching for a way into hers. Perhaps a quick subject change would trip her up.

“Who was the father of Liz’s baby?” His palm slid over her heat to her legs and she arched up, searching, wanting as he whispered, “What happened to her baby, Charlotta?”

She writhed and grabbed his hand, trying to direct him to what she needed.

He chuckled. “It’ll cost ya.” He knelt on the bed between her inviting thighs, looked at her intently, then focused lower and slowly wet his lips. “You want it now, Charlotta? Just answer the question.”

When he leaned over, her thoughts were there for the taking. Can’t tell him the truth, can’t let the words slip out, not now. Not when... She swallowed hard, thought about the truth, then focused on the lies she could use instead.

Gottcha!

He reached behind him for the pager on his belt, pressed the button on the side, and the beeper sounded three times. He backed off the bed saying, “Sorry, Charlotta, duty calls. I’ll let myself out.”

White-hot fury drove him several blocks before his guts made him pull over and spew the ugliness onto the roadside. His hands shook as he lifted a water bottle to his mouth, rinsed and spit.

How did he reconcile what he’d done? It was wrong on so many levels. He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. He’d had no choice, dammit. He’d needed information from the repulsive woman and finding the missing child trumped self-respect. 

How could he make Liz understand he’d done it for her, too?

Charlotta disgusted him. He had nothing but loathing for a mother who facilitated her daughter’s— 

But hadn’t he done something just as despicable? 

No, not by any stretch of the imagination. He couldn’t even think the word, the horror, and yet...
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When Galen arrived at the Garcia estate, an FBI agent directed him to the glass-enclosed tropical garden where Estelle sat on a lounger with a book in her lap and a faraway look on her face.

He stopped in front of her chair and spoke, keeping his tone soft and respectful. “Thank you for seeing me, Mrs. Garcia.”

She lifted her gaze to focus on him, and her fingers gripped the chair. She leaned forward. Hope, fear and uncertainty flitted across her face as she started to rise. “You’ve found her?” 

He shook his head. “No.”

She settled back stiffly and cleared her throat in an obvious struggle for control. “Then why are you here? Why aren’t you out searching for her?”

“May I sit?”

She tipped her chin toward several padded deck chairs. “As you like.” Which sounded an awful lot like, ‘If you must.’ How different she was from Charlotta. He suppressed a shudder.

“Mrs. Garcia, we have evidence pointing toward a suspicion Kayla is in fact a runaway.”

She swung around to drop her feet to the floor and fire flashed in her eyes. “My daughter is no delinquent teenager. You will not lump her into such a group and get away with it.”

He touched her arm. “Easy, Estelle, I’m doing nothing of the sort. My team is using every available resource to find her.” He felt her tension ease slightly and edged a hair closer. “But by talking to you about her, learning about her as a person, we hope to be able to locate her faster.”

“I’ll do anything I can to help. What do you want to know? What can I tell you? How can I help bring my baby home?” She stared down at his hand on her arm, but didn’t object to his touch, didn’t move.

“Just talk to me about her. Start at the beginning. She was born in Spain?”

Estelle’s smile was wistful as she brought her feet back up and leaned against the light green canvas. “Kayla is my miracle child. I lost four babies before her. My body couldn’t carry them long enough. But my father found a doctor in Spain who told me he could make a miracle happen. And he did. I carried her for eight and a half months.”

“It must have been frightening for you as you neared the end of your pregnancy.”

She smiled. “From six months onward my memory is a blur. They called me a vessel. Tended me, nourished and medicated me. I never left my bed.”

“Was your husband with you?

“Charles? No. He had a business to run. He’s an investment attorney. He can’t be away or he’ll lose business. His connections.”

“I understand your parents have homes in several countries.”

She nodded, “Spain, Switzerland, Mexico and America.”

“And is Kayla at one of them?”

Her eyes widened and she jerked away from his hand. “What do you mean?”

He soothed, “Could she be hiding in one of those homes? Wouldn’t she seek haven somewhere familiar? Would her grandparents help to keep her location secret? To protect her?”

“Well I—” She stopped. “No. I don’t know where she is.”

“Is it true your family owns a private jet?”

She held his gaze and he caught her thought, What don’t they own?

“Could your family have helped Kayla run away?”

She shivered. “Why would they?”

“You tell me Estelle.”

She shook her head. “I just don’t know anymore.” I feel so betrayed.

“Estelle, do you trust me?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know you. Why would I trust someone I don’t know?” When I can’t even trust those I do? 

He held out his hand to her, palm up, his voice soothing. “I give you a gentleman’s promise. You can trust me.”

Her dark eyes met his. She stared at his hand for a moment, then placed her palm against his.

Her thoughts, her worries, and her suspicions were all there for his perusal, and he made short work of taking what he needed.
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Liz slammed the door of his room behind her and let him have it. “You fucked my mother!”

He shook his head and opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off.

“Don’t lie to me! You had sex with her. Was she screaming your name while you tapped into her mind?”

His jaw clenched as did his fists, otherwise, he was motionless as a statue, waiting for her next words.

Her nostrils flared and she snarled, “Did you get off, Galen? Did sticking it to a mother and daughter all in the same day help you get off even better?”

He marched across the room, grabbed her by the shoulders, and pinned her against the door without saying a word. She tried to swing a fist at his face, but he cuffed her wrists together behind her back, effectively slamming her body against the full length of his, and his other hand gripped her jaw. 

“Look at me, Liz,” he demanded, but she kept her eyes lowered. “Dammit, I said look at me!”

She raised her eyelids slowly. Stared at the grim line of his mouth for a minute before her stormy gaze locked onto his, not giving an inch. He loosened his grip ever so slightly. “Can you honestly look at me and believe anything but my truth? I love you, dammit. Why can’t you just trust me instead of imagining the worst?”

She shook her head and tears slid free. “How? How can I trust you when you spend half your time having sex with other women?”

He sighed. “Can’t you believe in love?”

She half snorted. “Not while you’re out sampling and tasting, slipping in and out of—”

“Minds, Liz. Only minds.”

“I could make a case for violation there, too.”

He threw his hands in the air and stalked away from her. She was right. But she didn’t know him. “Would you feel better if I admitted to puking my guts out after I left that repulsive woman today? Would it help to know that I hated what I had to do to get information? You want details? For Christ’s sake Liz, it’s a job. That’s all. My strength is seduction and arousal using mostly words, then I access the subject’s mind to potentially save an innocent life.”

“You don’t touch them?”

Hell. He shook his head. “I can’t say that. But know this. I often don’t do anything more than touch a hand or an arm to make an extraction of thoughts or memories possible.” He sighed. “What I do is not about pleasure. I’m a professional.”

Her shoulders drooped. “I want so badly to believe you.”

“Then do it, Liz. Take a bold step and trust me.” He cradled her face. “I love you,” he said, watching her eyes go dark.

When she rested her hands on his chest, he leaned in and brushed his mouth across hers. 

A sigh escaped her as the tension dissipated and she relaxed against him. He held his breath for a moment, as heat scraped down his belly and her eyebrows raised. 

“Only you do this to me,” he said, combing his fingers through her hair. As badly as he wanted to coax her into making love right this minute, he knew they weren’t finished with the subject of what he’d done. Not yet. Liz was a woman who needed to know all the details and consider the various angles before she made a decision or commitment of any kind. “When I’m working, I use a set of skills to seduce and arouse women so I can access their minds. I don’t get personally involved in what I’m doing.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Have you ever been to a gynecologist?”

She nodded.

“How about a masseuse? A physiotherapist?”

“Sure.”

“And when they have their hands all over you, are physically intimate with your body, they don’t get turned on, do they?”

She scowled. “Of course not.”

“Then why can’t you see me, my job, in the same light?”

“You turn them on. Your goal is to drive them to orgasm.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Not always. However, a woman on the brink of climaxing is defenseless. Her mind is open and totally accessible.” He shook his head. “And at precisely that point I have to be clear-headed, able to fully concentrate on the information I’m there to find.”

“Yet, when you’re with me and, quote, participating fully, you still read my mind.”

He laughed. “Yeah, but with a very high degree of difficulty.”

“Because I know how to block you.”

“No, because all the blood leaves my brain and heads south when I’m touching you.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Liz, I don’t ever make love with other women. I do sexually stimulate them, but I rarely have to take them past the edge. The approach of a climax is all I need in order to slip into their mind. And I never, ever, get a hard-on when I’m working.”

She rocked her hips against his and half-smiled. “Guess this means you’re off the clock?”

“And out of my flippin’ mind,” he growled as his mouth angled across hers. “Are we good now?”

“Umm.” Her teeth grazed his lower lip. “I suppose.”

He groaned. “God, you’re work.” He kissed her, his tongue sliding into the silky darkness to mate, stroke, soothe, and excite. 

When Liz surfaced and looked into his eyes she saw something that scared her. Something more than hunger.
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Liz, help me. Please. Help me, Liz.

The voice woke him up. He glanced at the clock, and gently shook Liz awake. Can you hear her?

Her eyes widened when she heard his question in her mind. She shook her head no.

Galen responded. Kayla? We’re going to help you.

Silence.

Kayla, I’m Galen, I’m here with Liz, but she can’t hear you. I’m a friend, Kayla.

Still nothing.

“I feel her. She’s afraid,” Liz murmured. “Help me try to hear.”

He sat up, pulled her back against his chest, and rested his hands on her forearms. “Relax. Breathe deep and slow from your gut. Allow her voice to filter in through the wide open doorway of your mind. Visualize.”

Liz closed her eyes, concentrated on the rhythm of her breathing, imagined a pair of French doors swinging open with filmy drapes blowing gently in the breeze.

Galen prompted, Kayla, try to call Liz again. She’s waiting for you. She wants to hear you. She wants to help you, Kayla.

Nothing. No answer. Liz struggled against the frustration, the fear, the longing to connect. Agonizing seconds ticked by and hopelessness swept over her. She called out, Kayla? Kayla, it’s Liz. I’m here. Talk to me, little-one.

Twenty minutes passed before Liz gave up. “It’s hopeless. I can’t even feel her now.”

Galen’s arms tightened and his voice vibrated against her ear. “She’s alive and still trying to connect with you. We’ll find her.”

Someone pounded on the door. “Get up. Breakfast-meeting on the patio. We’ve got a lead.”
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Chapter 10
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Once the group was seated, Agent Foley filled them in. “The bureau is convinced the grandparents are the key. They’re wealthy, organized, have plenty of accomplices available, the equipment to lead us a merry chase, and they appear to be extremely motivated. 

“They’ve apparently made extensive, convoluted, and costly plans. Credit card accounts of Alfonso Monterez were accessed from eleven separate locations in four different countries at three o’clock Pacific yesterday afternoon.”

Galen glanced around at the group. “Okay, so the obvious question is, why?”

Mike answered, “ETCETERA’s top profiler is working on the personalities and possible motives.”

“And of course we have our own team on it as well,” stated Foley.

“And why do we think the child is being held against her will? Didn’t she leave on her own and travel to meet up with her grandparents?” asked Theo.

“It seemed that way, but we don’t know anything for sure.” Mike looked at Galen. “When she made contact this morning, how did she sound?”

“Scared and sad. Speculation? Even if she originally went voluntarily, there’s been a drastic change and she wants or needs help now.”

Theo piped up, “But according to Juan, she planned all along to contact Liz for help.”

Mike nodded. “True enough. Liz? The feelings you picked up from her this morning?”

“Fear, sadness, confusion, distrust. And alone. She feels very alone.”

“How can you tell?” Foley asked.

Liz shrugged. “I just know how a child alone feels.”

“So I wasn’t dreaming,” Celine said quietly. The entire group’s focus swung toward her and she smiled faintly. “I already told Mike about a dream I had about Kayla this morning. Now, in light of all this other information, I’m certain it was a vision.”

“Tell us.”

“She was sitting on a big boulder, looking out across water—an ocean, waves—and she was crying.” 

“What time?” Galen asked.

“Seven-twenty.”

“And I woke up to her voice at seven-oh-five. It fits. She could have been upset because she hadn’t made contact with Liz.”

“Okay,” said Mike. “With connections on several levels, we’ll see what we can put together. Let’s get the details of your vision for the record, Celine.”

She closed her eyes, folded her hands in her lap, and began. “First of all, her hair has been cut off, styled like a boy’s, and she’s very tan. A faded denim shirt under an oversized, brown corduroy jacket. Baggy jeans, old black gumboots—the kind with green toes. A red and white ball cap lay on the ground beside her. She was sitting on a big flat-topped boulder, legs drawn up, arms wrapped around them with her chin resting on her knees.” 

Galen studied Liz’s face. She was allowing Celine’s emotions to slip inside and tear at her. He settled his hand on the back of her neck for ballast. It was all he could do without interfering in the process. 

Celine continued, her voice strengthening as she moved her focus away from the child. “It’s a flat area, a cliff, no, more of a plateau above the ocean. The ground’s covered by sparse grass, untended, beach-like, and tough. There’s old pavement or concrete like an abandoned highway behind her. The ocean is dark—navy blue almost—dotted with whitecaps on the horizon to her left. Her back’s to the sun, more land to the right.” She sighed. “There’s a boat going away from her.”

Foley sat up straighter and opened his mouth to speak, but Mike grabbed his arm, silencing him with a look, and pointing at the recorder catching everything Celine said. They could play it back and ask questions later.

Celine’s brow wrinkled in a frown. “It’s definitely a sailboat. All white. Boat, sails, and dingy. But a hint of color across the back—the stern—maybe a name. Hard to be certain, it’s too far away.”

Her voice lowered. “Kayla’s watching the boat sail away. North? She’s crying harder as it grows smaller. She’s shaking her head and mouthing the word no. Fingers touch her shoulder gently, trying to sooth her. The skin is very dark, rough, untidy nails. It’s a man’s hand.” She frowned. “Hispanic maybe. A working hand. Perhaps a farmer? But the touch is kind and she doesn’t move away from it.” Celine’s eyes opened, she blinked, took a deep breath, let it out slowly. “That’s when I woke up and the vision was gone.”

Agent Foley asked, “Can you draw me a picture of any of the setting? The boat maybe?”

Mike said, “Juanita’s the artist on this team. She’ll work with Celine and get you a sketch.” He looked around at the others. “Okay, troops, let’s have some input.”

Galen leaned forward. “For starters, I think we need to relocate. She’s obviously not in this area and I’d hazard a guess she’s in the Pacific Northwest since Liz was on the Oregon coast when she first connected. There aren’t any islands around there, but if you go north they’re wall-to-wall from Seattle to Alaska.” He looked at Foley. “Once we have a better idea about the vessel, your technicians will be able to make an educated guess at how far away they could be by now. From that info, we backtrack and check out harbors deep enough for the sailboat to dock—the draft could max out close to fourteen feet.”

Theo pulled his chair in closer. “Can’t rule out dropping anchor and using the dingy to get ashore.”

“And we really don’t know how big the boat is,” Liz added.

“Juanita’s sketch will help,” said Mike. “Meanwhile, I’ll talk to headquarters and choose a new location for the team.”

Theo smiled. “The San Juan Islands in Washington and the Gulf Islands just north of the border are full of great places to stay. Lots of secluded locations.”

Mike smiled. “Yeah, four star hotels, inns, B&Bs, fine dining, and fancy spas.” He shook his head. “Which means not a chance in hell of getting rooms for the whole team in one place. We’ll have to use one of the dozen or so safe houses in the area instead. Fend for ourselves.”

“Don’t suppose we could take the cook from here with us?” Theo asked.

Juanita glanced over at him. “Careful big fella or you’ll be eating peanut butter sandwiches when it’s my night in the kitchen.”

Theo grinned. “Promise not to use hot sauce?”

“You’re such a baby.”
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From the co-pilot’s seat of the four-place Cessna, Liz concentrated her energies on telegraphing her openness, sending out warmth and understanding to the girl she believed was on one of the islands fifteen hundred feet below. 

Beside her, Galen kept careful watch for other air traffic, and spoke into the tiny microphone attached to his headphones, updating Mike on their location.

From the rear seats, Theo and Celine scrutinized the landscapes of each island, looking for something similar to the vision she’d had. 

Meanwhile, Mike and Juanita were busy setting up shop in a sprawling weathered structure perched above its own floating dock. The property had been purchased in the nineties, after the original owner, a sail making company, moved to the mainland. Refurbishment consisted of functional plumbing, installation of a new generator, and the shoring up of a sagging deck. 

Mike trundled back and forth from the dock with armloads of groceries and supplies while Juanita set up their stock in the fridge and cupboards in one corner of the warehouse-like interior. They’d already accessed the large storage locker to drag out and arrange cots, tables, chairs, and everything else they could possibly need.
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By dusk, the float plane was secured alongside the boat at the dock. They’d all had a look around and inhaled a reheated meal the Palm Springs cook had sent along. Several hours of card games, cribbage, scrabble, and good-natured banter later, they were ready to call it a night.

Mike offered Liz and Galen the boat to sleep on, but Liz quickly declined, said she’d get seasick for sure. Galen mentally quirked an eyebrow while she refused to look at him. In the end, Theo and Fred bunked on the boat. 

For the rest, settling in took a little time. Exaggerated sound effects combined with lots of laughter to echo inside the building, but eventually silence enveloped them. 

Galen didn’t move when he heard the zipper of Liz’s sleeping bag open. The canvas cot groaned when she slipped her legs over the side and sat up. She stayed very still for a minute and Galen kept his breathing slow and easy so she’d believe he was asleep.

Liz couldn’t stay in there. She gathered her sleeping bag, crept outside, and spread it on a cedar lounge chair. Snuggling in, she focused her attention on the night sky saturated with what seemed like millions of glittering stars.

Do you see the stars, Kayla? Can you imagine reaching out your hand, feeling all those tiny lights dance across your skin? My little girl is out there. She’s one of those bright twinkling stars in the sky. Liz closed her eyes and refused to allow a tear to escape. You may not be my baby Kayla, but I’ve gotten to know you through your home and your friends. I love you, honey, just like Beth’s Pride did, and I’ll help you get through this. All you have to do is trust me. Tell me how to find you so I can keep you safe.
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Liz hadn’t heard him approach, yet wasn’t startled when Galen nudged her forward so he could settle in behind her. He pulled her back against his chest and wrapped his arms around her. She snuggled into him, smiling at the warmth of his breath beside her ear. Sliding her arms from under the flannel and wrapping them over his, she hugged them to her and let her head rest against his shoulder. 

He didn’t say a word. Neither did she, merely accepted the strength of his presence and used it to open herself to Kayla and wait for her to respond. She could feel the girl’s uneasiness so she tried sending out feelings of comfort like those she was now drawing from Galen. She imagined holding the girl in her arms the way she herself was being held, protected.

Liz finally sighed. “I was so sure I could reach her this time, but I’m getting nothing.”

Galen pressed his mouth against her temple. “We’ll find her.”

She sighed. “I feel so close, yet—”

The creaking door interrupted her. They both looked up as Celine stepped outside followed by Mike who spread a map on the table and anchored it with a battery-powered lantern.

“Celine’s had another vision and we’ve got a location.”

Liz and Galen scrambled up and leaned over the map. “Where?”

Mike pointed. “There’s an old airstrip here, near Port Angeles. We’re getting updated satellite photos from the Naval Base and Foley is setting up a recon. 

“How do we know for sure this is the spot?”

Celine touched Liz’s shoulder. “First, there was a sign she passed, and it’s dark so she was using a flashlight. Shone it right on the sucker like she was trying to give me a clue. Then, we used the blinking from three different lighthouses to triangulate. I memorized the timing of each and our connection at Whidbey Naval Base confirmed the location.”

Mike pointed to the tip of the Olympic Peninsula. “Right here, east of the town of Port Angeles is an old air force base. It’s directly across the Strait of Juan De Fuca from Victoria, Canada. It all fits. I’ve contacted Foley, and he’s sending a ground team to pick her up at first light.”

“She’ll be gone by then.” Liz said without hesitation.

“Why? How do you know?”

“I just do, okay? I need to be there. Now. It’s important, Mike.”

When he hesitated, Galen spoke. “Not much we can do in the dark, Liz. We’re pretty isolated. The plane can’t take off until daylight. And the boat wouldn’t get you there any sooner.”

“That’s a bunch of crap and you know it. They can put a helicopter over this dock long enough to pick me up.”

Mike grimaced. “Let me see what I can do.”

“Ten minutes, Mike, then I call a friend.”

“Dammit, Liz. I happen to be in charge of this mission.”

“Sorry,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Yeah, I can tell.” Mike sighed. “What’s your plan?”

“I’ll take Fred and jump in. He can find her in the dark, plus, he’s got a tracking device in his collar, so I can follow his signal.” Excitement churned in her gut.

“What if he loses the collar?”

She rolled her eyes. “He won’t. But—” she held up her hand, “he also has an implant. And you can track us both from high altitude after the drop.”

Galen joined in. “You’ll wear a collar, too?”

She shrugged. “Human version. My belt has a chip in it.” 

“You can’t jump into the unknown, Liz,” said Galen.

“The hell I can’t. Ever heard of Air Force Special Tactics? I’ve been on plenty of pararescue missions.” Okay so maybe mostly in simulation and only seven times in real life, but she had the equivalent of PJ certification—as close as she could get as a female. Besides, the panicky feeling in her gut was real. Kayla was in danger. She wasn’t going to be there for long.

“It’s too risky, right, Mike?” Galen scrubbed his face with both hands. “Dammit. If you won’t think of yourself, what about Fred? You’re not giving him a choice here.”

She’d had about enough. “It’s not like I’m going to pitch him out of a plane and say bon voyage. He’s retired Air Force. He’s been jumping out of planes since he was two,” she snarled.

“Oh for God’s sake, would you listen to yourself?” 

Tension and annoyance radiated off him, but Liz wasn’t about to back down. Kayla needed her. Now. She got in his face. “She’s mine. And I know she’ll be gone if I don’t go tonight.”

His fingers dug into her shoulders as he shook her just enough to make his point. “She is not yours. She belongs to this team right now and we’re all going to work towards getting her back as fast as humanly possible. And we’re not risking lives to do it. Now back up and get a grip.”

Mike and Celine stepped in, one on each side, placing a hand on both of them. Celine rubbed, Mike squeezed gently. Both projected calm. The tension began to ease. 

Galen backed down first. Backed away. Celine maintained contact with her hand on his upper arm. Mike stayed with Liz, his fingers gently massaging her shoulder.

Mike’s voice contained the quiet command that held people together. “I will call the guys at Whidbey and see what they can do for us. Liz.” He waited until she made eye contact. “We’ll put you on the ground close to the child in the shortest time we can.” She opened her mouth to speak and his fingers tightened. “This is a mission. I know there are huge personal components for you, but don’t force me to stand you down. We need you as much as you need us.”

She remained silent, fists clenched at her sides, shoulders back, chin up.

Mike’s tone softened. “We’re going to find her and get her back safe, Liz.” He flicked a look toward Galen as if to say, Your turn.

Celine stepped between them instead. She took one of Liz’s clenched fists, straightened out the fingers one at a time, and smiled. “In the visions she’s sad, but she doesn’t seem to be in any immediate danger.” She reached for the other clenched fist and relaxed those fingers as well. 

Mike stepped away, phone in hand. Galen started toward him, but was stopped by a frown and a shake of his head.

Celine wasn’t the least bit discrete when she motioned to him and said, “You need to fix this. Now. Get the air between you two cleaned up or neither one of you will be any good to the rest of the team.” She shook her head and muttered, “For two people with such extraordinary chemistry, you sure don’t understand much about each other.” Then she marched back in through the open doors.

Galen’s expression was grim. “I guess she’s got a point.”

“I suppose,” Liz agreed grudgingly.

“Why are you in such a panic to move in right now?”

She sighed. “It’s a gut feeling. I’m afraid if we don’t get to her tonight, we’ll miss the opportunity. She won’t be there in the morning.”

“Can you trace the source of the feeling?”

She tilted her head and closed her eyes. She let her mind wander through the facts and feelings, looking for a place where things had changed. Searching for a point where her uneasiness began. But there didn’t seem to be a trigger. “I don’t think there was any one thing. It’s more as though each fact, detail, and event has produced another layer of concern. And tonight, I couldn’t sleep because I kept going over and over the bits and pieces, searching for what I must have missed.”

“Maybe you haven’t missed anything.”

She shook her head. “She’s out there, calling to me, asking me to rescue her, and I’m stuck here unable to move.”

“Stop. Right there. I suspect you’re letting the child’s panic seep into you. And I’m betting her fears stem from the failure of her own plan. She doesn’t know what to do now. How to get herself out of trouble.” He laid his hand at the sensitive place where her neck joined her shoulder. His thumb caressed the fine line of her jawbone while his fingers slipped around the back of her neck. “You need to think like Liz, not like Kayla. You are a strong, intelligent, well-trained woman who makes her living rescuing children. You have to minimize the personal connection as much as you can.

“I’m here to support you.” There was new gruffness in his words. “I don’t want to fight with you but sometimes you just scare me into it.” He pressed his mouth against her forehead.

She tipped back to study the expression in his eyes. Even in the dark, she could see his concern. “I’m sorry. I just feel so close to her sometimes that her emotions must be getting the best of me.” One corner or her mouth crooked up in a rueful smile. “Thanks for helping me get a grip.”

“Honey, you’re an empath. It’s normal for you to need an anchor sometimes.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “And I’m always willing to grab you by the ass when you need me.”

She groaned. “Just when I start to believe you’re more than a buck in the rut.”

He reached up with both hands to frame her face. When her gaze met his, he slid his fingers into her hair, cupped the back of her head, and brought her mouth to his. He sank in, took, gave, and when her body pressed into his, nearly forgot they weren’t alone. 
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Unlike most military birds, the Gnat was stealthy. An experimental secret with capabilities of both a helicopter and a glider, it looked more like a black grasshopper. Making almost no sound, the tiny craft dropped Liz and Fred at the end of the deserted runway and zipped away before she could even lift a hand in thanks.

Woman and dog were nearly as invisible as the Gnat, both dressed in commando black.

She released Fred from his travel harness and stuffed it into her pack. From the front pocket, she dug out the latest in lightweight night vision goggles, perched it for use with her left eye, then tightened the chin strap and looped the strap of a thermal vision monocular around her neck. Pushing the tiny button on her watch to light up the face, she ordered Fred to ‘sit and wait’.

She activated the mic on her collar. “Landed, ready to roll. Over.”

Mike’s voice came through the tiny ear bud. “Copy. Full screen times two, locked. Over.”

“Copy. Over and Out.”

Knowing the circling aircraft had an onscreen visual from both tracking devices, she plucked the plastic bag containing one of Kayla’s pillowcases from her pocket, opened it, and held it out for Fred to do his stuff. 

He stuck his nose in the bag, snuffled around for a minute, then sat back on his haunches and stared at Liz until she gave him the silent command to search. He began at a jog, moving across the terrain in a zigzag pattern and kept up the pace for about two and a half minutes until alerting to a scent by suddenly laying down, his tail wagging back and forth steadily. 

Liz snapped on the long tracking leash, and with a flick of her hand, Fred was up on his feet and gone. She scrambled to keep up.

This was it. She was about to find Kayla. Fred was on her scent and even if she was at the far end of the runway, there was less than a quarter mile of concrete between them.

Ten thousand feet above, Mike and Galen watched the display screens. Because both the woman and the dog wore V-suits without the hoods on, only their heads registered on the monitor for the heat sensors.

Another monitor showed movement of the tracking devices, while two others scanned for other heat and movement.

That’s where the trouble showed up first. Just after they’d spotted Kayla.

Mike’s voice was sharp. “Copy current. Target fifty feet at your twelve o’clock.”

“Copy.”

“Copy new. Incoming. Fast moving on the water. Projected landing your two—o’clock. Unfriendlies have a hundred foot climb up the cliff to you. Grab and run. Circle back, go for the daisies.”

“Copy. Out.”

“Daisies?” Galen’s eyebrows shot up while something uncomfortable niggled away in a corner of his mind.

Mike’s attempted smile was grim. “Plan A has been nixed.”

“Now what?”

“She’s making a run for it instead of going to the meeting place.” He tipped his head toward the tracking screens and smiled. Liz had reached Kayla and the three of them were already on the move.

Galen watched as well. “Thank God we can at least track her.” But he spoke too soon. He watched, mesmerized as Kayla’s image on the heat seeking monitor vanished. “What the hell?”

“Liz had a V-suit for her.” He said as the last bit of visible heat from the dog blinked out. “They’ve pulled up the hoods as well.”

Galen’s gut twisted when the monitors for the tracking devices went black. “Fuck.” Wishing he wasn’t in an airplane without room to stand and pace, he settled for pounding a fist on his leg. There was absolutely nothing he could do to stop her. To help her. Or protect her. He struggled for calm and when he finally spoke, his voice flat, emotionless.

“This was the plan wasn’t it? Get me up here where I can’t interfere. It’s her op. She wanted me out of it. She didn’t trust me not to fuck it up.”

Mike shook his head slowly. “She understands you can’t help yourself. And she needed to do this one on her own. She’s a damned fine agent but that last mission—when she got to the kid too late—rattled her confidence. I had to let her do this one.”

Galen closed his eyes and settled his head against the seat. “You let her call the shots.” It was a statement and the censure wasn’t missed.

The softness of Mike’s voice belied the steel in it. “I know my people. I hone their skills, I temper their idiosyncrasies. I use them to the absolute best of their abilities, but I never risk failure. If I thought for the briefest of moments Liz would be unable to expedite this extraction, she wouldn’t be there.” 

“Master manipulator.”

“You bet your sweet ass I am. And I’m damned fucking good at it so just back down and let this one play out.”

As if he had a choice.
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Chapter 11
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Liz, Kayla, and Fred scooted down the cliff at the same time as the intruders were climbing up the other side of the bluff. Liz grinned when they reached the Zodiac tied to a boulder. Sweet. The pair of Evinrudes were first-class muscle. Liz grabbed a length of thin nylon rope from her pack, slipped it around Kayla’s waist, and showed the girl how to release it if they were in trouble. She fastened the other end to her belt with about ten feet of slack between them. 

Liz tossed in her backpack and lifted Fred onboard. Kayla helped her tow the inflatable boat further out into the water, then push it against the gentle waves. They held the back rungs and kicked steadily as they slipped silently away from shore and into the current weaving a path between the islands.

Liz kept her face turned to the water. “Kayla,” she whispered, knowing how well sound traveled over water. “Everything we’re doing is for a reason. The suit you’re wearing holds in your body heat to prevent hypothermia and keep you hidden from tracking systems.” She waited for a question but the girl remained silent. “The only heat you’re losing is through your face, so keep it tucked down between your arms as much as possible. Okay, kiddo?”

“Sure, but...” 

“But what?”

“But we’re in the middle of the ocean. Who’s gonna see us?”

Liz kept a slow steady kicking rhythm. “Probably no one. But just in case someone is around with some high-tech equipment, we’re going to take every possible precaution. You okay with this stuff?”

Kayla sighed. “It’s all my fault. I just wish... I just wish I hadn’t...” Her voice trailed off.

“Honey, hang on real tight with your right hand and reach toward me with your left.” Liz did the opposite, stretching her hand out to catch Kayla’s. She gripped and tried for silent conversation. 

Can you hear me honey?

Yes! I knew it. I knew we’d be able to talk this way. You’re really my mom, aren’t you? That’s why we can do this.

No, it’s only because I’m touching you. My telepathy is kinda like a landline as opposed to a cell phone. I have to be physically connected to mentally connect.

But you’re my mom, right? I’ve been trying to find you for ages and now we’re together and...

Liz squeezed her hand. You need to listen to me. We have to stay focused here, kiddo. This is a dangerous situation and I need you to pay careful attention. Liz fought to find that fine line between scaring her into obedience and just plain scaring her. Your plan, even though it backfired, showed me you’re smart and you’re strong. She rubbed her thumb across the back of the small hand, wishing the fabric didn’t prevent her from feeling the girl’s warmth.

Yeah, but I screwed up.

Wrong. Someone else messed with your plans. But this time, I have your back and we’ve got a whole team watching over us. 

What team?

Finally. The opening she needed. The team of specialists I work with. We rescue kids. So if for any reason, we get separated, my team will keep you safe.

No. I’m staying with you. I don’t want anybody else. Just you. It took me a long time to find you and we’re not getting separated.

Of course we’re not. As a matter of fact, I think we should get in the boat now. So just let go of your side and give me your other hand. I’ll pull you over to me and we’ll climb aboard with Fred.

Getting them both into the boat was going to be a chore. It would be easiest to climb over the side first, then haul the kid in. But leaving Kayla in the water, alone, just wasn’t going to work. So instead, with much wriggling and shoving, the kid was on board first. Then Liz heaved herself over the side.

They lay on their backs in the bottom of the boat panting and giggling for a few minutes.

Mike’s voice in Liz’s ear brought her back to earth and the reality of their situation. “I’m getting heat from both of you.”

First, she grabbed the backpack, pulled out a piece of the black fabric to cover them. She dug the tiny mic out of her pocket, released it from the waterproof cover. “All okay. Going for tea. Over.” 

“Enjoy. Over.” 

She tapped a fingernail against the mic three times, dropped it overboard with her earpiece. 

“Was that like, code?” 

Liz chuckled. “Yup. That was definitely code.” And now she was on her own. She’d said in those three tiny taps, she’d be going to plan C. Unfortunately, Galen wasn’t going to like it any more than he’d probably liked A or B, but his needs right now took a backseat to rescuing Kayla.

“What did it mean?” Kayla’s curiosity was bubbling.

Liz sighed. “I’m afraid I can’t say right now, kiddo. Just in case there are ears.”

Kayla’s eyes widened so much, that even in the dark, under their cover, Liz saw the whites quite clearly. “You don’t happen to know sign language do you?”

She reached for Liz’s hand, pressed her own against the palm and signed a simple message. “Yes, no.”

Liz heard the faintest of sounds and her heart rate shot up. She closed her fist around the girl’s hand, then rolled to her side and held a finger against her lips as well to make sure Kayla stayed silent. Not so much as a peep.

She gathered up her backpack, dug out the night vision goggles, another length of nylon rope, and an aerosol can. She groped around until she found the insertion valve on the sleeve of Kayla’s suit. I’m going to pump air into your suit. It will feel funny, maybe a bit tight, but don’t panic. We’re going over the side in a minute and you’ll need the buoyancy. Air quickly filled the ridges in the upper chest, upper back, and shoulders, creating a lifejacket effect. She did the same with her own and Fred’s before stowing the can in her pack and strapping it onto her front—where it would be easier to reach.

She tied the nylon rope to the dog’s harness and lowered him into the water. You next Kayla. Then we’re going to swim hard towards the island. 

Once they were paddling comfortably in the right direction—according to the GPS built into Liz’s watch—she pulled the blackout blanket over them. Hopefully it would mask their warm breath and the heat from their exposed faces. If the helicopter she’d heard got down low enough, she’d have to fight hard to hang onto the blanket while the downwash created waves.

How far? Liz was pleased Kayla’s voice didn’t bear any evidence of fatigue. 

Far enough to be safe.

Non-answer. Don’t you know?

GPS says one mile but we may have to change plans. Depends on the company we get. She tried to send a grin telepathically but figuring it hadn’t worked, gave up and said LOL.

Are you afraid it’s my grandfather’s helicopter and he’s searching for us?

Not afraid. Just making sure we stay out of trouble.

He wanted me with him for the summer, said so, then dumped me. I guess the blood tests proved I wasn’t his.

The hope shot through her. What blood tests?

He said it was because there’s a big uproar about the Spanish clinic where I was born. I googled it and found out they’d been busted for using donated sperm and eggs for embryo production, then implanting them in women who paid big money. He’s afraid my mother was duped and I’m not really hers or my dad’s.

Jesus, she was fourteen and sounded forty. They’re your parents, Kayla. You look like them both and biology doesn’t really mean anything.

But I look like you, too. And you had a baby.

How the hell... The distinct whop-whop of helicopter rotors stopped any further comment. Knowing the aircraft would pass over before they could get to land, she tightened both ropes, slipping the dog in between them while giving Kayla instructions. We have to stop moving. Drape your arm over Fred and hang on to me. Grab the corner of the blanket and hold it down in the water in front of you.

They floated, motionless, like a chunk of flotsam, while the roar of rotors got louder by the second. Hang on kiddo. The water’s going to get rough. And it did as the helicopter downwash created a swath of choppy waves. And then it was gone, leaving them bumping together for another minute or two. You okay?

That was creepy. Were they looking for us?

Maybe. Maybe not. But she was trained to never believe in coincidence. The fact the chopper was going so quickly and had probably passed right over the boat they’d abandoned made her hopeful the craft wasn’t equipped with any kind of tracking device. If it was what they were looking for, she’d made the right decision to not use the engines and let everyone speculate they’d be much further away by now.

Okay, kiddo. Time to get the heck gone. Let go of the blanket first. Liz bundled it up and stuffed it in the back pack, then loosened off her hold on the two ropes. Fred immediately began to paddle so she had to tug him back in and point him in the direction of Maynor Island before telling Kayla to follow the dog.

They were about twenty feet off shore when Liz again reeled the dog in and instructed Kayla to be still. They floated silently in the dark. Night vision glasses revealed nothing but rocky beach and vegetation. There were no sounds aside from the lapping of water.

As swiftly as possible, the small group scooted across the beach and under the cover of the brush. Liz went back, picked up handfuls of soil and rocks to scatter over the wet trail they’d left.

Liz! 

What’s wrong?

Fred’s growling.

Liz scooted back to where she’d left them and did a careful scan. She took off the goggles, put them on Kayla, and pointed her at the tiny doe standing less than twenty feet in front of them.

“Oh,” she whispered. Then, “She’s running away.” She handed the NVGs back to Liz with a sigh. “I scared her when I talked.”

Not to worry, kiddo. We have to go now so we’d have frightened her then anyway.

They trekked south, staying as close to the shoreline as possible, and were rewarded within half an hour. The cabin they came upon was empty. Liz used a tiny tool from her backpack to open the lock on the front door. They found the owner’s emergency supply kit and helped themselves to bottles of water, hard candies, and protein bars. Then a look through closets netted them a change of clothes. The fit wasn’t perfect, but that would help to disguise them if necessary. Fred even managed a happy smile when six cans of dog food were discovered and Liz opened one for him.

She sat back and watched him eat. He was a problem now. Anywhere they went, they’d be remembered because of the dog. They could only afford to be spotted with him once, then they’d have to leave him somewhere to be picked up by the team. She rifled the drawers of the cabin until she came up with a ferry schedule, then consulted her watch. Three hours until the first boat and it left from a town nearly four miles across island. They’d stand out like sore thumbs. 

She went back to a laminated page of phone numbers she’d found in a drawer and scanned the list.

Bubba’s Water Taxi. She had to take a chance. She picked up the phone—but it was dead. 

Fred came over and leaned on her legs while he licked the remnants of dinner off his lips. She rubbed his head. “Better?”

“Does he answer you?” asked Kayla.

Liz smiled. “Dogs don’t talk. Even telepathically. Well, maybe to each other.”

“How long are we staying here?”

“Until I figure out the best way to leave.”

“When will that be?”

Liz grinned. “You writin’ a book?”

Kayla’s mouth opened, then closed, and tipped up on one side. “Was that supposed to be funny?”

Liz lifted her eyebrows.

“Well, it was. I mean it was funny even if it wasn’t supposed to be, but I’m not sure if you meant it that way.”

“Why are you nervous all of a sudden?”

Her shoulders came up. “You’re getting ready to dump me. Take me home to my parents who aren’t really my parents, and I don’t want to go yet. I don’t want to leave you. Why should I have to?

“You’d prefer foster care?”

Her mouth gaped. “But I’m yours. You’re my mother.”

Liz shook her head. “No. You aren’t. I’m not. I don’t have a daughter and you do have a mother. A mother who is frantic with worry right now because her only daughter, her only child, has disappeared. She thinks you’ve been kidnapped. She’s afraid you’re dead.”

“But you hear me. In your head. We have conversations.”

Liz’s smile had an exasperated twist. “I hear Galen, too, and I’m definitely not his mother. Yes, I had a daughter who would have been around your age. But she was born dead.”

“Maybe she wasn’t. Maybe someone just told you that and took her away, and, gave her to my mom.”

Liz had had the same thought, acknowledged the same possibility. “You definitely watch too much TV, kid. Stuff like that doesn’t happen in real life.”

Kayla smiled as though she knew a secret. “Right. And all the fancy knick-knacks in your backpack are things you can pick up at the corner store. Doesn’t everyone have clothes made out of special fabric that’s waterproof, keeps body heat sealed in, and oh yeah, has pouches to fill with air so it floats, too?”

“You’ve got a smart mouth. Good thing you’re not mine or I’d clean up your attitude for you.” Liz stood. “Time to go.”

“Where?”

“Wherever I say.”
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Dawn filtered fresh light through the trees as they hiked up the long lane, then headed south when they reached a narrow road. The first driveway they came to looked well maintained. So did the next four. The fifth looked more like the one they had come from. Liz guided her small troop onto the dirt track and they marched on in silence until they came upon a cabin. They circled it and Liz smiled when she spotted an old but well maintained boatshed. “Bingo.”

They went through the unlocked door and Liz stepped on board a small motorboat, fiddled with the engine, and eventually got the thing to start. 

Kayla gaped at her and yelled over the noise, “We’re going to steal a boat?”

Liz rolled her eyes. “Borrow,” she shouted. “We’re only going to borrow the boat. Get in.”

Kayla helped Fred hop into the craft, then joined him while Liz climbed out, opened the big door, lifted in a five gallon container of fuel, a couple of crab nets and a tarp. She untied the ropes before jumping back in.

“Fred,” Liz called out and pointed. The dog crawled under the edge of the captain seat as instructed. “You’re next,” she said to Kayla as she handed her the blackout blanket from the pack. “You can sit down there with him. Cover up with this for now, but be ready to pull the canvas overtop of both of you if I tell you.”

Kayla didn’t like the musty smell of the canvas. She wrinkled her nose. “Sucks to be us,” she muttered to Fred. Looking up at Liz perched over them in the seat, she wondered which one of them was wrong. Didn’t matter right now. First they had to get to a safe place.

“Can I ask a dumb question?”

“Give me a minute to get us underway first.”

Kayla waited, stretching up as far as she dared, trying to see where they were, where they were going. Her hand idly stroked the length of Fred’s back soothing them both. Not that she was afraid, just uncertain and getting more confused as she contemplated what was going on. When they were finally puttering along, Liz looked down at her, so she asked her question. “Who are we running away from?”

Liz sighed. “Certainly the best question of the day. I wish I had an answer for you.”

“Maybe it’s no one. Maybe we don’t need to be running.”

“Good point. But we’re not going to take any chances.”

Kayla watched Liz scan the area. Snickered to herself at how Liz looked, standing there in a big plaid shirt she’d borrowed from the first cabin, and some kind of fisherman hat she’d found in the boat. She swallowed hard when it suddenly occurred to her. Liz would never fit the world she’d grown up in. What would happen if she was Liz’s daughter? Would she go and live with this woman who was comfortable putting on clothes and an old hat, clothing that belonged to someone else? What would her life be like then? What about her horses?

Kayla leaned over, rested her cheek on the top of the old dog’s head and closed her eyes to the scene she didn’t want to be a part of. But the pungent odor of the old tarp along with engine noise and the slight jerking of the boat as it pushed through choppy waters wouldn’t allow her to shut out the reality she was living. She’d expected a great adventure leading up to an exciting new mother. Ditching the old unhappiness behind. It all turned to dust under a stinky tarp in the belly of a noisy boat.

The girl’s wave of sadness swept up and engulfed Liz. But she couldn’t react. Had to fight the gut-deep need to reach down and comfort the kid. Time and place, she thought, and now wasn’t it. And, luckily, fate was kind enough to provide a distraction. What began as a distant drone grew into a small float plane flying low over the water.

“Kayla, get the tarp over both of you now.”

The pilot brought it down to the water, skimmed along the surface, and then slowed to a near-stop.

Recognizing the call-letters printed on the fuselage, Liz cut the boat’s engine and told Kayla it was safe to uncover and get up. 

“Who is it?” She gawked at the white and yellow Cessna as it taxied closer.

“Your ride out of here. The plane belongs to the company I work for.” And she’d bet her next vacation Galen was at the controls.

With finesse, the plane swung alongside the boat. Mike climbed out to stand on the pontoon and pass a rope to Liz. “You two hop in, I’ll take the boat.”

“Nah, you need to get Kayla back to her mother, and I’d rather not have to see mine. I’ll just leave the boat at Friday Harbor and hop the ferry from there. Can you get Fred back to base for me? It’ll be simpler traveling without him. Maybe I’ll take a couple of days to finish my vacation.”

She showed no emotion as Mike subjected her to his famous stare-down assessment. “Okay. Two days and don’t do anything stupid.”

Liz resisted a snappy comeback, and instead, interrupted Kayla as she started to speak. “Been a slice, kid. You held up. Now go home and hug your mom. Make her forget what she went through because you took off.” 

Kayla scowled over her shoulder as she took Mike’s outstretched hand, and stepped over the edge of the boat. He held the small door open while she climbed in, then reached for Fred. Liz passed him over and Mike hefted him up.

When she pushed the boat away from the pontoon Mike tossed her a mock salute, then closed his door with a firm thud. 

The Cessna’s engine fired, picking up tempo and propelling it further and further away. She swallowed the lump threatening to lodge itself in her throat and lifted her face to enjoy the brisk damp wind off the water. 

One more chapter, she thought. Turn the page woman. 

But the sun had lost its brilliance as the aircraft moved away, and she shivered.
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Galen had to concentrate. Precision was required to lift the plane off the surface of the water and he couldn’t afford to think about the annoying woman’s refusal to get on board. While they’d been loading the child and the dog, he’d attempted to connect with her telepathically, but she’d had her walls up—felt like they were built of brick and mortar instead of brain cells and electrical impulses.

At fifteen hundred feet, he pushed the yoke forward to lower the nose and level off, then trimmed the rudder, and adjusted the pitch. The quick glance over his shoulder at his new passenger had him swiveling back for a second impression. With her hair cut short the way Liz now wore hers, the tanned skin and big black eyes, Kayla looked like a perfect combination of Liz and Estelle. 

“Why are you staring at me like that?”

“Sorry. You had long hair in the picture I saw.”

“I cut it off.”

“How come?”

She shrugged. “Felt like the thing to do at the time. It’s just hair. It’ll grow back.”

A tiny shiver ran through him. It was more than her use of the exact words. Even the tone and delivery were similar. He shook off the feeling of déjà vu. “Your parents are going to be surprised by how different you look.” Shocked was more like it. And personally, he was going to do some photo manipulation—just for his own curiosity.
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Finally free, Liz could let her guard down. Someone else had the responsibility of keeping the child safe now. 

She allowed the boat to drift while thinking about what Kayla had just gone through. It really didn’t make sense. Why would her grandparents take her the way they had? Did they want to terrify their only daughter? Or was Estelle involved? Maybe the whole ploy had been to get to the father. No, thought Liz. Galen had been certain, after glimpsing into the Estelle’s mind, that she’d had no clue where Kayla was.

And why had the girl been left behind after the elaborate efforts to get her away? 

The niggling in Liz’s gut convinced her they’d missed something. All she had to do was call Mike when she got a secure land line and he’d explain it. The team would have put all the pieces together while she’d been baby-sitting. Heck, if she’d climbed on board the plane, she’d probably know the answers already. 

Kayla, poor kid, had a weird family. Hell, just their association with Charlotta made them suspect. She gave her head a shake. It was over. No need to invest any more of her energy.

The slapping of waves against the hull brought her back to the here and now. The water had indeed become a bit choppy and whitecaps danced out toward open water. Time to get a move on.

She adjusted the engine and set course for her connection to reality. Time to visit a woman who understood the curse of empathy. One Liz hoped would help her find her way back to the happy place she’d been just before Kayla’s voice had intruded.

Aw, hell. She’d enjoyed the adventure, met a pretty cool kid, and faced down a dragon or two from her past. But the past is where it should all stay. There was no real future with Galen, just a day-to-day existence. No guarantees. And what had happened to her as a teenager had made her the strong woman she was today. 

Shaking off the darkness threatening to seep under her skin, she lifted her face to the sun and forced a smile. She was going to toss the traces and visit a friend. They’d crack a few home brews, laugh at themselves, and she’d come away better for the break. She’d even be good and send Mike a text so he’d know where she was.

She opened the throttle and the boat nearly lifted off the water. Easing back on the power, she laughed as ocean spray came up over the front and drenched her.
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Chapter 12


[image: image]


Liz felt the tension drain from her shoulders and neck as she puttered around an outcropping of rock and glided into the hidden cove to see Hannah waving wildly from the patio. Wearing her usual brilliant display of color, she looked like a fragment of her garden bursting to life as she trotted across the acres of lawn. 

Liz drew alongside the floating dock, tied the small craft to the hooks provided, then jumped out and broke into a run. 

Meeting halfway, she was instantly wrapped in the most comforting arms she’d ever known. The mother of her heart—the one she’d pick if the choice was hers.

Hannah rocked her from side to side, and Liz held on, wallowed in the warmth for as long as she could, muttering about never being able to surprise a clairvoyant. Hannah’s laugh was a balm to Liz’s soul.

With a final tight hug, the older woman stepped away. “Come. I’ve fixed you a meal.”

They strolled up the grassy hill, winding their way through riotous beds of colorful flowers. It was only as she sat down at the pretty table set with sterling silver flatware and paper plates that Liz realized just how hungry she was. She tucked into the fat BLT on homemade bread without hesitation and was happy to chase that with a hefty chunk of double chocolate brownie.

“Still breaking china?” Liz asked between bites.

A dozen or more gold bangles danced on Hannah’s arm as she shook out a napkin. “You know it. Never could figure out why I get visions when I’m washing-up, but I only went through three sets of pretty dishes before I wised up. Even ditched my own heavy ceramic mugs after I broke a toe.”

Liz laughed. “Great meal, Hannah. Thanks.”

“Come,” she said getting up. “We’ll toss this stuff into the kitchen and take a walk so you can get your land legs back.”
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The hike around Hannah’s island had been exactly what she needed, Liz thought, as she leaned back in the creaky wicker chair a few hours later. Feeling less scattered now, she gazed up at the thousands of stars littering the night sky. “They’re so big, so close. Like I can reach up and touch them. I’ll miss this view when I go back to the city.”

“Why go back?” asked Hannah.

Liz shrugged. “It’s where I live.”

“Where you live is where you choose to live. It’s not like you have a nine-to-five job. You work where you’re sent.”

“True, but most jobs begin with getting to the airport, and that’d be a bit complicated from here.”

“Balderdash. ETC has zipped in here to pick me up a dozen times. They’d do the same for you. Trust me, you’re worth their investment.” 

Liz sat up. “I thought you’d retired.”

Hannah’s laugh was as full-bodied as she was. “That was the plan all right, but sometimes, when no one else can do the job, they call on the old master, and I can’t say no. Like yesterday, when they needed to find you and the girl.”

Liz frowned. “I assumed they’d used the tracking devices.”

Hannah shook her head. “They were getting some kind of interference—probably from The Naval Air Station on Whidbey—Mike said the signals were bouncing erratically. I’m sure he wondered if you were jamming the transmissions.”

“What if I was? What would you have done if I’d been blocking?”

Hannah sighed. “I’d have told them where you were because you had the child. If you’d been alone, I wouldn’t have given up your location. But I’d have kept you in my sights.”

Liz tipped her head. “You knew I was coming here today.”

She didn’t respond.

“Oh, hell, you put the idea in my head, didn’t you?”

“You know I wouldn’t do that.”

“I don’t know anything of the sort. Hell, I’m having enough trouble trying to keep up with my own changing senses. I thought I was a plain old, garden variety empath. But now, I’ve started hearing voices.” She shook her head, and enunciated one word at a time. “I am an empath. I am not clairvoyant, dammit.”

“What you are, at the moment, is an empath with a developing aptitude for clairaudient reception. It’s not uncommon to have more than one gift, Liz.” She smiled. “Look at me. I have three on record, and a few others ETC doesn’t know about.”

Liz kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her. “Will I be able to stop the progression?”

“Do you want to know if such a feat is possible, or are you asking me to look into your future?” 

Liz’s mouth opened, then closed. Her brow furrowed. She brought her knees up, hugged them to her, and finally responded with a question. “If I asked, would you tell me what you see in my future?”

“No.”

“It’s that bad?”

Hannah sighed. “When it comes to the future, I don’t get to choose what I see. Visions come to me at the whim of the universe. Your future is simply yours, Liz. To unravel and to live in the best way you can.” She smiled. “Life is, after all, a journey.” 

Liz remembered hearing those same words many years ago, when she was a new recruit, being groomed by ETCETERA. She’d asked Hannah to repeat them then, so she could write them in her journal.

“What do you see in your own future Liz? Where do you think you’ll be in five years? Or ten?” 

Liz’s gaze shifted upward and she stared into the brilliant dome of stars. “I expect I’ll still be on the rollercoaster. Elated by the successful rescues, devastated by the gut-wrenching loss of the ones I don’t reach in time, and surviving between missions by feeding off the leftover excitement or sorrow.”

“Where will you be physically?”

When Liz didn’t respond, Hannah reworded the question. “Where will you be between assignments?”

“My condo or at a friend’s beach house, I suppose.”

“Close your eyes and be silent for a few minutes. Think about where you would like home to be. Picture yourself at the end of a mission—the debriefs are concluded, you’ve endured the requisite counselling, and now you’re walking through the door. Arriving home.” She waited a beat. “What does home look like, Liz?”

“The same. It always looks the same.”

“Where are you?”

“In my condo.”

“Walk me through the process of arriving.”

“I’ll drop my mail on the kitchen table, grab a bottle of water out of the fridge, and drink it while I open the curtains, water the plants, empty my travel bag, and put on a load of laundry.”

“Then what?”

Liz could see it as though she was there. “I’ll open the freezer and dig out some kind of ice-cream bar. My favorites change, so it’ll be whatever my last fav was. Then I’ll sit at the table and go through my mail while my personal laptop boots and updates. Once it’s up and running, I’ll check emails, and open Facebook, check up on a few friends.” She grinned. “Through their aliases, of course. Then it’ll be time to switch the laundry, maybe nuke something to eat, or grab another ice-cream.” She glanced over at Hannah. “A pretty straightforward life I lead.”

“I think you can come up with a better adjective than straightforward, Liz.”

“How about, clear-cut, uncomplicated, and undemanding? It’s what I need for balancing the angst of the job.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Of course. You’re no different. Look at where you live, on an isolated island.”

Hannah shook her head. “Can you really compare this to a sterile apartment in a city? Look around at the colors, Liz. Suck in some briny ocean air laced with the fragrance of wildflowers. Listen to the waves beating on the shore and the birds singing. Walk barefoot across the evening damp grass to reach rocks still warm from the afternoon sun.” She stood. “Do all of those things, Liz, and then tell me about the similarities in our lives.”

She marched into the house leaving Liz on the patio, dumbfounded. She didn’t know what she’d done wrong, but desperately wanted to fix it. She couldn’t have Hannah mad at her. She pressed a fist against her churning gut. What the heck had she said to set Hannah off?

Just as abruptly as she’d left, Hannah reappeared and plunked a bottle of wine on the table with two plastic tumblers. She handed Liz a corkscrew and said, “You do it. I always leave floaters in the bottle.”

As Liz worked the cork, she pondered how to get them back on better terms. Not good at pussy-footing around, she blurted, “Why are you mad at me?”

Hannah let out an unladylike snort. “Well, for an empath, there’s an epic fail.”

Liz felt her hackles rise ever so slightly. “You know damned well I only pick up the emotions of children.”

“True enough,” said Hannah, taking the bottle from Liz with a sly smile. “But I got you from wimp to pissed quick enough.” She filled the cups, passed one to Liz, then lifted her own and held it out. “A toast, to discovering the future as it unfolds and not a moment sooner.”

Still unsettled, Liz clunked her tumbler against Hannah’s. She didn’t often drink wine, but took a sip and found it was quite tasty. “Nice.”

“Mmm,” replied Hannah. “Now where were we?”

“My boring life.”

“Why do you want your future to be so simple, Liz, so uninspired?”

Liz sipped, taking time to think about the question. Did she want boring and uninspired? She wasn’t sure. What was drawing her to a simple, quiet, and predictable life? Repetition was easy. Free of uncertainty. Safe.

“I’ve built my home life around the opposite of what my work brings me. I live that way to balance all the excitement, exhilaration, and terror of the job. I need tedium to maintain my sanity, achieve peace and tranquility. For my mental and physical well-being.”

Hannah held up a finger, then went inside again. When she returned, she dropped a piece of driftwood about the size and shape of a license plate onto Liz’s lap.

Liz read the fluorescent orange words, out loud.

“Life should not be a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in a pretty and well preserved body, but rather to skid in broadside in a cloud of smoke, thoroughly used up, totally worn out, and loudly proclaiming "Wow! What a Ride!” ~~ Hunter S. Thompson 

She read it again, silently, then met Hannah’s gaze. “Okay, I get your point. I should be having more fun.”

“Ya think?”

Liz frowned. “I’m not sure I know how.”

Hannah’s smile reflected her wisdom. “You need to do some exploring. Try things, see what kind of fun appeals to you. Gain some insight into who you are when you take off your cape.”

Liz chuckled. “You’re the one with the magic cape.”

Hannah went on as though Liz hadn’t spoken. “For instance, if you arrived home tomorrow and were told ETC had fired you or folded or didn’t need you anymore, but were giving you a million dollars for severance, what would you do?”

Liz opened her mouth to say that was a ludicrous idea. One, they needed her skills. Two, even if she became a suicidal liability, as others had, they’d never drop a million on her.

Hannah shook her head. “I can see the wheels spinning, but they’re all about saying it could never happen. Just for me, toss the logic aside and play along.”

“Fine, then let’s make it five million so I can really have fun,” Liz replied. “First thing I’d do is buy a beach cottage. Something up high enough so I wouldn’t have to worry about storm surges.” When she heard Hannah’s groan, she said, “Hey, I’m a realist okay?”

“But this is a game, remember? If there was no such thing as storm surges or tsunamis, where would your lovely cottage be?”

“Hmm.” Liz leaned back and propped her feet on an ottoman. “On the Pacific Coast for sure, somewhere between San Francisco and Haida Gwaii.” She grinned. “I could always make you an offer on this place and have an entire island to myself. Would you sell it to me?”

Hannah left that question hanging and continued to prod as she topped off their wine. “So you’ve bought a beach cottage. Now what? What will you do for entertainment?”

Liz shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’d crochet afghans, or paint—I’ve always wanted to try watercolors. Or I could be like you, get a wheel and a couple of kilns, become a potter.” She was beginning to warm up to the possibilities. “I’d grow my own berries and vegetables, make jam and preserves, learn to bake bread from scratch like you do. See? I’d have no trouble staying busy.”

“I think you’d last about a year before the isolation drove you bat-shit crazy. And what about men, sex?”

Liz laughed and held out her arms. “Why, I could ship in men to entertain me. Sexual acrobats to meet my every desire.” She grinned. “Some would do the menial tasks like cooking and cleaning, but they’d all be gorgeous and good with their hands. That’s it. I’d ogle half-naked men all day long, and they’d keep my joints oiled.” She laughed and reached for her recently refilled tumbler. “You’re trying to get me drunk. And I’m pretty sure you don’t want in my pants, so I’ll have to assume you’re attempting to loosen my tongue.” The laughter was rolling out of her easily now. “And it seems to be working.”

“Are you learning anything about yourself, Liz?” 

“Well, I’ve always been a cheap drunk.”

“And?”

“And I’ve always known I like men. But I’m surprised I’d consider, even in jest, paying men to look after me, domestically or sexually.”

“You’ll joke about paying a man for sex, yet in real life, you won’t have sex just for the pleasure of it. Why is that, Liz?”

Liz let her head fall back against the cushions. “Shoulda known this was where you were heading. Why does everything have to be a lesson?” she asked. “Is it so wrong to protect myself from pain?”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

“He broke my heart.”

“Did he?”

“He has sex with other women, Hannah! All the damn time.”

“And he makes love with you, Liz.”

How can you be so damned sure if I’m not? “Was this a set-up? Did he ask you to get me here, talk to me?”

“No. The poor sot has no idea where you are and he’s an unhappy camper, to say the least.”

“Then why? Why are you pushing me on this?” Reminding me of the pain. “What difference does it make?”

“I love you. And it hurts me to see you so terrified of getting your heart broken that you won’t let anyone get close. I’m the only person you allow to touch you emotionally. It makes me sad. Makes me want to help you open up and feel the power of love.”

“I have to be guarded, have to protect myself, or my work would rip me to pieces.” She’d felt too much too early and learned then to protect herself.

“We’re not talking about your work, Liz.”

Of course they weren’t. “I’d like to change the subject now if you don’t mind. I’ve had too much wine to deal with heavy subjects. My head’s just too jumbled.”

Hannah nodded, took both glasses, and tipped them out over the railing. “We’ll both be talking stupid soon if we keep this up, and a little fermented grape juice won’t bother the flowers.”

Liz tipped her head. “Did you just call me stupid? No, that’s not how you meant it to come out, is it?”

“Of course not. As a matter of fact, knowing what a bright woman you are, I’m going to give you a book to read. The author’s a tell-it-like-it-is Texan and she writes smart about stuff we need to hear.”

Liz stifled a yawn. “Sleepy. I need to call it a night, but I’ll read it tomorrow. Promise.”

When they went inside, Hannah found the book for Liz, who tucked it under her arm and headed for the spare bedroom. She considered the contents of the backpack propped in the corner, looked at the long t-shirt Hannah had left on the bed for her, and shrugged out of her clothes. She slipped into the t-shirt, slid under the fluffy duvet, and snuggled in, but the sleepiness seemed to vanish. So she reached for the book.
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Hannah studied the red-rimmed eyes across the breakfast table. “You look hung-over, and you didn’t drink all that much wine.”

“Your fault. Couldn’t put the book down. Got about three hours sleep and now you’re making me drink tea.”

With a grin Hannah got up, brought a tiny coffeemaker down from a high shelf, and dug a sealed container of ground coffee out of the freezer. “This thing only makes one cup at a time, and it won’t be as good as the fancy store stuff, but it should help.”

“Hell, I’d settle for gnawing the grounds if I had to,” muttered Liz.

Hannah went through the motions of getting the coffee set to brew. “So you liked the book?”

“Yeah, I get it. But don’t get excited. Somehow I don’t see myself running out into the world exposing my soft underbelly.”

“But you recognize the need for vulnerability.”

“I understood the premise and even found myself nodding as I read some of it.”

“Good. As long as it leaves you with something to chew on, I’m happy. You still take your coffee black?” Hannah asked, sliding an insulated metal coffee cup under the drip basket.

“Affirmative.”

Hannah studied her for a few minutes before asking, “What are your plans, Liz? You spending the day, or another night here?”

“Hadn’t thought much past the coffee to be honest. Is it full yet?” Liz asked tipping her chin toward the steaming cup. She needed that boost to get her past the sinking feeling that her life was never going to be the same.

Hannah added a spoon before passing it to her and pushed the sugar bowl across the table.

Once Liz had taken her first sip, she let out a sigh. “I don’t know what I’ll do if the DNA tests come back and I’m the kid’s biological mother. I keep telling myself it’s not possible, but I know it is. Makes me wonder how I’ll feel either way.” And the churning in her gut just thinking about it wasn’t a good sign.

“You’ll feel what you feel, Liz. No point worrying about it or becoming a slave to what if.” 

As she continued to take tiny sips of the coffee while wishing she could gulp it for the caffeine effect, Hannah grabbed an ice cube from the freezer and plopped it into Liz’s mug. “I can’t stand to watch you burn your tongue. And see?” She grinned. “Sometimes solutions to problems are simple.”

Liz sighed. “I’m glad I came. You always help me ground myself.” And remind me what it might have been like if I’d had someone like you for a mother.

“You’re such a contradiction. When it comes to your work you let your instincts and your heart have full reign. You trust your gut. Yet I’m constantly intrigued by your refusal to live your life the same way.”

“It’s different.”

“Not so.”

“I’m afraid of getting hurt. I don’t face emotional pain well. Avoid it at all costs.”

“Bullshit,” said Hannah.

Liz frowned at her. “I do. Hell, I tossed a perfectly good cell phone in the damned ocean so I didn’t have to take a call from my mother. That little indulgence was worth several hundred dollars. I have friends who would have thrown themselves into five-foot waves to get back what they consider their lifeline. But for me, the sacrifice was easy.” And freeing.

“So you acknowledge that your mother is capable of hurting you?”

“No. Not anymore. She’s just a confrontation I don’t want to deal with.”

“Good. We can toss that example out as invalid then.” She held up a hand to silence Liz’s response. “What about the Australia case, Liz? You knew that child was dead, yet you went into the mine and walked through those tunnels to recover her body. You stared down emotional pain and did the job, and it wasn’t the first time. Each and every time you’re called out you do the job in spite of knowing it could end badly. You don’t ever step away from the responsibility. You trust your instincts, you face the pain, and you survive.”

Heart thudding, she gripped the mug like it was a life line. “I can do that because at the end of the day, I walk away. I go home to my simple existence, I eat ice-cream and tend to my mail. Then I close my eyes and take the time I need to get over the horrors I’ve seen.”

“So instead of a soft place to land, you want a sterile place to hole up and lick your wounds in isolation.” Hannah shook her head. “Fair enough.”

She then changed the subject and they eventually wandered out to her studio where she attempted to teach Liz how to throw a simple pot—a task so engrossing that the morning became afternoon without their notice.

The next morning, an hour after Liz had motored away from the secret cove, Hannah shuddered in the aftermath of a vision and carefully picked the plastic cup off the floor.
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The odd smell, a mixture of fish and chips, waffle cones, and sunblock faded away as Galen watched Liz stroll from the public marina to the kiosk selling ferry tickets. The boat was due in about 20 minutes so that was all the time he had. Hit her over the head and drag her away? Hmm, perhaps not a good idea considering the number of people in the area. The bright collection of shops, bars, and restaurants did a pretty brisk business this time of year.

She stepped behind a tiny building on the dock and he sped up, not wanting her out of his sight. But she was gone when he rounded the corner. Sonofabitch. 

Hey, watch your mouth.

He spun around. She’d circled the structure and come up behind him.

“Did the kid make it home okay?” she asked.

“Affirmative. With Mike. Fred went along for the ride. Kid’s cute.”

“Looks like me.”

“It’s the haircut. Imagine it long and she’d look like Estelle.” 

Her eyes darkened like the ocean in a summer storm as she battled the emotions. He waited. Watched her posture straighten, her shoulders drop to a relaxed position. She wiggled her fingers as though to release the tautness within. 

“So is this just a happy coincidence or are you here to pick me up?”

“Want a ride somewhere?” 

She stared out over the water, seemed totally lost in thought for a long minute, maybe two, before she responded. “Why don’t you cut to the chase and tell me what orders Mike gave you?”

Well, hell. That didn’t leave him much room to maneuver. “Would you settle for the condensed version?” 

She still didn’t spare him a look, but nodded.

“Find her, take her wherever she wants to go, and don’t be an asshole.”

Liz smiled. “Well, that seems fairly straightforward, but I don’t want a ride. I’m going to play tourist for the day. I’m officially on leave until midnight. So you can toddle on back to your plane, and go away.”

“Not gonna happen.” 

“About the asshole part?”

“You bring out the best in me.” 

“Then I should stay away from you.”

He stepped into her space, and to her credit, she held her ground. “We need to talk.” Only Liz could reduce him to saying those words and meaning them. He grabbed her hand. “You can create a big fuss in front all these nice people or you can pretend you want to come with me. Your call.”

She sighed. “What the hell? Stupid to think I had a shot at normal.” She strolled alongside him.

“We’ve got a few hours. What would you like to do?”

She shot him an evil grin. “Shop.”

Oh, well. He’d poked into a few stores himself while he’d waited for her to show up. He’d even bought her a gift. “Deal. If we can add food into the mix.” His breakfast burrito was hours ago.

Good thing there was no traffic as she immediately hung a left and crossed the street. He scrambled to catch up and grabbed her hand when she ducked under a collection of multicolored windsocks hanging from the eaves of a corner building.

His eyes adjusted to the dim light about the same time she shook free of him to wander through aisles. She picked up a basket and tossed in a pair of painted seagulls on wooden stumps, a miniature lighthouse, a comical killer whale stuffed toy, and a handful of seashells.

She rounded the end of a display and stopped abruptly. He strode forward to see what was up and followed her gaze to a painting against the wall. Huge ocean waves breaking over so beautifully he could almost hear the crash and rattle, feel the mist. 

He touched the back of her neck with his fingertips, and she turned to him with a smile that nearly took him out at the knees. Open and exposed, peacefulness and love glowed naked in her eyes. His hand slid to cup her cheek and she leaned into it. 

The pounding of his heart filled his consciousness, drowned out any background noise, and he was without words. This was the Liz Galen had instinctively known was there, the one who loved with passion, who was as wild and peaceful as the ocean in the painting. This was the woman he knew was there but couldn’t reach.

Liz had never felt anything like this before. The painting touched her, moved something inside of her. And oh how she wanted to own it. She sighed.

“Can I help you?” 

“How much is it?” she asked. Not that she had anywhere to put a painting this size.

“The artist just brought it in. I’ll have to check,” said the saleslady.

With her attention divided between Galen and the canvas Liz said, “I don’t know if I can leave without it. And isn’t that crazy?”

He eyed up the canvas. “It won’t fit in the plane. It’ll have to be shipped.” 

“It’s six by eight.” The returning clerk handed them a folded card.

Liz opened it and read, “The artist, Keiran Brae, was born in Scotland, and travels the world painting seascapes. Revelation, her first project of this size, is of the beach at Lincoln City.” Liz’s smile grew. “Keiran says that after spending several months in a cottage on the famed Oregon Coast, her usual canvases just didn’t seem big enough.” Liz flipped the card over and swallowed hard. “Seventy-five-hundred dollars.”

“The price is irrelevant,” said Galen. He was opening his wallet as he asked the clerk, “Will you arrange shipping or shall I?”

Liz interrupted. “I’ll pay you back when I get home.” She only had the five hundred Hannah had loaned her.

Two hours later, they were sitting on a balcony overlooking the harbor, with the remains of a feast being cleared from their table. The sun glistened off water stirred by the departing green and white ferry filled with tourists.

“What a lovely way to finish my vacation. Sunshine, ocean air, good food...”

He watched her in silence as she appeared to struggle for more words. 

“I was going to say, good company, but that seems trite.” She took a deep breath. “You’re more than good company. And I want to trust you, Galen, because how can I love someone I don’t trust?” She touched the back of his hand. “I do love you. Heaven help me, but I do.”

Galen’s insides lurched. The woman could gut him with only a word or two. He turned his hand over, and took hers, careful to keep his grip light. He made circles on her palm with the tip of his thumb. He could tease her, suggest that buying the painting for her had finally tipped her his way, but this moment was too important for teasing.

“No words, Galen?”

“Gotta say I’m stumped. I could say once again, that I’ve loved you since the beginning. But it seems redundant. I could throw up my arms and shout, Yes! Finally! But that’s crass.”

Instead, he reached into his pocket for a tiny pink plastic bag. “I bought you something this morning. Just because I couldn’t not buy it since I love you, too.”

She opened the bag, drew out a silver chain with a pendant made from a piece of turquoise beach glass wrapped in silver wire. “It’s beautiful. My favorite color, too. Thank you.” She fastened the clip behind her neck and let the weight of it settle over her heart.

He held out a matching piece of weathered glass without any wire on it. “I bought a piece for myself as well.”

Keeping her gaze fastened on his, she took his hand, raised it to her mouth, and touched her lips to the talisman as a tear slipped free and slid down her cheek. He brushed it away with his thumb. I love you. 

Her heart beat hard and her fingertips tingled. She sucked in a deep breath, and held it for a moment before exhaling ever so slowly. We still have to go slow. Until the trust thing... I have these insecurity issues.

“You’ll always be work.” He grinned. “Let’s get out of here.”

They paid the tab and made their way through the crowd on the street. He took her hand and dragged her toward the marina. He wanted to be alone with her for a few minutes. To just... “Fuck it,” he growled, and spun her around, wrapped her up in his arms and kissed her. Long, deep and possessive.

Liz strained toward him, pasting her body to his, wanting more. Her skin was humming and her ears ringing when he drew away. She braced her hands against his chest to steady herself and felt the pounding of his heart.

The sound of clapping and cheering grabbed her attention and he glanced around to see all kinds of people smiling and nodding at them. A guy in line at the ice cream shop shouted, “Get a room!”

Liz laughed and tugged on Galen’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Before we get arrested,” he finished.
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Liz was pretty sure Galen only had one thing on his mind by the time they got out of his car in front of her building. And she, too, could hardly wait to get inside and be alone with him. She was ready to open her heart and damn the insecurities. Yes, she could get hurt. Yes, she would always have a problem with him seducing women as a means to information, and yes, none of that had changed. But she’d be damned if she didn’t deserve at least a bit of what he promised. She was getting good at admitting she loved him, maybe everything else would work out in the end. Besides, didn’t she want to be like that quote, living her life to the fullest? She almost snickered at his groan when she stopped in the lobby to gather her mail. Once at her apartment, he took her key and opened the door.

Liz chuckled. “In a hurry, Fly-boy?”

“Yes.” He dropped their bags, pulled her inside, and kicked the door closed.

The scorching black heat of fury blasted her back as if she’d been hit by an explosion. She staggered and dropped to her knees, gasping. Someone here. 

Galen dove in front of her, weapon in hand, surveying the room. Direction?

She shook her head. Gone now. Just the emotions. Malice swirled while she fought to recover from the initial assault. She straightened, put one hand against Galen’s back and wrenched the door open with the other. We have to let it out. Open the windows. She went with him to the patio door, where he released the latches and slid it open. She stepped out onto the narrow strip. Inhaled a big gulp of suburbia. 

“I’d expected to come home to stale air and a few dead houseplants.”

“We need to let Mike know someone’s been in your place. But first I’m going to check out the other rooms. I’ll get the other windows, too.”

She nodded, glad he was there to help just in case there was more. She glanced around, reached inside for any sensation of being watched, but came up with nothing. Odd that even with the residual violence, she felt no fear for herself or Galen.

She went inside, gathered the armful of mail she’d scattered on the floor, and dropped it onto the kitchen table.

“I don’t see anything out of place, Liz. No sign of an intruder.”

Thankful she had something more than her own visceral response to go on, not that she or any of the team ever doubted her empathetic abilities, she pointed to a row of African violets on the counter between the kitchen and living room. “I haven’t been here in over six weeks. My house plants should be dead.”

“You think whoever was in here watered your plants?” 

“Sounds ludicrous, but...”

Galen’s phone buzzed. He checked the ID. “Hey, Mike, we were just about to call you to report a break-in at Liz’s apartment. I’ll put you on speaker.” He hit the button, closed the front door, and took a seat beside Liz at the table. 

“Is everything okay?”

They filled him in on the details. 

“Sounds odd all right. But maybe it’s something to do with the new development I called to tell you about.”

Galen drew Liz onto his lap. Tucked her in close as though he knew what was coming was bad.

“Twenty-four hours after being reunited, Estelle and the kid vanished.” Goosebumps stood up on her arms. “Do you think it could have been them at your apartment?”

Liz shook her head. “It felt one hundred percent male.”

“Familiar?”

She frowned. “He didn’t feel unfamiliar. That’s the best I can tell you. ”

“During the child’s debriefing, which ended before noon yesterday, we got the impression the grandfather was using the girl’s disappearance to keep you engaged. It seems that he helped Kayla when she was trying to make contact with you. He told her he was a useful antenna as he’d had training in telepathy when he was a boy.”

Liz noted her physiological responses while the reality of the situation settled in. Her nostrils had flared, her brow lowered, and she felt a curious pressure around her heart just before a tickle feathered across the nape of her neck. Pain started in her lower back and slid down to wrap around her knees. Her fingers seemed to swell and her shoulders started to ache. “Oh my God. I can feel him.”

“Hang on a minute, Mike.” Galen leaned his forehead against her, pushed at her mind for entry, but there was something blocking contact.

“I’m used to the lightness of a child, not the heaviness of an old man full of anger and worry. He’s afraid of getting caught, but at what, I’m not sure.” She buried her face in Galen’s neck and was able to center herself. His scent anchored her to the here and now while the weight of the strange empathetic connection faded. 

She tipped her head back. “Mike, he’s trying to protect himself because of a secret.”

“Are you getting anything more specific?”

She sighed. “It all swirls around. Mental images of his wife, his daughter, granddaughter, Charlotta and me.”

Galen’s muscles tightened. She shoved back to study his face. “You know something.”

He shook his head as Mike continued. “I wanted to bring you in for a briefing on this. But I’ll just tell you now. The DNA analysis was tampered with. Kayla’s comes up unrelated to anyone else in the test group and the FBI isn’t buying it due to some of the genetic markers. Once she and Estelle are located for sampling, the tests will be done again. I want you both back here tonight.”

The samples hadn’t been messed with by accident and the implications were too much to deal with. She moved away from Galen and went to stand at the other side of the table to sort her mail. She began opening envelopes, setting the empties aside for recycling. 

Her stomach churned with the possibilities. What would she do if Kayla was hers? She gritted her teeth. No point wasting energy on speculation. Ignoring the conversation going on behind her, she grabbed her travel bag and headed for the bathroom to empty the contents into the washing machine. 

She went through the ritual of setting up for the next trip. Switched the tiny, almost empty toothpaste tube for a new full one. Did the same with dental floss, soap, shampoo, and conditioner—the new short hair meant she could now get away with just a single tiny bottle of each. It also meant her hairbrush wasn’t constantly clogged with hair. She tossed it into the sink to soak. Reminded she’d left in a hurry last time, she took her at-home brush out of the cupboard to give it a wash as well. As it dropped into the warm water, a chill ran over her skin.

“Galen,” she whispered. She cleared her throat and called out to him. “Galen!”

He shot across the room and down the hall. “What’s wrong?”

She said nothing. Just stood there with a hairbrush in her hand. Water dripped onto the floor in front of her. 

“Liz, tell me what’s wrong.” He took a step toward her.

“It’s empty. He took my hair.”

It took only a moment to make sense of what she was saying. Everything slid into place. “DNA.”

She nodded and carefully set the brush down. “They may still be able to get prints off of it. He would have held the sides to pluck the hair out. I only touched the handle.” 

Galen packaged the brush for ETCETERA’s lab and Liz repacked her travel bag. She hoped she’d be able to go in, have the blood sample taken, and come home, but life was never simple. She zipped the case closed and set it near the front door.

She took an ice cream sandwich from the freezer, and opened a secret panel in the kitchen baseboard. She slid out the laptop and sat at the table, waiting for it to wake up while she savored chocolate cookie and mocha ice cream. 

Galen stood across from her. “What are you doing? We have to leave.”

“Not until the washer stops and I can at least hang stuff to dry. Twenty minutes isn’t going to change anything. For that matter, nothing is going to change no matter what the test results are.”

She sounded convinced, but he wasn’t. If, in the end, Kayla was hers, there’d be a whole new level added to the betrayal by her mother. Plus, it would mean other people knew what had gone on in that house and had done nothing to protect her.

“Stop it,” she growled. I can feel your anger from here. “It’s all in the past, Galen. Leave it there.”

The hell I will, he thought, then pushed it away as he shoved the other concerns onto a back shelf as well. He couldn’t afford the interference. It was more important to keep lines of communication open with her. And at the moment they were anything but. He circled the table, grabbed a chair, spun it around, and straddled it.

“I’m on your side, Liz. Always. I’ll defend you or advocate for you, whatever you need, when you need it.”

Shaking her head, she said, “I know.” She got up, tossed the rest of the ice cream bar in the sink, and ran hot water to dissolve it. “I just want it to be over so I can get on with my life.”

Galen came up behind her. “We’ll get through it.”

We. One little word and everything changed. She didn’t have to do it all herself. One minute alone. The next in his arms. Until... the thought hovered like an unwanted tick in the back of her mind. 

Hannah’s words, a jumble of them from their time together, popped into her head and she let herself lean on him. Share the weight. She looked into his eyes. “I’m going to trust you to be beside me for this.” A lightness permeated her bones. He was really there for her. For her. You’ve got my back. She smiled. You’re my soft place to fall.

Galen’s breath caught in his throat as he stared into the clearness, the openness, of her gaze. He rested his forehead against hers. I’m here. Will always be here. By your side, at your back, wherever you need me to be.

With an open heart, her mouth met his, and she gave him everything, taking what she needed in return. His hands slid up and down her back until settling on her butt, lifting her so she could wrap her legs around his waist as her heart seemed to climb up her throat. This was where she wanted to be. Always. Wrapped up in this man who knew her mind and her heart.

Galen closed and locked the patio door on his way to the bedroom where he lowered her to the bed. There would be no rush, no reverberation of her guilt washing over him this time. She was his. Trusted him.

Clothing came off slowly, piece by piece, and pleasure wrapped them up, held them captive. His hands on her skin, with her mind open, was a revelation. Seeing, feeling, and knowing how each touch felt to her was staggering. Her ripple of want slid through him. Her vulnerability was like an ache in his own heart as he slid down her body, tasting her flesh, adjusting to the echo.

They didn’t hear the door open.

Part 2
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Chapter 14 
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Pain ricocheted through Galen as he lifted his head to look around. It only took him a moment to remember where he was—and to know something was terribly wrong. Gripping the windowsill he dragged himself up and clung to it while the fog in his head cleared. Where was Liz? 

The bed was a mess. One pillow on the floor along with a sheet still tucked in at the bottom. He distinctly remembered a blue cover on the bed. It was gone, too. He wanted to shout her name, but instinct kept him silent.

Dragging on his pants, he grabbed his phone, and hit the panic button. With the line now open, he stuffed the phone back in his pocket, then slipped out of the bedroom and quickly searched the apartment.

Liz! 

She was gone. Patio door still locked. Nothing out there. He spun to the front door, steadying himself with one hand on the wall as he released the lock. 

He ignored his lurching stomach and the flashes of pain behind his eyes as he raced through the doorway. Sharp stabs to his bare feet hardly registered as he pounded across carpet, concrete and pavement while making statements for the benefit of the emergency team.

“Liz MacKenzie. Abducted from her apartment. All clear. Full response.” 

Fuck. His car was gone.

He pulled out the phone and went back inside. “Okay, all clear. I see nothing. Someone’s got Liz. My car is gone. Get Mike on the line and get me some wheels fast.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Please.” 

With the adrenaline punch beginning to wan, his knees weakened and he had to sit. On her couch. Where she should be sitting, not him. Fear squeezed his heart, sending burning acid into his throat. Why the hell would anyone take her?

The call saved him from wallowing deeper. “Galen.”

“Wheels arriving shortly. I want to hear it, beginning to end,” said Mike.

“Not much to tell. We were in her bed, my back toward the door. There was a sharp prick in the back of my leg then I woke up on the floor.”

“Are you injured?”

“No.” He found a goose egg on the back of his head. “Lump on my head, and nausea from either the drug or the situation. My vision’s blurring.” He could hear the clicking of keys which meant Mike was recording everything he said. It didn’t matter, he couldn’t censor his words. Didn’t want to. A clue might be in them.

“You’ve got to find her, Mike. Get the FBI—”

“They’re on it. Full BOLO out on her statewide.”

“Be on the lookout, isn’t enough. I know it’s only for kids, but we have the car info so maybe an amber alert... ”

“Hang on.” There was silence aside from the clicking. “I’ve put in a request to every possible department. Don’t know if it will work or not, but maybe they can make it a go.”

Galen heard sirens. Thank God they were coming in hot. The phone slid out of his hand, and the world faded away.
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Liz didn’t want to wake up. It was still dark and she was cold. She reached for the cover, but couldn’t find it. Consciousness and ugly reality pushed in. She was naked. On a cold and filthy floor. She searched her memory for something—anything—to explain what she was doing there, but all she could remember was making love with Galen. After that... nothing. 

Where was she? Where was Galen? Why couldn’t she feel him, hear him in her head?

Trying to orient herself in the dim light, she groped around and discovered a blanket. Wrapping it around her shoulders, she pushed to her feet and ignored the twinge of nausea. When she found the door, she twisted, tugged and pushed on the handle, confirming what she’d feared. She was a prisoner. Terror clawed at her throat as she pounded and yelled for help. 

Until reason edged in. 

She stopped abruptly and put her ear to the door but heard nothing more than her own ragged breathing. Time to get a grip. Think. 

Galen! She called out to him using their mind link, but even after three more tries there was no response. An eerie chill ran up her spine. If Galen were alive, he’d answer her. Something terrible...

She shut down thoughts that would only lead to panic, and concentrated on what needed to be done.

She closed her eyes, centered herself, and relaxed the muscles of her neck and shoulders. Several long slow breaths later, she opened her senses to receive input from her surroundings. As tension flowed out, very little information filtered in. The only thing she was certain about was the fact that she was alone in the bathroom of an abandoned house. She felt no tingle of electricity which meant no cameras or electronic security. And she was definitely below ground.

The only light was from a narrow slatted vent at the top of the wall. 

Liz ran her hands over the scarred plaster. Her best shot would be the door. She messed with the handle again, just in case, then stepped back, centered her power, visualized what she wanted to happen, then, lifted her right foot, and carefully placed it a few inches to the side of the door knob. She put her foot back down. Ready.

She took a deep breath and on the exhale drove her heel into the door. Pain shot up her leg. She clamped her jaw and set her shoulders. 

“Get tough or die,” she muttered as she switched feet and drove for the sound of splintering wood. 

It took time, but she made progress, while in the back of her mind lurked the worries about Galen and what had happened to him. They’d been together. If she’d been kidnapped, he’d been hurt or worse.

She bit back her tears. No time for that. Shake it off.

Ripping away the last bit of barrier, she finally had a hole big enough to get her hand through, and found the latch.

She made her way down a long, dark hall. Dirty carpets, the dank stench of mildew, cobwebs, and the echo of her movements assailed her. This place had been abandoned for a very long time. The cold floor felt good on her sore feet, but the rest of her body was longing for warmth. Shivering, she tugged the blanket tighter and eased open a creaky door to the welcome scent of pine needles and ocean. 

Liz bolted for the forest and tucked herself behind a big tree. She waited a beat before peering around it at what had been her prison—a decrepit old house on the verge of caving in on itself. The front door hung open. 

Was Galen in there? Her extra perception wasn’t picking up his—or anyone else’s—presence, but she couldn’t leave without checking. 

She raced back and went in through the gaping doorway. Scooted from room to room and found no sign of Galen, but did find some supplies.

The upstairs bathroom yielded pay-dirt. Bad luck my ass, she thought as she gathered several shards of the broken mirror.

She used their sharp edges to cut cords hanging from the curtain rods in the living room and—

Shit. Someone was out there.

Liz gathered the blanket that’d fallen from her shoulders, the shards of glass and the cords, and peeked around the edge of the window. Seeing nothing, she scooted to the door, opened it slowly, tested the air, then made a run for the cover of the trees. 

When an equally spooked doe bounded off in the opposite direction, her relief was nearly overwhelming. Bent over, bracing her hands on her knees, she willed her brain to function before heading down the path.

Light filtered through the trees, highlighting a plant here and a branch there. All very pretty if you weren’t barefoot and nearly naked, running from a place where you were probably supposed to die.

And who the hell wanted her dead? Charlotta? Garcia? Were they trying to protect themselves? Perhaps it was true and Kayla was hers. 

No, never hers. The child had a mother who loved her. That was enough, even if the blood said differently. Estelle had raised her, put in the time, established a relationship.

Liz couldn’t afford to get caught up in the possibilities. Clearly, at this moment what she needed to concentrate on was putting distance between her, the house, and whoever had brought her here. 

When her hike landed her on a narrow strip of beach, she tested the water. Yep, ocean. At least that gave her some idea where she was. Even if she wasn’t sure which ocean. 

The utter stillness of her surroundings accentuated the sound of each tiny wave arriving on shore. 

She strode along the beach as far as she could in each direction, and finding no other routes or anyplace for a boat to dock, she decided it was time to take care of her comfort. She hiked into the underbrush, just far enough to have a view of the water’s edge, then got to work. 

She cut two strips from one end of the blanket and wrapped her feet. Folding the remaining bulk of it in half, she cut an opening for her head, then made holes and threaded the cord down both sides to make a poncho that ended just below her knees. Quite pleased with the results, she cut up the middle to create legs, and used more cord in a crude stitch to give her both warmth and the freedom to sprint should she need to. Not exactly a fashion statement, but better than nothing.

She wove the mirror shards into the blanket where she could reach them quickly. One at the back of her waist, one at the front. Now, she was ready for anything.

She made her way back to the house, skirted what had once been a yard, and headed west—judging by the position of the sun—down an overgrown lane 

Along with the cries of gulls in the distance, she heard the chattering of an annoyed squirrel and spotted him scooting along a branch above her. “No worries, pal. I’m just passing through.”

The trail meandered through the brush as though without a destination, until it finally opened onto a tiny meadow. She hesitated before stepping out of the cover of trees, and scanned for any signs of movement before making her way around the perimeter. She completed a full circle and found only one exit.

The path gradually climbed uphill, but she found the incline scant and barely bothersome. Until the air changed.

Liz slowed her steps, barely inching forward now around each bush and boulder. What she sensed wasn’t human feelings or emotions, or even something alive. Instead, it was large and mechanical.

The forest thinned and the shadows began to lessen. Knowing machinery could mask a living presence, Liz drew out the biggest chunk of mirror, fisting her hand around the end she’d wrapped with a strip of blanket while she’d walked. 

She crept toward a building. A metal sided box, painted in splotches of browns and mossy green, with netting draped over and around it. Netting filled with tree limbs, branches, and leaves. 

Probably some kind of smuggling operation. Or maybe a GrowOp. But there was no smell and GrowOps usually reeked of marijuana. 

Keeping her senses open, Liz circled the outside but spotted no door or opening of any kind. Perhaps there was a tunnel in. Not that she’d bother to look. She was actually a bit relieved to not find an entrance. It meant she could move on.

There was only one new path, and it appeared to be well used. She was optimistic that this would be the route to somewhere she could find help.

Hiking was getting old, and her feet weren’t any less sore. She’d stopped noticing the way the light filtered through the leaves and the lovely earthy smell. The curious shapes of fungus attached to trees and the twisted shapes of the gnarled roots she stepped over were no longer capturing her interest.

The sun was on its downward journey, meaning night was closer than morning. She picked up the pace. Having traveled distinctly downhill for a while now, with the feeling she was about to come out of the woods, she was baffled to find herself at a dead end. Maybe this was a tunnel entrance. 

She scanned her surroundings and saw nothing that didn’t look like the work of Mother Nature.

She closed her eyes, took a couple of slow deep breaths to center herself, and waited. It didn’t take long. She opened her eyes and headed off to the right, hoping the universe wouldn’t lead her into more trouble.

Excitement curled in her belly when she came out at a fork on a dirt road. Taking the path on the right, she discovered a small wharf and a tiny building. The building held nothing but a half-dozen empty fuel containers—the kind you’d take along on your boat for backup—a pair of oars, a couple of old life jackets, and a mildewed canvas tarp. This would do for shelter tonight if need be—a far cry from being wrapped up in Galen’s arms.

No. Don’t go there right now. Unless... Galen! Help me!

Liz waited for what felt like endless minutes but there was no reply. She choked back speculation about what had happened to him, and instead, sent positive energy into the universe, directing it to the man who had become her ocean, her strength. And so much a part of her that she knew she would sense if he were gone. The man she finally realized she loved.

And wasn’t that a kick in the butt. Fight it as she had, she still loved him. Like it or not.
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It was nearly dark when she heard an approaching vehicle. With her heart thudding double-time, she dove into the underbrush, hid behind a tree, then peeked out. 

An old green pickup truck rumbled by, heading in the direction she’d come from. The driver wasn’t looking around at all and the only impression Liz got was of a man with a red beard. She didn’t see a passenger, nor was there anything in the truck bed other than a huge black dog, ears blowing in the wind. 

Once the truck was out of sight, she continued her journey, staying on full alert while she thought about the guy in the truck. 

She doubted he was headed to the house she’d come from, the big hairy dog didn’t fit that picture. His destination could be the camouflaged building, but she’d bet he was going to the wharf to meet an incoming boat. She stopped walking. That’d make him a good candidate to help her.

Retracing her steps, she pondered the wisdom of her move. He might not be a good guy. He could be connected to whoever had left her to die. But if the guy had a Labradoodle, how bad could he be? 

And it was going to be dark soon. Dark in the Pacific Northwest, meant cold.

She adjusted the piece of mirror at her back and practiced reaching for it.
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Chapter 15
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By the time she heard the truck, it was coming into view hell-bent for leather. And she was exposed, to say the least. 

It ground to a halt beside her and the guy reached across to open the passenger door as the dog leaned over to give her a sniff.

“Get in. There’s trouble.”

Well hell. She let her instincts guide her, hopped in, and slammed the door. 

Rescue Guy didn’t bother with introductions. Gravel rattled in the wheel wells as he booted the pickup into gear and sped off.

Liz swiveled to look out the back, not sure if she was more worried about the dog being ejected, or someone following them. But it wasn’t as if she’d seen any vehicles before the truck, so what were the chances there would be one chasing them? What the hell could he be racing away from?

“Are you Liz?”

She clutched the weapon at her waist. “Who wants to know?”

He arched an eyebrow. “The person saving your ass from a cold night and anything else that comes along. How the hell did you end up on the island? Did you come in by boat?”

So this was an island. “I don’t know. I woke up in an abandoned house. Who are you and what are you running from?”

“Tyler. And not from, to. I got a call there was someone at the boat shed needing help, but there was no one there. Must be a ploy to get me away from the house.” He grimaced as he hit a bend in the road so fast she thought they’d go up on two wheels.

She groped for a seat belt but couldn’t find one. Tyler glanced at her. “They weren’t mandatory back in the day this thing was built. I guess I should have some installed. Put the new engine in, but never figured I’d have cause to use this much power.” With a sharp right, they were suddenly engulfed in trees.

Before Liz could think of anything to say, they skidded to a stop in front of an old house and Tyler bailed out, flying toward the house with the dog on his heels. While Liz wrestled her door open and sprinted after him, waves of his anxiety washed over her. She didn’t dare shut down so she’d just have to deal with it for now. 

As she went through the front door, he was pounding up the stairs to the second level.

Liz didn’t follow him. She heard a mixture of male and female voices until a door closed and all sound was muted, as were the emotions she’d felt from him. 

The dog came down the stairs toward her and she realized the size and shape was wrong for what she’d thought he was.

Holding out her hand, she said, “Hello there. I’m Liz.” 

He sat and stared silently as though daring her to come closer. 

“Fine. I’ll just hang here by the door.” She backed toward a bench while keeping her eye on the dog. 

He didn’t move. 

She plunked down and stretched out her legs. What a mess her feet were. The filthy strips of blanket had slipped away to expose dried blood mixed with dirt. A macabre picture, especially with the sunset-pink polish on her toes.

Movement on the creaky stairs had her opening eyes she hadn’t realized she’d closed. Tyler rubbed the dog’s head, then motioned with his hand, sending the creature padding up to the second floor and out of sight.

The silent man in front of her had the kind of body language that shouted confidence. And once she got past the initial impression of blue eyes, red hair, and freckles, she saw the contradiction of laugh lines around his eyes and worry grooves on his high forehead. When his gaze swept down, then back up, his initial expression appeared serious while his mouth quirked.

“Interesting outfit.”

“My new fashion statement. Who are you?”

“Tyler Meyers. And you’re the missing Liz.”

“How do you know about me?”

“Meyers Security does some contract work with ETCETERA, so we got tagged when you were abducted.”

Relief flooded through her at his reference to only her. Galen must be okay. But before she could enjoy the thought, reality slammed into her. He could be dead. “Did they mention Galen, the man I was with when I was taken?”

He shook his head. “Only put out the BOLO on you.”

She fought the panic. “I need a phone. I have to make contact with my handler. I need to find out if Galen’s okay. I need to get out of here. Get back.” She stood up and dizziness swamped her, took her legs out from under her. 

By the time her vision cleared, Tyler was crouched in front of her. “You okay?”

“Stood up too fast.”

“Don’t move. I’ll get you a phone.”

Liz leaned her head against the wall while she waited. She tried to distract herself from thinking about Galen by counting the spindles on the railing of the staircase. By the time Tyler returned with a landline on a long cord, a bottle of water, and a bottle of orange juice, she’d lost count three times and finally given up.

“It dawned on me you probably haven’t had food or water for a while. Go easy though, and start with the water.”

She nodded as she pushed the buttons on the phone. It took three rings to get an answer, but that was the set-up time for an incoming from an unrecognized number. 

The sound of Mike’s voice nearly undid her. He said hello twice before she responded.

“It’s me. I’m safe.” Well, she thought so anyway. 

“Liz,” he said in a way she knew there were others there and he was letting them know it was her. Was probably giving the room a thumbs-up. “Where the hell are you?”

“Good question. I think I’m safe. Do you know a Tyler from Meyers Security?”

“Tyler from Meyers Security?” Again that hesitation. He was either pulling the info up on screen or was asking someone else. “Yep. He’s solid. Tell me you’re not in Texas.”

“Texas?” She glanced at the man standing in front of her. “Where am I?”

“Northwest Washington,” he replied.

“Where exactly?” Mike asked, obviously having heard the answer.

“Where exactly?” she asked Tyler and was a bit concerned when he looked away for a moment as though he was trying to decide how to reply.

“I can’t say exactly. But I’ll have you transported from here in the morning. They can meet you at the Mukilteo Park boat ramp at oh-nine-hundred. I need you to wrap it up now.” He swirled his index finger in the air.

“You catch that, Mike?” she asked.

“Yeah, Mulkilteo, oh-nine-hundred. Are you okay with that?”

“Yes, fine. Where’s Galen?”

“Theo is just bringing him back from the medical center. He’s got an all-clear, no concussion and no residual effects from the drugs they hit him with. How about you?”

She took another swallow from the water bottle. “Just dehydrated.”

Again Tyler swirled a finger, but now his eyebrows were raised.

Mike dropped his voice to nearly a whisper. “Straight up, yes or no. Are you really okay there?”

She trusted her gut with this one. “Yes. I’ll see you in the morning. And Mike?”

“Yeah?”

“Bring me some clothes.”

She disconnected, downed the rest of the water, and cracked open the juice.

“Okay,” she said to Tyler. “Now what? Any chance I could take a shower?” It would make her feel better and give her time to think.

He smiled. “Sure. And I’ll rustle you up something to wear. Not that I’m passing judgement on your outfit, but it could use a wash at least.”

“Ha, ha,” she said as she stood with care, pleased her legs were steadier. 
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A steamy shower, a baggy pair of well-worn jeans, a soft t-shirt, and a cozy sweater made Liz feel much better. But the best part was the soothing lotion for her feet and warm woolly socks. Being able to dry her short hair in mere minutes was a bonus she still enjoyed.

Opening the bathroom door, she found the dog stretched out in front of her. He stood and walked away, so she followed him to the kitchen where Tyler was sitting at the table working on a laptop. He glanced at her over the screen. “Hot soup in the crock pot. Just give it a stir and help yourself.”

There was a single bowl and spoon beside the pot, so she didn’t bother to ask him if he wanted some too. She set what looked and smelled like vegetable soup on the place mat across from where he sat. When he didn’t look up, she ate in silence, savoring every mouthful. She thought about seconds, but decided she’d wait.

After rinsing the bowl and putting it into the dishwasher, she asked, “Would you mind if I had another water?”

Tyler looked up, blinking as though confused. “Sorry, what?”

“Water? May I?”

He waved toward the fridge. “Make yourself at home.”

She took a bottle for herself, offered him one, but he shook his head. His silence was beginning to get to her. She opened her senses, hoping to get some kind of a read on him, but he was completely locked down.

She’d had a hell of a day and being ignored when she desperately wanted some answers threatened to push her over the edge. “I’m sorry to bother you with chatter, but after the day I’ve had, I’d really like to ask a few questions.”

He sat back. “Sure.”

“Where am I?”

His gaze narrowed. “I can’t tell you that.”

She bristled. “Why not? You already told me this was an island.”

“You’re in a safe house and I can’t divulge the location. There’s someone here under our protection.”

She half-laughed. “I have the highest possible security clearance. Trust me, I won’t run around blabbing.”

“I’m sure that’s true. But judging by your appearance when I picked you up, I’m guessing you arrived in this area under strange circumstances. Perhaps you’re being used,” he held his hand up and stopped her defensive reply. “My team suspects you’ve been planted here and someone is going to try to mine information from you once you leave here.”

Liz frowned, her gut twisting as she contemplated exactly what had happened to her.

“Add in the fact that I was sent on a wild goose chase this afternoon and miraculously happened upon you trudging down the road. Doesn’t that have an odd ring to you?” 

Liz’s heartbeat quickened. “But it wasn’t easy for me to get there. I’d been walking for ages, tried different trails, doubled back a couple of times. I even hid from you when you drove by.” She thought about the way he’d driven getting back here. She really wasn’t sure she’d be able to find this place again. But she did have a clear picture of the outside of the house. Instincts and training had her taking a mental photo when they’d arrived.

“What if I’d stayed hidden and continued up the road? Would you have let me in if I’d found this place?”

“An alarm would have gone off long before you got here. Then you’d have been picked up and taken to a nearby house. I only brought you back here because of the dupe. I’d been given false information that took me out of the house so I was focused on getting back here asap.”

Liz’s frown deepened. “You left your charge here unprotected? You even had the dog with you.”

“My brother Nathan was here with Stick. But because we’ve got a freeze on wireless coms right now, I got my ass back here. I couldn’t just leave you there, so I took a chance.” He shook his head. “I don’t believe in coincidence, so I’m convinced you were put here to bait us into making a mistake, and quite possibly so they could get their hands on you again and you could lead them here.”

“Gotta say I’m starting to agree with you,” she said.

“Why don’t you tell me how we ended up meeting, then we’ll see if we can figure out the strategy behind the ploy.”

She told him about waking up in the tiny bathroom and using her feet to break down the door. They agreed that she’d been expected to escape. When she told him of the building she’d found with the camouflaged exterior, he did nothing more than nod and prompt her to go on. In the end, they agreed the entire situation smacked of a set-up and there was a good chance she was at risk of another abduction attempt. Which was why he was keeping all information about his clients from her.

Liz began to feel very comfortable with Tyler. He had a sharp and suspicious mind, plus he spoke of the family security business with utmost respect, and on top of it all, seemed to have a good understanding of both ETCETERA and the extra-sensory perception of many of their agents.

“Do you know Grace Taylor?” he asked.

Liz smiled. “Of course.” She inclined her chin. “How do you know her?”

“She’s a distant relative. My aunt is Grace’s father’s half-sister.”

Grace’s father was dead. “You know Isaac? The famous psychic?”

Tyler’s smile was slow. “Testing me? Nicely done. But I’m well aware he was a choreographer and died several years ago. Violently. Shortly before Grace joined ETCETERA.”

“Fair enough.”

They both jumped when a door slammed upstairs. Tyler said, “Stay here,” and took off to investigate. Liz did as she was told, but swung her chair around, putting her back to the wall.
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Chapter 16
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The dog suddenly appeared in the doorway and stared at Liz.

“Well, hello,” she said.

He blinked. No welcoming tail wag. But no growl, so that was promising.

She held out her hand, but he didn’t even look at it. “Not terribly social, I see. Is that because you’re supposed to keep me from going upstairs?” She got up and started toward the doorway, but the crafty canine turned broadside to block her way, which is when she saw he had a short tail. Odd, the things one failed to notice in stressful situations.

“Well okay then. I suppose I’ll just stay here.” She wandered to the window, but there was nothing to see except the emptiness of a screened porch.

“Hello.”

She spun around. The man with his hand on the huge dog’s head was someone new. “Who are you?”

“I’m Nathan. This is Stick.”

Well, that answered one question. She’d wondered if Stick was the name of the person they were protecting.

“So, not the same dog I met earlier?”

“That would have been his brother, Puck.”

“Puck and Stick? Seriously?”

Nathan chuckled. “Our nephew the hockey nut named them. We were on an assignment when the puppies arrived. By the time we got home, they’d adjusted to their names and we didn’t have the heart to change them.”

“I still haven’t figured out what breed they are. First I thought Labradoodle, then Bouvier, but neither is a perfect fit.”

“BRT, Black Russian Terrier.”

“That’s a new one to me.”

He rubbed the dog’s head. “It’s a cool breed. Intensely loyal.” He gave her his full attention. “Tyler filled me in. I’ll be your ride home tomorrow. Is there anything you want or need before I take Stick outside?”

She shook her head. She’d just sit and puzzle for a while. Wonder about these people. Why they were a part of her journey. If there a purpose other than getting her home.

Dropping her here so she could identify this safe house seemed plausible when Tyler said it. But now, not so much. She didn’t get grabbed out of the blue by a passing stranger every day. She’d been in her own home, behind locked doors, making love with Galen. Her heart fluttered at the memory, but her skin chilled when she remembered the malevolence in the air when they’d first walked in.

It was a fair assumption that the person who kidnapped her had been in the apartment earlier. Chances were he’d rigged the lock so he could get back in. Or could he have been hiding in there? No, Galen had checked, and the feelings had dissipated.

So someone had been in before them, come back later and drugged them both at exactly the same moment? How could that be possible? 

Mike mentioned concussion. Galen had taken a blow to the head. But still—

Her thoughts were interrupted by Nathan’s return. Liz studied him while he secured the door, then asked, “Have you been in the security business for long?”

He nodded. “Grow up surrounded by the family’s business and it feels like you’ve been at it forever.”

She chewed on the inside of her cheek for a minute. Opened her mouth to say something, then closed it before the words came out.

Nathan smiled. “Go ahead. Ask.”

“If you had to render two people unconscious at the same time—“she hesitated—“and they were in the middle of making love. How would you do it?”

He rubbed his face, hiding his expression. “Depends on the positions. Can I ask?”

She looked him square in the eye. No way was she going to say the word missionary. “He was on top. Anyone coming into the room would have been behind him.” 

He squinted in concentration. “How far away was the door?”

“About ten feet.”

While he thought about it, she had the crazy urge to hum the Jeopardy jingle. She shook off the moment of idiocy—the need to not feel what she was feeling as she remembered what had happened.

“I’d dart him in the back of the thigh. It’s a good spot for a zing of pain because the average guy wouldn’t give it much thought past oh shit, a cramp. Plus, those muscles would be working and therefore guaranteeing the drug got into the system quickly.”

“Okay, that takes care of him, but—”

“Depending on her position, if her legs were... well anyway, the assailant might have to wait until the drug starts to work on the man before he darts the woman. Or, he could wait until the guy collapses on her.”

“That’s just about the way I had it figured. But Mike said Galen was getting checked out for a concussion, so I’m wondering if they started out with hitting him over the head.”

Nathan frowned. “Possible, but maybe while he was unconscious from the drug, he was shoved out of the way and landed on the floor. Might have whacked his head then.”

“True enough.” She sighed. “Not like any of this makes a difference now, but...”

“It always helps to have an idea what happened to you. That way you can process the whole event and the results. Too bad Quinn’s not here. He does amazing debriefings. Treatment and prevention of PTSD is his specialty. He’s taught all of us to work through the shit when it happens and not tough it out and shelve it. Our teams go through heavy debriefs—” He tapped his forehead—“as I’m sure you do as well. Sorry, I’ll get off my soapbox and change the subject.” He scratched the back of his neck. “Making a jumpsuit out of the blanket was good thinking.” 

She raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t see you.” 

“I was watching the security feeds when you arrived, and I packaged it for evidence.”

“Evidence?”

“I’m sure one agency or another will be investigating what happened to you, and preserving chain of evidence is something we do out of habit.”

“No worries. And yeah, ETCETERA is vigilant. I’ll need to turn everything over to my handler tomorrow. Speaking of which, you do realize they’ll be trying to pinpoint where I am, so don’t be surprised if there are low-flying aircraft around tonight.”

“Not a problem. It’s always good for us to be tested. Find out if we’ve missed any holes.”

Nathan left her then, telling her the entire lower floor was hers to roam as she wished. He went up the stairs, but Stick stretched out across the bottom.

She poked around the living room, until settling into a soft chair with a magazine from the pile on the table. She flicked through the pages, seeing little as she was lost in thought. The puzzle she was trying to work out was the feeling that the house had some kind of psychic barrier.

When she’d followed Tyler in from the truck, she’d clearly felt his emotional backwash. Yet once inside the front door, there was nothing. Not the slightest twinge to her empathetic sensors. Not from the men, the dogs, or the person upstairs under their protection. And while she generally didn’t feel adults under normal circumstances, she could usually pick up something if she worked at it.

She shook her head and continued flipping pages. Was it because of their connection with Grace that they’d established technology to barricade themselves from others with enhanced reception? ETCETERA had been working on such products for years. Perhaps they were already being marketed to a select group or being tested in the field through outfits like Meyers Security.

Whatever the case, not picking up emotions left Liz feeling off-balance which was just weird because up until very recently, that had been the norm if there were no kids around.
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Galen wasn’t buying the coincidence. “What are the Feds saying?”

Mike stayed seated at Liz’s kitchen table where he had his laptop set up. “They got no evidence from here, and your car is still missing. They have no leads on Estelle and the girl. They’re looking at the grandfather, but as of the last report, they aren’t making any headway.”

“What about Garcia?”

“Apparently he’s been questioned and eliminated as a suspect.”

Galen shook his head. “And Charlotta?”

“According to Foley, they’re convinced she’s withholding information, however they had no choice but to release her. She’s under surveillance, and they’re sharing all information with us. As he put it, if she farts, we’ll know about it.”

“What’s your gut say?”

“I say Charlotta is the key. The FBI have been through her financials backwards and sideways and aren’t buying her investment prowess.”

Galen stopped prowling around. “I could go down there and work her again, but I’d rather be here for Liz in the morning.”

“You’re staying here. To the best of our knowledge, Liz is safe, and we want to keep her that way. The team will become her bodyguards the minute she’s back with us because I’m willing to bet whatever is going on isn’t over. Not by a long shot. For her to show up in one of the Meyers safe houses smacks of a set-up. And if they won’t disclose the location, you can bet it’s a safe house. Our own Grace Taylor is connected to the Meyers family and I’m waiting to hear back from her, hoping she’ll be able to get me an inside line on the operation.”

Galen tipped his head. “Grace is a telepath. Does Meyers use extras?”

“Not that they talk about, but anything’s possible. From what I’ve seen, they’re pretty straight up. Lots of special forces types among them.”

“Then they should at least be able to keep her safe.” He glanced at his watch. Still more than twelve hours until he could put his hands on her and know she was safe. Meanwhile, he could try to stay busy. Remembering her load of laundry, he switched it to the dryer. Then went to the bedroom.

“You said they were through with everything, right?”

“Yep.”

“Good.” He gathered all the bedding and stuffed half of it in the washer. Back in the bedroom, he opened the window to draw in fresh air and let out anything bad she might get a feel for when she came back. Then he dragged out the vacuum cleaner and did the floors. Time still moved sluggishly. Sweeping the rooms with a critical gaze, he could see nothing else to be done.

“I suppose I could wash your car, Mike.” He said with a half-laugh.

“I guess there’s no point in me telling you to sit down and relax until Juanita and Thomas get back with the food?”

“I need to keep moving.”

“What you need to do is settle. Take a couple of deep breaths and focus. Revisit your interviews with Estelle and Charlotta. See if anything stands out now. Maybe something we didn’t focus on at the time because we were concentrating on finding Kayla.”

Galen flopped onto the couch, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes.

“Breath deep,” coached Mike. “Clear your mind.”

“Just shut up and let me work,” said Galen. His replay of slipping into Charlotta’s mind was unpleasant, but he paid particular attention to her train of thought. He’d been pressing for information about Liz’s father. There’d been mental snapshots of half a dozen men. He slowed, considered each one and where they fit.

He recognized Garcia, as well as Estelle’s father and brother, both of which he’d only seen in photos. There were two other men around her age and several older. But now he wondered if she’d been playing him. Intentionally thinking of a collection of men so he wouldn’t be able to pinpoint Liz’s father. Yet she’d also clearly tucked thoughts of one stranger away, as if to protect him. Galen still didn’t know the identity of that man. Frustration snapped at the edges of control. For all he knew, she didn’t know the identity of her daughter’s father.

When Galen switched gears to review his talk with Estelle, he found nothing but a mother’s fear for her child. The only mental images were of Kayla in trouble, bent, broken and afraid.

Twenty minutes later, when Juanita and Thomas arrived with subs, pizza, soft drinks, and fried chicken, he shelved the project. He could go back to it later as he doubted he’d be able to sleep tonight.
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The bedroom Liz had been given on the ground floor didn’t have a window. Yes, it was for her safety, but it reminded her of waking up to find herself trapped in the abandoned house. 

She lay on the bed and tried to think pleasant thoughts. Consciously relaxing her muscles wasn’t working. She’d started at her feet and worked upward, only to find as she concentrated on her shoulders, her lower back was tense again.

Admitting defeat, she grabbed a pillow and the quilt off the bed, crept down the hallway, and stretched out on the couch in the living room.

“You okay?”

She sat up to get a view of the doorway. Tyler was absently rubbing Puck’s head.

“I hope you don’t mind if I sleep here. There were no windows—like that room I was in—and I just couldn’t settle.”

His mouth twisted. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t thinking. You want anything?”

“I might hit the kitchen for something to drink later. Or should I do it now so I don’t make you get up again when the sensors go off?”

He smiled. “I’m on watch ’til two, then Nathan will be up, so it doesn’t matter. One of us will check on you.”

She shrugged. “I’m curious. I didn’t see or feel anything. This house looks old, but it’s got a setup very similar to something I’ve only ever seen in the experimental stages. I’m an empath.” Hannah had insisted she start owning who she was. No time like the present. “I also have some developing telepathic tendencies, yet inside this house I feel and hear nothing. I didn’t even sense your approach.”

“We’re testing a prototype. Designed to block any kind of communication beyond audio and visual.”

“Then how can your sensors work?”

“We had to build motion sensing into the floors and walls, using something similar to the seismic cables used to detect border runners.”

“Interesting. Got to be worth a fortune.”

“Much of the cost was absorbed by the manufacturer as this is a test site. It’s way beyond what we’d be spending, and we’re not even a likely buyer, but we’re useful as testers, so it’s interesting to say the least.”

Liz yawned and Tyler said, “Looks like you’ll be able to sleep now. I’ll be in my office, so don’t hesitate to give a holler if you need anything.”

“Thanks.”

Man and dog disappeared down the hallway.
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After being woken at five in the morning, Liz wasn’t surprised to be hustled out of the house at six. The amazing part was exiting via a trap door in the basement. The tunnel was tall enough to stand upright, but too narrow to walk side-by-side. 

When Tyler said, “Puck, to the boat,” the dog skirted past Liz and into the darkness. “We’ll let him lead the way so the lights will come on for us,” he said, indicating that she should go next.

Tiny night lights illuminated their way as they were activated by the dog. She tried to keep track of all the changes in direction, but there were too many offshoots and alcoves to keep track of. She estimated they’d hiked for nearly an hour before emerging into a boathouse. 

She stared at the beautiful yacht. “Wow. This thing is massive.”

“Seventy-two feet. With two big staterooms below, lots of common area, and an enclosed deck.” 

Once on board, Tyler led the way down narrow carpeted stairs, opened a door, and nodded for her to enter. The room was nicely done with dark wood cabinets, the floors and a built-in sofa were a pretty pale apricot, and the bed was a vision in turquoise, with a quilt and pillows in various shades. “Nice.”

“Our clients will also be on board, so I have to ask you to stay in here until we reach your destination.”

She walked over and opened the latch on the porthole. It would be a tight squeeze, but she could get out if she had to. “How long will I be in here?”

“About two hours.”

“Okay. But I could use a magazine or a notebook or a deck of cards or something.”

He smiled. “The cabinets beside the sofa have everything you may need, including a small fridge filled with drinks and snacks. The head is on your left.”

She glanced at the door and nodded. “Okay then. I guess I’m ready.”

“We’ll be underway in about twenty minutes.” He pointed to the intercom alongside the door. “If you need anything, please use this to call us. Nathan and I will both be able to hear you.”

She nodded as he backed out and closed the door. She didn’t much like having to stay down here, but would comply. After all, they’d been nothing but good to her. And really? She had no interest in the other passengers. All she wanted was to get home, see Galen, and know he was all right. Then she’d worry about what had happened and why.
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It was only seven. Galen had two more hours to kill. Well, only one and a half before they left for the meet point. Mike, staying on Liz’s couch, had kept him from pacing the rooms throughout the night, but since he’d left to pick up Grace, Galen had nearly worn a path from room to room. And the pacing had allowed him to sort out the details, the things he hadn’t paid attention to while interviewing and mining the thoughts of Charlotta and Estelle.

Estelle’s errant thoughts had been about her husband’s connection to Charlotta and whether they had anything to do with Kayla’s disappearance. Galen had put that down to the same suspicions his team had expressed.

Charlotta’s thoughts had been so scattered they’d seemed random, and he’d attributed them to the alcohol in her system making her unable to hold a train of thought. But now, those random snippets were his focus. There’d been a flash of thought about a ring. An old-fashioned seal ring.

He’d spent hours last night trying to come up with a picture of the actual emblem from the flash of thought, but never got a clear image. All he had was gold with a braided outer circle.

Now he tried to remember what had come before and after that moment. He’d had his hand on her leg. She’d looked down and had what he believed was a memory of someone else’s hand. He’d thought she was anticipating what she wanted, him slipping her panties aside. But in fact, in that moment with the ring, the hand had grabbed and ripped off a swath of hot pink fabric. It was not the color panties she’d been wearing that day.

So it had been a memory. It may have been triggered by the similarity of situation or by thinking of the men who could be Liz’s father.

Another spark of memory had occurred when his pager had gone off, interrupting them. The picture that had flickered into her mind had been of a man reaching for a cell phone, again with the same ring visible, but not clear enough to identify the emblem.

Frustration dogging him, he stopped trying and distracted himself by stopping his prowling long enough to check the fridge. He opened the freezer to be certain there was ice-cream for when Liz got home.

The arrival of Mike and Grace was accompanied by a telepathic warning. Coming in, Galen.

The door opened and he was surprised to see Hannah was also with them. Greetings were brief, and the women settled on the sofa while Mike took his place at the table and Galen stood by the window.

Hannah was the one to begin. “I had a vision last night and called Mike. I’m not sure if I can make a difference, but he’s letting me muscle in.”

“Plus,” said Mike. “I had a call from Foley. They’ve received some unexpected help from Garcia. Something he’s confessed to puts a whole new light on things.”
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Chapter 17
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The pitch of the idling engine changed and the floor beneath Liz’s feet jerked as the boat got underway. She scrambled up on the sofa to have a look through the porthole. There wasn’t much to see besides a shoreline of rocks and trees because mist over the water obscured any other view.

She settled back down to her game of solitaire and flipped cards idly, not really paying attention. Her mind wandered. Thoughts of Galen were jumbled together with the lessons Hannah had been so determined to impart. 

There she’d been, taking life one day at a time, and whammo, she’d been drugged and left to rot in a deserted house. The memory of a peculiar taste in her mouth when she’d come to niggled at her and stirred up something buried long ago. Almost like the odor memory she had from being under anesthetic. Just walking into a hospital made her sweat as though re-experiencing the pain of a broken arm and appendicitis. 

A shudder ran through her and she focused on the cards in front of her. Flipping through the deck, she wondered how many times she’d missed moving the ace of diamonds.

She set the cards aside, got up, and went to the porthole. At least she could use the smell of the ocean to wipe out the other memories. There still wasn’t much of a view besides a few other boats, but the salty mist blowing in was wonderful. Standing there on the sofa, she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes, imagining she was back on the Oregon coast. The engine noise took away from the moment, but still, she began to feel almost centered again.

When the boat suddenly stopped, her eyes popped open and she grabbed the edge of the porthole to maintain her balance. She heard shouting just as an unmanned jet ski rocketed past her restricted view.

Even before she heard Tyler, her instincts told her there was serious trouble. His voice came through the intercom. “Lock your doors and don’t let anyone in until you get the all clear from Nathan or me.” 

Then she was startled by Kayla’s voice whispering through her mind. What’s going on?

Instead of responding to the girl, she went to the intercom. “Tyler, what’s going on? Can I help?”

“Just going to pick up some guy who fell off his jet ski. But we’re not taking any chances. I’d prefer the staterooms stay locked.”

Liz.

Kayla, where are you?

In the stateroom with my mom.

You’re being guarded by Tyler and Nathan?

Yes. Mom said we needed protection from someone outside our family, so she hired these guys to keep us hidden for a while until everything gets cleared up.

We need to be quiet now so I can keep an eye on what’s going on topside. I’ll talk with you in a bit.

Okay, my mom doesn’t like that you’re here, but I told her it was okay because she suits me better so she doesn’t have to worry about me leaving her for you.

Liz swallowed hard. Sounds good, kiddo, now stay quiet for a while, okay?

Okay.

Liz took a gulp of ocean air and tried to concentrate on the activity outside.

When she saw a dark figure just below the surface of the water, her heart kicked into overdrive. She watched him swim out of sight and thought about her options.

Slipping out the porthole and into the water didn’t seem like a good choice, nor did making the announcement over the intercom. Staying put wasn’t going to work, so she chose the only other possibility.

Twisting the handle slowly, she pushed the door open about an inch and peeked out. Nothing. Good. 

She crept up the winding stairs into the galley, grabbed a couple of knives from the butcher block and a can of cooking spray. The too-big jeans and belt were coming in handy. She stuffed the spray can into a pocket, a knife into the belt at the back, and held the other knife in her hand as she made her way toward the back of the boat.

Peering from behind the hot tub, she could see Tyler and Nathan bent over a man lying on the deck at water level. The two dogs were sitting back as though they’d been ordered to stay.

If she called out, both the Meyers men would take their attention off of the stranger. Even the dogs would be distracted. She chewed the inside of her lip, wishing she’d grabbed a kitchen mallet so she could bop the swimmer on the head when he appeared over the side. And she was certain he would appear shortly.

Now was as good a time as any for an experiment. 

Puck! she called with an internal voice. The dog slowly angled his head as though searching for the source of the call.

Okay, she probably should stick to what she knew. Tyler. It’s a trick. Be careful. She couldn’t read anything in his body language. Nathan! Behind you!

Again, no response. 

She heard a sound behind her. Oh hell. She spun in time to see the man with his hand raised. She dove to one side, but it was too late. Sonofabitch. 
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Galen suddenly whirled around, searching for her. “Shit. She’s in trouble.”

“What is it?” Mike demanded. “What did you hear?”

“I had a flash of anger and panic and then she went dark. She’s hurt.”

Grace dug out her phone, hit the buttons. “Make contact with Tyler and Nathan. Something’s gone wrong. I want a location.” She nodded. “Get back to me. Give me somewhere the ETCETERA crew can start from.” 

She clicked the OFF button and addressed Mike. “All things being normal, they should be halfway between Heron Island and Mukilteo launch. Can you put us on the water Mike? Or over it? You can’t land a helo on the boat, but you can get close enough to board.”

“Let’s go,” said Mike. He tapped his phone as they made their way to the cars. 

Grace answered her phone and updated the entire team. “The Perennial is an hour in the wrong direction. When they left Heron Island, they headed northwest instead of southeast. Meyers can’t raise them, and travel speed is far faster than what would be considered normal.

“Meyers’s backup is an hour out. They’ve contacted Border Services, Homeland, and the Coast Guard, but there is technically no incident, so everyone is on standby. Crew on board are Tyler and Nathan, plus Liz, and the client they’ve been contracted to protect. A mother-daughter you actually know. Estelle and Kayla Garcia.

Galen’s chin dropped and Mike growled, “What the fuck?”

He grabbed his phone and made a call. “Foley, we’ve got a situation. Liz was found by Meyers Security very close to one of their safe houses. The house being used to hide Estelle and Kayla Garcia. They were coming by boat to deliver Liz to us in Seattle, but something’s gone wrong. The boat is—” He nodded at Grace. 

“The Perennial. A seventy-two foot motor yacht registered to Paradise Holdings.”

“You catch that? Good. It’s heading northwest, away from its destination and Meyers can’t raise the crew. We’ve got a helicopter and a boat meeting us at the Barnie Spit Launch in twenty minutes.”

Foley obviously had plenty to say. Mike nodded a couple of times. “Yes, yes, and yes. But they’re only standing by for now. I’m sure you can change that.” His smile was grim. “Yeah, that, too. Keep me in the loop.”

Mike clicked off and pointed to the cars. “Let’s just take two to the Spit. Thomas and Juanita come with Grace and me. Galen, take their car and Hannah.”

Grace raised an eyebrow as the others headed for vehicles and Mike responded with, “She’ll keep him sane and at least partially under control.”

“I’ve never worked with Hannah. She’s clairvoyant, isn’t she?”

“Depends on your definition. She has visions, but can’t see into the future crystal-ball style. She recruited and trained Liz. Their bond is deep. She showed up today because she had a vision of Liz being attacked. What she saw didn’t include a boat, but she said there was a black dog. That mean anything to you?”

“Tyler and Nathan each have one. Where the guys are, the dogs will be.”
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Galen concentrated on winding his way through early morning traffic. “What do you know, Hannah?”

“Nothing specific. Only that you and I are a part of what is happening and what will happen to Liz. I’m not sure of our roles, but we’ll be there with her when she faces something that will rock her to her soul.”

“Will she be all right? I understand we can’t change anything, but can we help her?”

“Our being there when she needs us will be all we can do at that time. But what I don’t know is, how she—and we—get to that point. What’s happening right now is only leading up to the eventual scenario. All we can do is follow our instincts.”

He flexed his fingers on the steering wheel and sucked in a long harsh breath when what he wanted to do was yell obscenities and punch something. When he had to stop for a red light, he glanced at Hannah. “I fucking hate feeling helpless.”

“Then don’t. Revel in your strength. Commit emotionally and physically to getting her back. Whole. Don’t undermine your abilities with doubt. And don’t underestimate your mate.”

His brow furrowed and she smiled. “She is your mate. You’ve known for a long time. She’s been a bit dense about it so concentrate on making the time so the two of you can blend properly. The light’s green.”

Returning his visual focus to the road, he mulled over her words. Saw the worth of her advice, shook free of the doubt, and fear edged away of its own accord.

“Tell me about her, about her beginning with you.”

“Not my story to tell, my friend. Suffice to say, she was a street kid with a chip on her shoulder. We met and something clicked between us. It took nearly a year to earn just a kernel of her trust. But it was worth every long hour that didn’t feel like forward progress. Sometimes now, I look at her and can’t believe she’s the same person. But the bare bones of that kid are still there, under the strength.”

“I thought her trust issues were just about me and the way I get information from women.”

“I think what you mean to say is, you thought she just had an issue with you seducing other women while you were sleeping with her.”

He shook his head. “Well, I suppose that’s more to the point. I bet you’ve never been accused of mincing words.”

“That’d be a good bet. Knowing now what happened to Liz, about how she was violated, do you get the similarities? Her privacy, her mind, her person, and her trust were violated by her mother and Garcia.”

“You can’t put what I do in the same category. The women are consenting adults, willing partners.”

“Willing to share their bodies with you, but you take from their minds without their consent.”

“It’s still nothing like what she experienced, Hannah. I tap into their thoughts. I do no harm and I help save innocent children. How can you liken that to what happened to her?”

“I don’t. But it’s possible that the morality of it could bother Liz. Even on an unconscious level.”

He sighed and shook his head while his hands gripped the steering wheel hard. “I like you and I respect you, but I think you’re off base with this.”

“I hope I am, but you need to know the direction her thoughts might go.”

“Thanks. I think.” He ran a hand around the back of his neck. “I’ve never thought much about moral issues. Children’s lives were all I cared about. ETC uses my skills as a last resort, and I’ve got to say, even with what you’ve said, there’s nothing, not one thing, I’d have done differently on a single case.”

“That’s good. I believe in you and know you as a kind, generous, and caring man. I just wanted you to see what you do from a different angle. Some would say you exploit women. But instead of exploitation, I see manipulation for a good cause. You do no harm.”

Neither spoke again until they arrived at Barnie Spit. It was deserted at the moment. Not even a cyclist or a dog walker to be seen. Not surprising on a cold, dull day. At least it wasn’t raining. Although the way the mist lay over the water, anyone on a boat would get soaked.

When the other car parked alongside of them, everyone got out. 

Grace was the first to speak. “The Perennial’s sensors are still pinging a northwesterly route, but the fog has thickened so HQ is no longer able to get satellite video. And we still have no contact with the crew.” 

“And the fog is also preventing use of a helicopter,” added Mike. “However, there’s a SEAL team doing special training at Whidbey. Foley is fairly certain they’re going to sign on and help. Meantime, here come our rides.”

Two trucks with boats on trailers pulled in to the wide parking area. One stopped, the other swung around quickly and backed down the ramp. The truck’s passenger hopped out and waved to the team. “Who’s on board this one?” he asked.

Galen stepped forward. “Hannah and I, if it’s okay with Mike.”

Mike glanced at the group. “I’m better off doing communication and coordination from land. Thomas and Juanita ride on boat two.”

Grace nodded. “I’ll stay here as the Meyers contact.”

Galen and Hannah climbed on board, the rig was backed into the water, and the boat released from the trailer. In less than a minute, the engine was rumbling like an angry dinosaur.

“Strap in,” shouted the driver as he pointed the craft toward the horizon and started picking up speed. “Can’t go full-out because of low visibility, but I’ll give it all I can. I’m setting course for the latest location. Mike said he’d update the lat and long as soon as he gets the next report. It won’t make a lot of difference though, because, for now, we just need to get between two land masses so the straight line will be our only option for a while.” 

They settled deep in their seats as the craft created for racing and adapted to special forces rocketed across the water as though about to take flight, the  roar of the inboards preventing conversation.

Galen?

His eyebrows went up and he turned to stare at Hannah. I didn’t know you were telepathic.

It’s not on my resume, so don’t be sharing. You need to work on linking with Liz. We could use her help right now.

He nodded and began to call. But there was no response.

Hannah put her hand on his arm. Stop pleading, for heaven’s sake. Let her know how freaking annoyed you are.

He worked up some anger by thinking about what he’d do to anyone who hurt her. Put a growl in his voice, and ordered her to report her status and location.

Nothing happened.

Hannah touched his arm again and this time when he turned his attention to her, she signed with her hands. Told him she’d stay off of the telepathic pathways so she wasn’t creating interference, which meant he’d have to keep her up to date with any developments. He nodded and kept trying to reach Liz every few minutes. 
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At first it was only noise as his voice blasted into her mind. Then she could make out his words. Liz. Report. Status and location stat!

She was too dazed to respond right away. She lay still, trying to get a handle on where she was and what was going on. There were voices. Muffled but with a hint of anger coming through.

“I’m not leaving without her.”

Liz puzzled over the voice. Kayla? She lifted her head and swore softly as pain shot through her skull, and she suddenly remembered a blow to the head and what had been going on before that.

She glanced around and discovered she was back in her stateroom and the door was closed. She could hear the ship’s engines and could tell the boat was moving. She sat up with care and was pleased her head didn’t take offense. While making her way to the porthole, she let her senses roam to see if she could pick up Kayla’s emotions, trying to get a read on what was going on.

While a glance out the porthole told her nothing, Kayla’s fear, anger, and defiance certainly suggested there was still trouble on board. She tried her door and wasn’t surprised to find it locked. At first she felt the edge of fear, but it only took a moment for it to morph into anger. Someone. Some moron had the gall to lock her up again!

Obviously, they didn’t know who they were messing with. She started with a survey of the bathroom, and, finding a vent, she unscrewed the cover. Damn. The pipe was only about eight inches across. 

Back at the porthole, she contemplated her options. The ocean would be damned cold, and survival after about twenty minutes could be iffy. Could she slide along the hull and get to the boarding platform at the back? 

But what about Kayla and Estelle?

Kayla, don’t let on I’m talking to you. Are you okay? 

Yes. 

Is your mom okay? 

Yes.

Are you locked in your stateroom?

I think so.

Liz tipped her head. She wasn’t sure? Hmm.

Are you and your mom alone?

Yes.

Without raising any suspicion, can you tell me what’s going on?

Silence stretched for a minute.

Okay, I’m in the head. Some men say they are going to take us to Abuelo. My grandfather. But my mom doesn’t know them. And I don’t want to leave you here because I’m afraid something bad will happen to you. The men hurt Tyler and they told Nathan if he didn’t lock the dogs in the engine room they’d toss them overboard.

How do you know what happened, Kayla?

I could tell when you left your room, so I followed you when my mom was in the head. I saw him hit you, but I covered my mouth so he didn’t hear me, and I crawled under the table. But my mom came out yelling for me and I was busted.

Liz couldn’t help the smile. The kid was plucky. Do you know how many men?

I saw two. They’re both wearing wetsuits, or I guess they’re drysuits. I don’t really know the difference, but they’re both in black and have their faces covered, too.

Do you know where Tyler and Nathan are?

No, the men made us come downstairs. My mom’s calling me. I have to go back out.

Okay, kiddo, I’ll try to find a way to fix this mess. She wanted to tell her not to get off the boat, but didn’t want to put her and Estelle in more danger. Still, leaving the boat would be wrong. The odds for survival plummeted when an abductor took a victim to a second location. She had to press the point home. 

Kayla, you and your mom need to stay on the boat. It’s better if we all stick together.

I’ll try.

Do better than try. Put up a fight. Saying the words made her cringe because she feared it would get Kayla hurt if she fought, but hurt would always be better than dead.

Liz leaned against the wall and shook off her fears. Not the time or place. She was on her own to fix this mess so she’d better hurry up and get her shit together.
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Chapter 18
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Galen was prepared to react when the guy at the helm suddenly shut down the engine. The ring of a cell phone cut through the silence in an eerie way. The driver answered, listened, and stuffed the phone back into his pocket.

“According to Meyers Security, they have The Perennial still traveling northwest, and it’s picked up speed. We’re about thirty minutes behind her now, and unfortunately, the fog is still interfering with any visual data. That was the entire message.” He reached down to the console and the mighty engine roared to life once again.

Galen was glad the noise prevented conversation. Hannah’s expression said enough. He signed that he was going to continue trying to reach Liz, then closed his eyes and concentrated.

This time, he began by visualizing Liz and imagining his hands sliding up under her shirt, caressing the smooth skin, then using his mouth on the same path. She’d be arching upward by then. That’s when he’d dip down inside the waistband just far enough to tease. The Liz he knew, the uptight and annoying yet sensuous and uninhibited woman would want more. So he whispered how he’d touch her next with his teeth, his tongue and his hands. 

And the result was an ear-splitting grin when she responded.

Jesus, Galen, knock it off already. I’m trying to concentrate here. 

His Liz was alive and well.

Unsure if he’d made a sound or it was just her intuition, he could tell by the look in Hannah’s eyes, she was aware he’d made contact. She tapped her ear and tipped her head toward him.

Just contact, no info yet, he signed.
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Relief washed over Liz to know that backup was coming. But it was short-lived. They were too far away. The kidnappers would probably be making a move soon because, according to Galen, The Perennial was approaching Canadian waters.

She looked at the rope she’d made from tearing bed sheets into strips about two feet wide. The blankets had taken more work as the only scissors she’d found had been in a first aid kit in the bathroom. She’d torn several towels in half as well, so her rope was a good eighty feet long. She connected it to the hinges of the porthole cover with wire coat hangers and adhesive tape.

Galen hadn’t liked her idea, but he’d had no other, so she’d gone on with her plan. And now she was ready.

Galen, I’m heading out now.

Be careful.

Kayla?

Yes?

If the men seem to be going to open my door, you do everything you can to stop them. I mean everything. Stick your finger down your throat and puke on them if necessary, you hear me?

Euwwww.

Liz grinned.

Ya gotta do what ya gotta do, kid.

I’ve got your back, Liz. The serious tone put a lump in Liz’s throat as she checked the knot at her waist, gathered all the rope she could, and squeezed herself out the window. Now she knew what that last scrape of toothpaste felt like.

And to make the experience just a little more interesting, there was nothing to grab hold of on the outside of the hull, so she simply slid down the side and into the water. As she let out the cloth, the force of the water grabbed her and dragged her toward the back of the boat.

There was no time for anything but reaction now. She swung an arm up and around one of the posts at the edge of the diving platform, and managed to hook one leg around another post. The fingers still gripping the rope were in the water and quickly growing numb from cold. While she hung there blinking salt water out of her eyes and searching for the strength to heave herself over the edge, the water continued to rip at her without mercy.

She hooked the slack of the rope up and over, and made it taught, hoping it would help her with leverage, but it didn’t. Annoyance climbed in alongside fear and fueled her next attempt while her muscles screamed and for a moment, she lost her grip and feared she was about to slide to the end of the rope and be fish food, dammit.

That near-slip spawned an idea.

She could do this. Galen. On the count of three, I need you to pour me all the strength you’ve got. 

One. She turned her head up away from the water, and sucked in a huge breath. Two. She lifted the leg wrapped around the pole and braced her foot. Three. With a gargantuan effort, she pushed her foot against the post, levered her knee and hip forward, dragged the other leg out of the water, and heaved herself over the side of the platform.

Seconds ticked by while she tried not to give herself away as she got her breath back and brain cells began to talk to one another. Specifically, they pointed out the source of heat that was threatening to make her a useless ball of mush. 

You can take your hands off my ass now, Galen.

Spoilsport.

Men. She lifted her head and took stock of her surroundings while untying the knotted fabric and saving several lengths. She stuffed them into the back of her soggy pants and removed the small scissors from the pocket. Better a wimpy weapon than none at all. 

She crawled the few feet separating her from the engine room door and reached for the handle.

Two black noses shoved through making her glad she’d thought to lean her body against the door as she’d opened it. She hooked a soggy length of fabric to each collar before letting the dogs out, then wondered at her foolishness. Maybe it would be better if they were free to just bound up onto the deck and surprise the men in black. No, better to have some control. 

They strained against the makeshift leashes, yanking Liz up the short flight of steps to the deck. She managed to pop her head up first and survey the area before the dogs dragged her the rest of the way and then split, one going left and one right.

She hauled them back while she took stock. The sliding doors were closed and she couldn’t see anyone inside, which likely meant they were up above, steering the boat, or down below, discovering she was missing. 

Saying a silent prayer, Liz slid the glass panel aside and promptly lost control of both Puck and Stick. They lunged into the salon and split up, diving toward their masters who were hogtied on opposite sides of the room.

Tyler was looking at her, so she went to him first. She cut the duct tape that held him to the table bolted to the floor, then freed his hands and feet. She left him to rip the tape from his mouth.

Stick never let up licking Nathan’s face, trying to wake him up, while Liz made short work of his bindings.

“He awake yet?” Tyler asked as he rooted under cushions for an apparent stash of weapons. He’d already stuffed a lethal-looking black gun into the back of his jeans, and strapped a smaller one near his ankle. Next, he produced something sawed-off and automatic.

“You proficient?”

She nodded and he passed her an old standard, a Beretta M9. He held out a second one. “For Nathan when he’s more awake,” he said, glancing at his groggy cousin. “They drugged him, so chances are he won’t be much help for a while.” He checked his weapons again. “I’m going up. I’ll leave the dogs with him. I need you at the stairwell so nobody can get to the civilians below.” Before he slipped up the circular stairs to the bridge, he gave the dogs a hand signal that had them both parking their butts alongside his cousin.

From the look of him, Nathan wasn’t going to be able to defend himself anytime soon. No way Liz was leaving him like this. All someone had to do was pitch him overboard and he’d sink like he had concrete shorts.

Kayla?

I’m here.

Everything okay, kiddo?

Mom’s lying down and I’m pretending to do a word puzzle.

Have the men been down there?

Nope. Where are you?

Upstairs. Things might get dicey in a bit. Is your door locked?

Yes.

Good. You stay safe in there unless you hear from me, okay?

I’ll keep my ears, well, my mind open.

Excellent. Keep working your puzzle. Liz smiled. Did you just roll your eyes?

Kayla’s snicker said it all.

I’ve got your back, kid.

Liz found herself a semi-hidden position where anyone coming down the stairs would miss her at first glance. She settled in to wait, the weapon heavy in her lap, and was giving Galen a brief update when the chaos began.

Later, Galen. Something’s going on.

Wait.

Can’t.

She blocked his connection so she could concentrate on the sounds coming from overhead. Thumping, banging, scuffling, and finally, a big crash. But no gunfire. Her heart banged against her ribs. She was a crack shot on the range but had never in her life pointed a gun at a human. Or any other living thing, for that matter.

“What’s going on?” mumbled Nathan.

She watched him push onto his knees, lean on the cushion of the seat, then roll himself onto it until he managed to sit up.

She scooted to his side. “Pal, you’re better off on the floor.”

He swayed. “Something wrong... Need to help.”

“No,” she hissed. “You need to be quiet.” With a shove, she forced him to settle back down between the dogs. “And stay put so you’re not in the way,” she whispered, then scurried back across the room.

Just in time as footsteps came down the stairs. It was Tyler—closely followed by a man in a black diving suit.

When Tyler stepped slightly to one side, Puck launched himself through the air. The gun pointed at Tyler’s back swung toward the charging dog. Tyler dropped to the floor, Liz squeezed the trigger, and a blood-curdling scream filled the room.

*
[image: image]


Galen had slammed his fist on the side of the boat when Liz cut him off. He’d started to shove to his feet but thought better of it. He plunked back onto the seat and muttered obscenities, stringing together a loosely connected series of words until Hannah grabbed his arm and shouted in his ear. “What the hell’s going on?”

“I don’t fucking know.” He yelled back. “She said there was something happening, then cut me off. She’s in trouble. I can feel it in my gut and can’t do a goddamned thing about it.” He glanced at his watch. “If nothing has changed, we’re still at least ten minutes away.”

Hannah flinched.

“What?”

“Gunshot.” 

Just one word, but the look on her face nearly stopped his heart. He thrust to his feet, reaching for the boat’s pilot, but Hannah stopped him by latching onto his belt. He swung toward her and she motioned for him to sit, then leaned in so he could hear her. “Leave him be. This thing goes any faster we’ll be airborne.”

“Is Liz okay?”

“I don’t know. Somebody’s shot, but I think if it was her I’d feel her pain, not her anguish.”

Nine minutes later, out of the fog there it was, dead in the water. A huge white yacht with The Perennial splashed across the back in green lettering decorated with orange flowers. Their driver throttled back and they slid toward the diving platform.

Galen kept his voice low. “After I board, get this thing far enough away to stay safe.” He tossed Hannah a shadow of a salute, climbed onto the side of the boat, and made the leap. 

With his back against the engine room door, Galen slipped his weapon from its shoulder harness as he listened for sounds from above. Hearing nothing over the idling engines, he crept up the steps, sticking close to the furnishings as he made his way to the sliding door. Once it was open, he stepped through and the sickening smell of blood assailed him.

A visual sweep of the room revealed a pool of blood on the floor near the base of the stairs to the bridge. 

He hesitated and called out.

Liz.

Nothing. Up? Or Down? Wheelhouse or staterooms? The yacht still wasn’t moving, someone could be at the helm, or not. He slid open the door to the interior and listened. Not sure what he was hearing, but there was something, he headed down the stairs and edged his way along, keeping his back against the wall. There were drops of blood seeping into the carpet, so whoever was injured had come this way. His heart thumped hard as he mentally shouted her name.

Damned ornery woman was still blocking him—he hoped that’s why she wasn’t answering. Refused to think of the alternatives.

When he reached an open doorway and glanced inside, he was shocked by what he saw. Two men on the floor of a bathroom, one leaning against the wall near the toilet, pointing a handgun at him. The other was half-in and half-out of the shower, with a small pool of blood under his shoulder.

Luckily, Galen recognized the man with the gun from the photos Meyers Security had shared last night.

“Nathan, I’m Galen from ETCETERA. Where’s Liz?”

The weapon was lowered. “Last I saw, she was out cold on the floor upstairs. We had to step over her to get down here.”

Shit. She hadn’t been there when he came in. “Where’s your cousin? And this guy’s partner?”

“Tyler was headed for the bridge. Going after him. Estelle and Kayla are below, locked in their room.”

“Looks like you’ve got this handled,” he said. Spinning on his heel, he headed back the way he’d come. Started up the stairs to the bridge, but halted abruptly when he came face-to-face with a large black dog’s bared teeth.

“Hey there, pal,” he said with nonchalance. The dog’s low growl said he wasn’t buying the friendly attitude. Didn’t help being on eye level.

Galen sat on the step, lifted a hand toward the black beast and held his ground while his skin was duly sniffed. Hopefully, the dog wouldn’t be offended by the adrenaline pumping through his pores. His patience was about to run out. He slipped a hand toward the collar but the dog backed away, then trotted up the stairs.

Following closely, Galen rounded the end of the stairwell and found himself only steps away from where Liz lay on a padded bench with a man leaning over her. It was Tyler.

“You the cavalry?” he asked. 

“Yep.”

“She’s starting to come around,” Tyler said. “Got a head’s-up from Grace that you’d boarded.” 

Which was a good thing, Galen thought, noting the automatic weapon pointed his way. 

“What happened?” He eased closer. Put his hand on her leg. Liz. Wake up for me now.

“Not sure. She took out the perp, then screamed like she’d been shot herself, and crumpled to the floor. That was a good fifteen, maybe twenty minutes ago. I had to leave her to take care of the other half of the pirate pair. But she hasn’t moved since I got back to her.”

“She fired the gun that wounded him?”

Tyler nodded. “Brilliant timing. She’s deadly.”

Galen nodded. “She has empathetic abilities, so I’m guessing she felt the shot.”

“I was afraid of that. My sister’s affected that way, but her attachment is with animals. Knocks her sideways if she doesn’t have someone to anchor her.”

“I can probably help Liz now, so if you want to deal with other stuff...”

“Thanks, but I’ve dropped anchor, and I duct-taped asshole number two to the rail. The dogs are watching him.” He grinned. “Payback’s a bitch.”

“What about the shoulder wound?”

“Grace has a chopper on the way.”

“Great. The other person on my boat, Hannah, could probably use a hand getting on board.”

Hannah spoke from behind him. “What, like I’m not young enough or agile enough to make a hop between boats?”

He chuckled. “Sorry. Was just trying to be kind.”

She worked her way between them and visibly flinched when she laid a hand on Liz’s forehead. “Why don’t you two go find something to do and let me work on her?”

Annoyed to be sent away, yet knowing Hannah was likely what Liz needed, Galen went outside with Tyler and left the women alone.

Liz woke to Hannah’s voice in her head, a warm hand on her cheek, and the sharp hum of someone else’s pain running through her veins. Her first attempt to speak was thwarted by the tension in her jaw. With conscious effort, she relaxed her facial muscles, forced her eyelids to part, and swallowed. “Hannah.”

“Right the first time. How’s the head?”

Liz winced. “Shoulder. Like a punch. Fire from front to back.”

“Not the first time you’ve felt the agony of another.”

“True. How is he?”

“He’ll live. I lessened his pain,” she said as she rhythmically moved her hand over Liz’s shoulder, neck, and forehead in a way similar to Reiki. “Yours should be easing now as well.”

The noise and sharpness of the ache evaporated like rain on a hot day, leaving Liz feeling lighter. She tried to sit up but Hannah’s quiet, “Not yet. Close your eyes and let me finish this,” kept her in place.

She laid back and felt her muscles slacken under Hannah’s magical hands. It wasn’t the first time she’d experienced the other woman’s power. Crazy awesome skills she didn’t like to talk about. Would deny if pressed.

Galen watched from the breezeway, wondering at the secrets in the older woman’s eyes when she lifted her gaze to meet his. She didn’t shoo him away, nor did she invite him to join them. So he waited. Felt an odd growing strength within his own muscles as he studied the movements of Hannah’s hands while the stack of silver bracelets slid up and down her arms. 

“Come in here now,” she commanded him. “You’ll need to learn a few basic techniques so you can help her if I’m not around next time.” She smiled. “I’m fairly certain you’ll always be close by.”

“A prediction?”

“An observation.” She took his hand, laid it over the back of her own, and continued moving up, over and around, all without actually touching Liz. “Do you feel the flow of the movement?”

“There’s a kind of musical rhythm.” 

She beamed. “Spot on, first out. Although not surprised, I’m impressed. You also have gifts you keep to yourself. A wise practice, but you need to share them with this woman, as you’ll share everything else about yourself. She needs something solid so she can allow herself to believe.”

“She,” muttered Liz, “is right here and she can hear you.”

“Of course you are. My words are to benefit both of you, girl. He needs to know how to ease your pain. The physical and the emotional.”

“No pressure,” he said. An instant and horrifying vision of Liz experiencing someone else’s agony caused a burning sensation between his shoulder blades. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to keep her from that kind of misery.

“As a telepath I can block. Don’t empaths have the same kind of control?”

Hannah nodded while her hand continued to lead his. “Similar. But Liz, having recently begun to open her heart to new possibilities, left herself vulnerable without knowing some of the consequences.” Her smile was wry. “Partly my fault. I prodded her to open up. To accept love in her life. To risk being hurt.”

He was watching Liz’s face while Hannah spoke. Saw the flicker of acknowledgement in her eyes, the softening around her mouth, and his heart thudded.

Liz savored the non-touch of Hannah’s hand. Cool and smooth, yet packing a wallop of energy. Content to lay still and simply absorb what she needed, Liz marveled at the tension weaving its way outward from her shoulder.

Inner strength bloomed in the sunlight of love emanating from the two most important people in her life. Her breath caught. Well, wasn’t that a telling thought? Oddly though, she wasn’t having the usual response. Instead of the claustrophobic feeling of panic, she felt only comforting warmth and euphoria. She gave herself a mental full body shake.

“You playing with magic again, Hannah?”

“Love is magic,” she answered.

Before Liz had a chance to respond, Galen held up a finger in a universal motion for silence. He tipped his head to the side. “Incoming,” He mouthed before taking off to the outer deck as the sound of the chopper increased exponentially.

By the time the gunshot victim was packaged and airlifted, and The Coast Guard arrived to take away the uninjured prisoner, Liz was mobile, and plans were quickly made. 

She declined the invitation to stay on The Perennial, opting instead to ride what Hannah referred to as the Rocket Boat, back to Seattle, and was glad there was little opportunity for conversation during the short trip. When Galen draped his arm around her and she found herself leaning into him, it wasn’t about sex. 

She closed her eyes to soak in and explore something incredibly foreign. Comfort. She knew how to dish it out. Had been doing so for years. But mostly to strangers. Children in danger. Children she’d never connect with again after the rescue, after she got them back to their parents.

But she was a much better pitcher than catcher. She didn’t accept consolation from anyone. Ever. Not even from Hannah. She didn’t do dependence. She didn’t need anyone making her feel better. She was in charge of looking after herself. Period. Yet this felt right. She snuggled in and allowed herself to ride the feeling it for as long as it lasted.
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Chapter 19
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By the time they’d debriefed at Liz’s apartment and everyone left for their own home bases, Liz was exhausted. The one-on-one with Mike had been harder than usual because she had that new layer of feelings she didn’t quite understand. And Mike’s instincts had led him to poke and prod at her until she spilled her guts. His training in PTSD prevention was spot-on as always, and he kept her from shelving what she didn’t want to deal with. Made her admit to the fears she’d faced when she woke up in the abandoned house.

He’d asked her outright how she felt about being on the boat with Estelle and Kayla. Demanded she put into words how she was affected by their continuing on to an undisclosed location with the Meyers family for protection. Her answers had been a surprise to both of them. Because Liz finally admitted her mixed feelings—her wish for the DNA test to prove her daughter hadn’t died was at war with wanting no connection to Garcia’s family. 
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When Mike left, she closed the door with a sigh, turned, and bumped into the ice cream sandwich Galen was holding out to her. She felt his smile as she wiped the damp spot off the middle of her t-shirt. 

He peeled back the paper wrapper and passed her the treat. Such a simple thing, yet her heart rose in her throat. 

“I love you.” She stared into eyes dark with emotion.

His gaze stayed steady on hers. “Why now?”

Her vision blurred. “You brought me ice cream,” she said and the tears spilled over.

“Come here.” He wrapped her up in his arms, held her pressed against his heartbeat. “All it took was a freaking ice cream sandwich. Go figure.” 

Liz nestled her face against his throat and inhaled his earthy scent. “Galen,” she whispered.

He drew back just enough to meet her gaze. “Liz?”

“My ice cream’s melting.”

He laughed, gave her some space, then laughed some more when she lifted the somewhat messy handful. She took a bite, sighed, and murmured, “Still just right.”

Galen wanted to scoop her up and make love to her for the next few hours, but even though, once again, she’d said the words he’d waited years to hear, he sensed she had more to say. So he waited. 

“You didn’t listen. When I was talking to Mike, I watched you put in the ear buds and crank the volume. And you haven’t tried to slip into my mind.” She tipped her head to the side. “Don’t you want to know?”

He led her to the sofa and tried to drag her down onto his lap, but she pulled away, went to the kitchen, and fished out a bowl and spoon for the remains of her ice cream.

She sat cross-legged on the couch beside him. “Accepting solace and affection is a new concept for me so you’ll have to be patient for a while.”

“With you, I’ve learned a whole new level of patience, lady.”

She savored another spoonful with a heart-stopping smile. “That’s good.” The smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. “The two men taken off The Perennial have been identified as private soldiers, and the FBI has made no headway in their questioning. Speculation over who they were working for and exactly what their mission was is still wide open.” She scraped the bottom of the dish, then set it on the end table.

“Mike and I agree that based on what’s happened so far, the most obvious suspect is Kayla’s grandfather, Alfonso. But his motive is the big unanswered question and they still can’t find the man.”

Galen went with his gut. “Supposing Kayla is in fact your daughter, perhaps he’s suspicious and simply trying to protect his family. Or, he’s known all along. He may have financed Garcia’s payments to Charlotta.” Her face remained expressionless. “Kayla’s growing insistence about her connection to you may have been what forced Alfonso to intervene.”

“These are exactly the points Mike and I talked about. And one other thing. Because I carry the birthmark, it gives Charlotta proof that Enrique was my father, which is ammunition to bleed the family for more money.”

When she began to rub the back of her neck, Galen pushed her hand aside and worked the knotted muscles. “If Enrique was your father, and if Kayla is yours, that makes her Estelle’s niece.”

“No. She’s still Estelle’s daughter, no matter what the DNA tests reveal.” She faced him, took both his hands, and locked her gaze on his. “I’m solid on this. Even if we get confirmation that she’s the child I carried, she will always be Estelle’s. Never mine. The person I am, who I’ve become, has nothing to do with her. The fact that I was raped and a child was conceived has nothing to do with who she is.” She squeezed his fingers. “I have no memory of the conception or the birth so they don’t have a part in my life. Can you understand that?”

She was solid and he didn’t doubt her. He lifted her hands to his mouth and ran his teeth across her knuckles before planting kisses on both palms. “Yes, I can. Because I love you and I believe in you.”

“Good.” She rose to her knees, slipped her arms around his neck, and kissed him.

Her taste, as always, started a fire in his belly. He leaned back, taking her with him until he was flat on his back with her stretched out over him. Her mouth moved to his jaw and then his ear, and she whispered, “I love you.”

“Enough to make love while there’s a guard outside the door?” he asked.

She lifted up so she could rest her forearms across his chest and stare into his eyes. “Did you have to say that?”

He grinned. “Hey, I’m the guy who got shot in the ass with a tranquilizer dart.”

Her eyebrows went up. “Which is why I’m currently on top? So it’s my sorry butt in the air this time?”

His hands slid down to cup her cheeks. “Nothing sorry about this.”

She sat up to straddle him and apply just the right pressure to make him groan. Shall we take this to the other room? Put a bit more space between us and him?

You got a lock on that door?

Nope, but we can slide a couple of knives into the doorframe.

Works for me.

She hopped off and headed for the kitchen.

He followed her, wondering how long it would take before their hyperawareness eased, before they stopped waiting for someone to surprise them. And in the back of his mind, Hannah’s words lingered as well. 

Liz’s body was already humming in anticipation, so when Galen came up behind her, crowded her as she tried to open the knife drawer, she leaned back into him. He slid his arms around, settled one hand on her belly, the other on her breast. With his mouth on the side of her neck, he completed the sensation of being completely enveloped.

Then his hands moved. One across, the other down. Heat swept through her. She reached up and back, encircled his neck, and drew his mouth to hers. Tongues tangled as his hand slid under her clothing and into the fire. She exploded and he swallowed her scream.

Long moments passed before her legs were steady and she wasn’t depending on him to hold her up. “I thought we were going to the bedroom.” Her words were husky and low.

When she turned in his arms, he lifted her onto the counter, and settled himself between her legs. “I’ve grown an affinity for your kitchen.” He tugged her t-shirt over her head and she tossed his aside. Focused on tasting the warm skin at the base of his throat while she undid his belt and pants, she barely noticed when her bra disappeared and then her jeans.

All conscious thought ceased as their minds and bodies became one.
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They were curled up together on the sofa when Mike called to tell them the details had all been worked out and the relocation process would begin in two hours. A code imbedded in the conversation let them know their transportation would actually be there in thirty minutes. Before Mike hung up he said, “We’ve got a solid lead on Alfonso, and the FBI hopes to pick him up shortly.”

“Great. Let’s hope that makes any other mercs he’s hired stand down.”

“We’ll assume otherwise and stay on top of security. Take care.”

“Back at ya,” said Liz as they ended the call.

“Do you have anything needs doing before we leave?” Galen asked her.

“Nope. Watered the plants last night. Repacked my go-bag as soon as I got home. I’ll just hit the shower—”

He was grinning. “No point wasting water.” He tugged her along behind him, closed the bathroom door, locked it, and slipped a knife into the doorjamb for good measure.

An hour later, they were in the air over Seattle in a military helicopter, bound for Whidbey Island. There they’d board an airplane for the trip to the East Coast where they’d hole up at Grace Taylor’s country inn known as Paradise. A vast acreage boasting every imaginable amenity from mineral pools, to stables, and private bungalows, plus a level of security within its impressive stone walls to rival that of the Pentagon.

ETC agents knew of Grace as a bit of a legend. A maverick of sorts. She often worked with ETCETERA, yet never for them. She had mad skills as a telepath, with a particular affinity for children in need. Having worked with her on several missing children cases, Liz found the woman and her telepathic husband Logan, awe-inspiring. 

Would she and Galen ever have the same kind of synchronicity? They did have a similar skill-set. Perhaps while they were at Paradise, she could talk to Grace.

Galen’s hand on her knee brought her back to the here and now. You were frowning.

She leaned over as far as her safety-belt would allow and put her head on his shoulder. Sorry, just thinking of the weeks to come. 

Contemplating weeks spent alone with me makes you frown?

She slid a hand up under his shirt. Definitely not. And was pleased to feel his heartbeat quicken. It annoys me that this situation is keeping us from working. What if we’re needed on a case? What if a kid can’t be found while some screw-up is keeping us from helping out? How long can we stay out of service?

She felt his chuckle against her hand. Making us sound like a washer and dryer.

Ha, ha. I’m serious.

I know you are, but there’s nothing we can do at the moment. So why not just enjoy ourselves for a while? Swim, ride, fool around, get married, and fool around some more.

Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped as she leaned back to stare at him. Speechless. She blinked. Tried to muster a response, but nothing came. 

Not exactly the reaction I’d hoped for. He reached over and lifted her chin to close her mouth.

Still the synapses refused to fire.

He brushed her bottom lip with his thumb. Say something, would you?

She blinked a couple more times, shook her head as though trying to clear away cobwebs, and sucked in a big breath. Wow.

That’s it? Wow?

Well, wow, holy shit, and what the fuck? Is that better? She rubbed her damp palms on her jeans. You can’t just throw something like that out there in the middle of a sentence.

I’ll get on bended knee and do a proper proposal after we land if I have to, but I didn’t think you’d be into that.

In spite of great effort to hide her amusement, the smile escaped. The guy was such an idiot sometimes. But she loved him. The fact that she felt love at all had joy bubbling up inside and overflowing as gentle laughter.

Now you’re laughing at me?

She put a hand on either side of his face, kissing him soundly. You’re an idiot. And I love you. Amazing how much easier those words flowed now.

They landed and changed aircraft several times before finally arriving at Paradise in the stillness just before dawn. Two sets of crossing headlights guided them in, and as soon as Liz and Galen were safely beyond the reach of its rotors, the tiny black helicopter lifted off and disappeared into the dark sky.

Liz?

The voice was distinctive, but one she hadn’t heard before, at least telepathically. Grace?

“Welcome,” she said, stepping into view. “My car is this way.” She led them toward the lights and waved to the other driver. “Thanks, Caroline. I’ll see you later.”

As they got underway, Grace said, “You’ll be staying in one of the private cottages.” She waved a hand toward what almost looked like a castle. “At the moment, we have seven girls living at the Inn—all of them rescued from human traffickers. They’re learning English and preparing for life in America. And I should warn you, they have various levels of telepathic skills as well, so be aware that they may be listening when you least expect it.”

Galen chuckled. “So for now, we’ll have more privacy if we communicate verbally.”

“Exactly.”

“Are they fragile?” asked Liz.

“No. They’re strong girls. But they have known abuse, and humanity with other-than-kind intentions. So while you don’t need to tippy-toe around them, it would be best to use care when you cross paths—which you will if you go anywhere near the stables. They all adore the horses.

She smiled. “I’m proud to say, that many of our rescues have chosen to stay on as staff members as well.”

Liz nodded. “You provide such a wonderful opportunity for them.”

“It was my father’s dream to make a safe place for the lost, frightened, and abused to heal. We have similar setups around the country. ETCETERA, Interpol, and others also use our facilities.”

“Impressive. No wonder you only consult with ETCETERA. You’ve got a lot on your plate.”

Grace’s smile was visible in the light from the dash. “I like to think of myself as a choreographer without a stage.”

Galen had been a silent presence in the back seat until now. “Liz doesn’t know about your connection to Meyers Security.”

She nodded. “Tyler, the man you met, is my aunt’s nephew. We have a very convoluted family due to my grandfather, a world traveling polo player. He had a weakness for the ladies and fathered children in many countries. His progeny—as far as we know, there were eighteen children—have popped up everywhere. To date, my father and Julia’s father are his only American children we know of. And the icing on the cake? My grandmother just became his third wife.”

“On that note.” Galen grabbed Liz’s hand. “We’d like to get married while we’re here.” 

“Galen!”

“What? I thought you agreed.”

Grace chuckled. “Once you’ve had some time to talk, let me know, and I’ll help you with whatever you decide you need.”

After Grace showed them around the lovely private residence, she left them to enjoy the meal warming in the oven.

Galen wasted no time. “Don’t you want to marry me?”

Liz went to the fridge for a couple of beers and passed him one. “That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

“You’re bulldozing me, dammit. Just back off for a minute and maybe we could have a conversation.”

He took a long swallow of beer and set the bottle on the table. “Okay. Let’s talk.”

She met his stare and held her position. Waited him out. This was Galen. The man she was in love with. A man with a gift for communicating with women through seduction. A man currently not communicating well at all, so she used her internal voice. In spite of the fact that I love you, I think you’re an idiot.

He shook his head. So what the hell’s the problem? Aren’t people in love supposed to get married?

“Supposed to? Seriously? Just like men are only supposed to seduce their own significant other. Does this mean you’re going to quit your job?”

He tipped his head back and made a sound that was half-growl, half-groan. “I can’t believe we’re right back here.” Maybe Hannah was right, but he had no idea how to handle this. “Are you saying my job is the only thing holding you back?”

With her elbows on the table and her face in her hands, Liz wished she knew how to deal with her mangled emotions. But she didn’t. Yes, she loved him and, yes, she would like to get married. Was she reacting to being taken for granted? If he’d asked her instead of making an assumption, would the subject of his job have even come up? Or was it the truth buried inside of her, a lack of self-confidence that drove her to mess this up? She needed to know. He needed to know.

“I have issues.”

“I hate that word.”

“Fine. I have insecurities regarding any kind of relationship. My mother, the one person I should have been able to trust, the person I loved in spite of the way she sometimes treated me, betrayed me in every way possible. I guess I’ve never fully recovered.”

He got up from the table, pulled her out of her chair, and led her to the living room. He left her standing alone in the middle of the room while he sprawled at one end of the leather couch. 

She shrugged and settled on the other end, curling her feet up underneath her and cradling a bright blue cushion in her lap. Galen’s face was unreadable and his mind’s door was firmly shut. She smothered a sigh.

“Talk to me, Liz. Help me understand what you need.”

“There’s the problem. I don’t know.” She waved a hand. “I know that sounds like a cop-out, but it’s not the way I mean it.” She sucked in a deep breath and released it ever so slowly, then just let the words come.

“I didn’t know that the world, as I knew it—my home life—was seriously twisted. I’d learned early on that pleasing my mother made life good. And by good, I mean it wasn’t awful. Because when she wasn’t happy with me, it was awful. So I tried to always do what I was supposed to do. What she’d conditioned me to believe was right, normal, and necessary.

“I tried to have friends, but she’d point out how flawed they were, how it wasn’t normal for their mothers to want to meet her. Claimed it showed that they had no clue how to be a parent. They obviously hadn’t raised their children to make good decisions on their own. She’d laugh and say how it was their husbands they should be checking up on because men couldn’t be trusted. 

“She’d make sure I knew that the men she brought home had wives. She referred to the wives as slaves trained to do their laundry, raise their children, and cook their dinners. Women who treated sex as a duty.

“She’d laugh and talk about the skills she had, the ones that made men putty in her hands. She said I’d be a good pupil eventually, but she was saving me for a special project.” Liz shrugged.

She unwound her legs and stretched them out in front of her as she began to relax. “Charlotta, preached her mantra often and was proud of being the reward a man earned for putting up with a needy wife. She believed in herself and her so-called vocation. She swore she was doing the world a service by keeping men happy and marriages intact.”

She met Galen’s steady gaze. “She freaked right out when one guy said he was going to leave his wife for her. After she sent him away that night, she marched back and forth across the living room screaming at me. Saying things like, ‘How the fuck does he think he’ll be able to look after me if he’s paying alimony?’  and, ‘Why the hell would I tie myself to a loser like that?’”

Liz held out her hands. “It’s not that kind of thinking that’s making me hesitate. Well, not mostly—although, it was pretty clear to me from the time I was eight that men with what seemed like normal families, would still come to Charlotta for sex. But my problem isn’t about you and sex. Not really. It’s about being expected to do something. As though, if I marry you, it’s about keeping you happy.”

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I can’t fucking believe I’m following this.”

“I’m not saying it wouldn’t make me happy, too, but that’s where the asking part would have helped. I do love you. And I want a forever with you. But I really need some level of discussion so I can make a decision.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re not just ignoring the elephant are you?”

She shook her head. “I think the fact that I can say I love you should give you some solace. In order to say the words, I had to accept your job and come to grips with the reality of your hands on other women. My own history with men gives me some insight there.”

Galen’s shoulders went back and his expression was one of disbelief. “Your history? You’ve used seduction on the job?”

She felt the smile and couldn’t stop it growing into a grin. “Well, look at you all possessive and alpha male.”

While his jaw worked, she could almost see the wheels spinning in his mind. She could relent and relieve him of the incorrect assumption, but she’d had some rough hours along the way in their relationship and she wasn’t ready to give up the bit of a glow she was getting from his reaction.

What she’d meant was, the fact that she’d found herself in love with him meant that she did trust him. Because there had been others before him. Like a young man she’d buddied up with when she’d lived on the street. There’d been sex and companionship and a feeling of security. Yet after they’d been together for a year, when he wanted to move on to a different town, she’d felt no urge to go with him. 

In the years since, she’d had sex with men because she felt like it. Men who’d awakened her body to pleasure, but no one she’d had any yen to see long term. And here she was now, wanting to spend the rest of her life with this frustrating man.

Galen watched the emotions flit across her face and quickly gave up trying to figure out what was going on in her mind. Meantime, he worked at extinguishing the flames of jealousy threatening his objectivity. No point making himself even crazier by envisioning her with someone else.

He tried a different approach. “If you could live anywhere on the planet, where would it be?”

Her chin tipped up and her eyes shifted left. “Beside the ocean.”

“Which one?”

“Any ocean. I love the rhythm of the waves. Sort of like a heartbeat.”

“If I had a place at the beach, say like the one you were staying at in Lincoln City, would you come and stay with me?”

“Of course.” She grinned. “The best of all worlds. You and the ocean.”

He leaned back and propped his feet on the old bench that served as a table. “Good answer. I own the cottage you were staying in.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep. Does that help? Now will you marry me?”

“Well, finally a question instead of a statement.”

“What does that mean?”

“All my life, well, until I was on my own, I was told what to do, what was good for me, what was expected of me. Luckily, I loved horses and that fit my mother’s plan. But I also wanted to learn to dance and she wouldn’t allow that. I loved to sing, too, but that wasn’t appropriate for her purposes. I wanted to be a veterinarian, but she wouldn’t let me take science classes in high school. Instead, I had to take literature and history because she was grooming me to get a liberal arts degree.”

“But you’re an adult now. One with a fabulous gift and a job where you can use it. Are you happy with that?”

“Absolutely. But the shame and blame are hard to let go of.”

“Do it anyway. Hard isn’t a reason to give in to that crap.”

Leaning his head back against the leather, he sighed. “In spite of all your weirdness and insecurity, or maybe because of it, I still love you. I want to be married to you. I want to work and play with you for the rest of our freaking complicated lives.” He stared at her for a minute, then slid to his knees on the floor in front of her. He took her hands and placed a soft kiss on the inside of each wrist.

“I love you,” he said quietly. “Please will you marry me?”

Liz desperately wanted to make him happy. To give herself to him completely. But she knew herself. She cupped his face, lowered her mouth to his, and whispered, “I love you and I want to marry you. But I need to wait.”

“You tell me when.”

“Once this case is wrapped up and the questions are answered.” Because by then he would know everything about her. After that, if he still wanted to marry her, she wouldn’t hesitate. 

“Deal,” he said, and his mouth met hers, devouring any more words she might have said.
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The next day, they explored the manicured grounds of Paradise on foot, and then they took a couple of horses for a long ride on the perimeter trail.

Liz reveled in the feeling of being on horseback. There was a freedom about being off the ground. The world always looked different. Maybe it was as simple as the height difference, but it had a feeling that went with it, something she’d never thought about until she’d lost it.

“I bet riding for me is like flying for you,” she said to Galen as he rode at her side. “I feel free when I’m up here.”

His smile grew slowly. “When I’m flying, I’m bigger than me. More than myself. I suppose I become the aircraft as though it’s molded to me.”

She nodded. “Very similar. I remember trying to teach other kids to ride, and it was hard because riding was just what I did. Sort of like how difficult it would be to teach someone how to walk. You just do. When I’m on a horse and I want to go left, we go left. I don’t think—look left, use left line, press with the right leg, etcetera.” She chuckled. “I once had to write instructions for saddling a horse. Oh my God. In the end I’d spent an entire hour writing and rewriting because I kept thinking of little things like making sure the mane wasn’t tucked under the front of the saddle, and, how I could explain the feel of a saddle sitting correctly balanced.”

They’d reached a three-way fork in the trail and the horses chose the one in the middle.

“What made you put it in writing?”

“ETCETERA tapped me for their archives. Everything I could think of in case an agent had to feign knowledge. We finally broke it down into books and roles because of my racehorse knowledge—I worked at several racetracks as a groom and an exercise rider before I went to work for ETCETERA.”

“How did you find your way to ETC?”

The trail narrowed so she nudged Farley to go first. “They found me, sort of. I was at Churchill Downs on Derby day and doing up legs in one of the quieter barns, far away from all the excitement when I felt the terror of a lost child. Almost simultaneously, there was an announcement about a little girl who was missing.

“Because of restricted access all over the place, I couldn’t get to her, so I had to go to the security department and tell them how to find her. I led them to where she’d fallen down between some hay bales, and all was a happy ending, but two days later, Hannah came and talked to me. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“What sold you on ETC?”

“Making what I knew as a year’s wages in two months, plus being able to help the kids I could feel. Besides that, it just sounded exciting.”

“Was it hard to leave the track? Racing?” he asked.

She slowed her horse so he could come alongside again as they entered a wider area. “I actually asked if I could stay for a week because a filly I’d worked really hard on was going to debut the following Saturday. She’d been a real freak about the gate and I’d spent hours schooling her. I wanted to be there when she ran. When she proved that all the extra work was worth it.”

“How did she do?”

“Awesome. She was a perfect lady. Walked up to the gate and right in as though she’d been there a thousand times before. Even when another filly tried to throw a wreck, my girl stood like a pro and didn’t get rattled. She even broke on top. I took the guys on the gate a whole bucket of homemade cookies the next day.”

“Did she win?”

“Nope. Got nosed out. Ran second, but she won her next start when she stretched out to a mile. The trainer sent me a win picture.”

“Do you miss it now? The horses? The excitement?”

“Sometimes. But then I think about getting up at three in the morning seven days a week, about muddy tracks, and picking hay out of my underwear.”

“Dare I ask how that happens?”

She grinned at him. “Nothing as fun as you’re thinking. Most often it’s from hanging hay nets. Little bits fall out, find their way down the neck of your shirt, and end up in your bra. Then there are the helpful horses. I had one gelding, a real sweetie. I never tied him up when I went in to pull his bandages in the morning. While I’d be bent over with my back to his front, he’d search my pockets for treats, and half the time he’d drop oats or bits of hay down the back of my pants.”

He was staring at her. “You change when you talk about horses. Your face lights up with something I’ve never seen before.”

She shrugged. “I loved working with racehorses. It was good timing, too. I needed something bigger than my problems, and when you’re at the track, the horses come first. Every thought and action is for their good. You squeeze in eating and sleeping when you can, and there’s no time to feel sorry for yourself.

“As a groom, you feel like a mom, I guess. The horses assigned to you are totally dependent on you for food, water, exercise, and anything else they need. Each one has a distinctive personality with quirks, likes, and dislikes. That filly, for example. She was suspicious of anything new. She had to have time to get used to an idea before she was comfortable. And the sweet gelding? I could do anything with him, even slept in his stall a few times, but he hated to be pushed around. One of the hot-walkers was having a bad day, got pushy with him, and that sweet gelding flatly refused to walk. Planted all four feet and nothing the kid did could get him to move.

“I was able to intervene and convince the two of them to get along. I guess I picked up horses’ emotions the same as I do kids’. As an exercise rider, I was always successful with the troubled or difficult ones, the ones nobody else seemed able to deal with.”

“After you left the track, did you ever think about buying a horse of your own?”

She laughed. “That was part of the plan. Part of the way Hannah sold me on ETC. By convincing me I’d have the time and the money to own my own racehorse.”

“What happened?”

“I became immersed in the training at headquarters for nearly two years, then started on missions and never felt like I could commit the kind of time to do it properly.”

“And now that you’re here, on horseback, has that changed?”

Reaching out to stroke the horse’s neck, she said, “In a way. I think it would be good for me to get back to riding, but as for racing? I really don’t have the time to be hands-on, and I don’t think I’d be happy handing a horse over to a trainer and just being a paying spectator while it ran in my colors.”

She swept a glance over the picture of him on horseback, took in the relaxed position of his legs and hands. “You’re no rookie either. What’s your background?”

“I’m a born-and-raised country boy from Wyoming. I was in the saddle with my dad before I could walk.”

Hmmm. “So how did you end up in ETCETERA?”

“In college... uh, dating.” 

“Let me guess. You were screwing the brains out of some sweet college girl and found yourself privy to all her secrets.”

Galen rubbed his face to hide the grin he couldn’t suppress. She’d hit it dead-on. “As a matter of fact, it was a bit shocking at the time. I hadn’t had much exposure to women, being from a male-dominated household. My mother didn’t count because, well, I can’t imagine she’d ever—”

She groaned. “Spare me those details. Why don’t you just skip to the part about how you ended up with ETC?”

“I couldn’t get into a couple of the agriculture classes I wanted and got talked into taking an introductory course on North American Indians. I figured it would be easy credits as my mom is a quarter Navajo and I already had a fair knowledge of the subject. A guest lecturer was talking about silent communication and did a demo. He asked for one full minute of silence. We were all to close our eyes and concentrate on his presence, to think about him standing at the front, trying to communicate with us.”

It had been one hell of an eerie experience. “Next thing I know, there’s this voice in my head instructing me to think my name. When I did, he responded telepathically with, What’s your last name, Galen?”

“Did it freak you out?”

“Oh yeah. And when he suggested we meet after class, I thought, Not a chance. But I was intrigued and went anyway. He offered to put me in touch with an agency that paid money for telepathic skills.”

“They took you just like that? Didn’t put you through all the testing and security checks?”

“Oh, there was tons of that. The process began with several private meetings at secret locations, then it took a year to pass the testing, get completely vetted, and accepted into the training program.”

“How old were you?”

“They signed me on my twenty-first birthday. I’d been in training for six months.”

Riding side-by-side, there was no further conversation and the silence was comfortable. Being on horseback for the first time in a dozen years felt good, but reminded him of the heritage he’d left behind. His younger twin brothers ran the family cattle operation now. Lived in the original ranch house—of course there’d been so many new rooms added it was far different than when his grandparents lived there. They were gone now, but his folks were still alive and well, living on a neighboring ranch they’d bought ten or fifteen years ago. With the expanded grazing area and added hayfields his brothers had been able to double the herd. 

Glancing at Liz, Galen wondered what she’d think of his family. He knew they’d love her simply because she was his. And she was. Even if she wasn’t ready to jump into marriage as she’d put it the night before, she did have every intention of spending the rest of her life with him. Maybe they could go to Wyoming for Christmas.
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Liz was still lost in thought as she leaned down and pushed open the stable gate. She rode through, automatically turned her mount, and waited until Galen had cleared the opening before moving the horse sideways and refastening the latch. How many times had she done that on Beth’s Pride when she was a kid?

Caroline’s approach brought her back to the present. “Did you enjoy your ride? Silly question, I can see how much more relaxed you both are.” She smiled. “This place and the horses have that effect on most people.”

“Perhaps the relaxation comes also from knowing how secure the grounds are. It was nice to be able to stop looking over our shoulders for an hour or two.”

“You can stop altogether while you’re here.”

Liz only nodded. As they’d ridden, they’d noticed the plethora of motion sensors and security cameras Grace had told them about. Paradise was indeed a fortress. Liz thought she would have felt more comfortable because of the security, but a certain amount of distrust lingered and she continued to be vigilant. Having been abducted from her own bed, she doubted she’d ever completely relax again.

Once their mounts had been rubbed down and turned out in paddocks, Liz and Galen chose to walk back to the cottage instead of using the offered golf cart. 

They’d covered little distance when she stopped in her tracks. “What happened to us at my place... Has anything like that ever happened to you before?”

“No,” he answered, bringing her close and touching her face with his fingertips. “It’s the first time I’ve ever been completely without control of a situation. It still pisses me off that someone manipulated us, did whatever they wanted with us, to us, and I had no idea what was going on. When I woke up, I was equal parts terrified for you and fucking furious.”

She held his hand still and planted a kiss on the palm. “Gotta say, I had the same reaction. I was scared to death you’d been killed so they could get to me. I searched the house I’d been left in, looking for signs of you even though I felt no connection, no presence to lead me to believe you’d ever been there. Once I’d searched, I headed out.”

He wrapped her up in his arms. “I’ve only heard the highlights. Tell me the long version.”

As they continued to walk, she did. Moment by moment. And in the end he agreed with her. The whole thing had a weird flavor to it. Definitely a set up, but to what end?

“It all swirls around Kayla, her mother, and her grandfather.

“Everyone at ETC is in agreement with that. Same with the FBI. But there’s more to it. There has to be something above and beyond what we know.”

“When we get back inside, let’s put it all on paper. Or better still, I saw a pad of sticky notes in the desk. We could use them on a wall and make a case board. Maybe the visual will trigger an idea or two. Give us a fresh angle.”

And so it began at just before two in the afternoon. When Grace called at four to ask if they’d like dinner sent up from the Inn, Galen took Liz’s distracted nod as a yes and ordered for them. At six, when the meal arrived, they’d been sitting in the armchairs they’d set to face the wall, staring at the notes, looking for connections, themes, and coincidental similarities.

Galen put the tray on the counter and uncorked the wine while Liz set the small square dining room table, deliberately arranging the place mats so they’d both have their backs to the work of the afternoon. She lit the candles of the pretty centerpiece while he transferred the covered plates to the table and then they sat down to eat.

She removed the cover from her dish and laughed. “Pizza? The Inn has a world class chef and you ordered pizza?”

He shrugged as he passed her a glass of wine. “We were working, and pizza is working food. Tomorrow night you order.”

He sounded just a shade miffed. That was good. He needed to see her as a person, one who could do and say things he didn’t always like. She went to the fridge, grabbed a large bottle of cola, put ice in two glasses, and returned to the table. “I have to have soda with pizza.”

“I’d rather have a beer,” he said, so she grabbed him one.

They ate in silence until curiosity got the better of her. “What are you thinking about?”

“You don’t really want to know.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“I was thinking about Christmas at home. Wondering if you’d like to spend the holiday at the ranch so you could meet my family.”

She swallowed what suddenly seemed like too big a bite, and grabbed her soft drink to chase it down. “I don’t do Christmas.”

“I haven’t for a few years either.”

“It’s only April.”

A sudden urgency to make plans for their future gripped Galen. To have her acknowledge they’d still be together months from now was important. And she’d see what a real, solid family was like. The kind that loved you and stood behind you no matter what. They’d be good for her. Maybe then she’d agree to get married. 

He dug out his phone and pushed speed dial. “Hey mom,” he said.

“Galen. Oh, it is so good to hear your voice. When are you coming home?”

“Good to hear your voice, too. I won’t be there for a few months yet. Actually, I’m thinking about Christmas.”

“It’s April.”

He laughed. “I know. But a case I’m on has me thinking about family and roots, and I think it’s time I came home for Christmas. I’d like to bring some friends who’ve never experienced the likes of us.”

He hadn’t taken his eyes off of Liz while he spoke. Her face showed her relief when he said friends. 

But his mom was a sharp lady. “What’s her name?” 

He lifted his chin. “My mom says there must be a woman in my life. Wants to know your name.” His grin widened. 

“Do you love her?”

“Her name is Liz, and yes, I love her.”

“Have you set a date for the wedding yet? Ohmygod. You want to get married here, at Christmas!”

“No, Mom, we’re not getting married. Yet.”

“Why not? Doesn’t she love you?”

“It’s complicated.” 

“That may be an acceptable response on Facebook, young man, but I’m your mother. Tell me why you aren’t planning a wedding.”

“We’re on a case together right now, and our personal lives have to take a back seat.”

“I call bullshit, son.”

Galen rolled his eyes and did what he almost always did. Told his mother the truth. “Liz isn’t ready yet, so we’re taking our time.”

His mom sighed. “Not ready for marriage, yet I’m willing to bet you’re sleeping together. Oddly enough, I get that. Well, sort of.” Her hesitation was barely noticeable. “Is she there now?”

“Yes.” He knew what was coming and couldn’t see any way to dodge it. He could lie to his mother when he had to about work-related topics, but when it came to his personal life, he folded like a cheap tent.

“I’d like to talk to her. I promise I’ll be nice.” Mom was always nice. It wasn’t in her nature to be otherwise. But she could also be a bit blunt. Ranch wives didn’t deal with the reality and harshness in their lives by pussy-footing around.

“My mom wants to say hi,” he said, passing the phone to Liz.

She blinked, her eyes widened, and her brows went up. Not the best of signs, but the ball was in motion and there was nothing he could do.

Liz didn’t want to talk to his mother. Had no clue what to say to a woman she’d never met. She swallowed hard and tried to inject some warmth into the single word. “Hello.”

“Hi, Liz. I’m Margerie, Galen’s mother, and I’m delighted to meet the woman who finally grabbed him by the heart.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” she said, wondering what the woman’s motive was.

“I don’t know why you’re hesitating to marry him. He said he loves you so I know he wants to marry you. He’s a good boy. And you’ll never find another man as genuine, caring, hard-working, and loyal as my son. If it’s the spy stuff worrying you, I can tell you he’s been doing it for a long time and nothing bad has happened to him. He’s smart. And skilled. Why don’t you two come to the ranch for the weekend and we can get to know each other?”

“Um—”

“Oh, right. He said you’re working on a case together. So that means you can’t come, but I guess you must be a spy too, so you wouldn’t be worried about the spy stuff. And you must already know he’s a good man, so I don’t understand why you’re not getting married.”

“We will get married, just not for a little while.”

“How about here, at Christmas?”

“We’ll think about it, okay?”

“That’s good. I’ll wait to hear from you before I say anything to the others.”

Liz handed the phone back to Galen and wandered to the window to stare out at the acres of pasture bathed in evening light. It looked so peaceful, unlike the churning inside of her, and the tension within the walls of this house.

Family. That was the center of everything. His, hers, Kayla’s, Grace’s. The young girls living at the Inn had been in jeopardy because they had no family. Yet Liz was in turmoil because she had a mother who was evil and only capable of manipulation and who hated her, and she might have a daughter. Was Kayla at risk because of her father? Or her grandfather? What about her mother? Was Estelle involved? 

Galen’s hands slipping around her waist broke her train of thought. She leaned back into him. “Your mom is a bit overwhelming. But in a good way. She loves you.”

“She means well. Living in a household filled with men, I guess she learned to always get to the point. As she says, her men have the attention span of gnats when it comes to listening to her. I always wondered if my folks had so many kids because my mom was hoping the next one would be a daughter.”

“How many sons did she have?”

“Seven.”

“The poor woman. How many daughter-in-laws does she have?”

“None.”

“Seriously? No wonder she sounded frantic. Or maybe she really doesn’t want to trust another woman with one of her men.”

“Ha. She’d as soon stand us on the roadside with a FOR SALE sign hung around our necks as have to put up with us most of the time. She used to say we’d be worth more by the pound than on the hoof.” 

Liz felt the tension in him when he realized what he’d said. “It’s all right. I’d be more offended if you tried to protect me from incidental comments that could make me think of my childhood with Charlotta.”

“I really am sorry I said something to take us back there.”

She kissed his jaw. “I don’t want you to be careful with me. I need you to be real. And my past with her is just that. Past. Once this case is over, she’ll fade away again. In the meantime—” she pulled away and went to the wall where their sticky notes were spread, glancing from one to the next, wishing she could draw lines between them. “We need some string.” She headed into the kitchen and opened drawers until she found a ball of butcher string and a pair of scissors.

It took about half an hour to measure, cut, and fasten the strings. In the end, they stood back and looked at the finished product. “No wonder whiteboards were invented,” said Galen.

Liz was writing in a notebook, no way was she losing any of this. All the players connected to Kayla, and each connection was hooked to the others except one. Liz had no connection to Estelle’s father.

It seemed too easy to pin it on the person who had looked guilty all along. “The question is still why? What did he have to lose if Kayla made contact with me?”

“The DNA tampering would suggest he knows something he’s trying to keep a secret. He wouldn’t acknowledge his son being your father back at the time of your birth, so maybe it’s as simple that. Chances are, he doesn’t want to have to give money to Charlotta.”

Liz shook her head. “That’s way too simple. He’s got tons of money. Wouldn’t it be simpler to pay her off? If it’s him, there’s something way bigger driving him. He’s been careful not to do anyone real bodily harm, which feeds the family connection theory. On that note, maybe he knows about Charlotta and Garcia. Hell, maybe he knows it all and just wants to protect the reputations of his family members.”

“I don’t think there’s a statute of limitations on statutory rape in California,” said Galen.

“Actually, I looked it up after I found the pictures in Garcia’s room. Statutory rape is limited to action prior to the victim’s twenty-eight birthday.”

“Well, shit.”

“Not to worry, there’s more. If there is DNA proof, there’s a one year window to file charges.”

His smile was grim. “Then if the DNA tests come back as proof that Kayla is yours and fathered by Garcia...”

“Exactly.”

“Motive.”

“Assuming the results show what we suspect.”

“And wealthy grandpa doesn’t want to have his daughter’s husband up on that kind of a charge. A publicity nightmare, and a huge money suck if Charlotta lives up to her lack of character.”

“I wonder how far he’d go.”

“A ruthless man would’ve disposed of her years ago. The question now is how desperate he’s become. Kidnapping his granddaughter, then you, then the attempt on all of you on board the yacht...Makes me wonder if the stakes have been raised.”

“The blackness of what I walked into in my apartment that day makes me wonder if there’s more than one person involved. I mean besides those that were hired.”
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Their speculation came to an end when Galen’s phone rang. It was Mike. There’d been no new developments so it looked like they’d be at Paradise for a while longer. Kayla and Estelle were still safely hidden and being looked after by Meyers Security. The FBI were working on a couple of new ideas. 

When he hung up, Liz stood and stretched. “I’ve had enough brain drain for now. Let’s call it a night.”

“Works for me,” he said. “I’ll do one last check.” He tested every door and window to be certain they were impenetrable and flicked off all but the tiny nightlights creating just enough glow to find one’s way around.

He took a knife from the drawer in the kitchen and slipped it into the doorjamb of the bedroom to secure it from the inside. He knew the place was a fortress, but it would be a long time before he’d turn his back on an access point again. 

And, luckily, the current situation worked well to that end. Liz was in the shower. He opened the bathroom door and steam enveloped him. Soft wet air was filled with the scent and essence of her. 

He twisted the lock and was out of his clothes in record time. When he opened the glass door, she held out her hands to him and something about the gesture had his heart rising up his throat. He lowered his mouth to hers, hungry for her taste, and she met him with equal passion. There was no duel for control, just a mutual giving and taking. Hands slid over slick flesh as need built under the onslaught from half a dozen jets. Water sluiced over them, between them, as he paid homage to all of her.

“Galen.” The single word was choked out as her body shuddered and her fingers released their grip on his shoulders. 

He moved up, stopped at her breasts, and reveled in the waves he felt still rippling through her. He longed to touch her mind as well, but didn’t want the intrusion of others to taint this time with Liz. And the girls at the Inn were too young to be listening to them.

When his mouth finally met hers again, he lifted her up and breathed her name as her heat, the fire that was her, settled over him. Her back against the wall, he went slow, stroking, teasing her until she dug her teeth into his shoulder. He got the message and drove hard and fast, only stopping when they were on the edge of falling.

He reached between them, stared into her eyes, pushed her off the precipice, and followed her over.

They slid to the floor afterwards, spent, water still pounding overhead while they got their breath back.

Liz was the first to move. “I don’t think I’d washed my hair yet, had I?”

“Not sure. You were wet.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Go figure.”

He wasn’t sure if she was commenting on the innuendo, or the fact that she’d been in the shower. In any case, he didn’t have enough functioning brain cells to figure it out. He got to his feet and took great care massaging her scalp while he worked shampoo into the little bit of hair she had left. 

“Nice,” she said and he continued with the soap. Once rinsed, she backed out from under the spray. “You next,” she said, and proceeded to treat him to a thorough washing, spending a ridiculous amount of time sliding her hands over his ass. 

When she spun him around he heard the sudden indrawn breath before she said, “Seriously?”

He grinned and shrugged. “Your fault.”

“I’m going to look like a prune if we stay in here.” She made a quick exit and he followed her. They toweled each other dry, then opened the door and he carried her to their bed.

She caught sight of the knife in the doorjamb. “That makes you feel better?”

“Yep.”

“You’ll be able to turn your back on the door?”

“Nope. Won’t have to,” he said as he rearranged the covers and pillows so their feet were at the headboard. “Now, where was I?”

“Right about there,” she murmured as his mouth settled on her breast.
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Farley stood quietly in the cross-ties while Liz groomed him. Her actions were all the result of muscle memory as her mind wasn’t on the job. 

Five days. They’d been sequestered at Paradise for five days, and the feeling of being trapped couldn’t be ignored any longer. Yes, the place was beautiful, luxurious, and even romantic. And yes, she was thoroughly enjoying being with Galen and having unlimited access to horses. But she wasn’t allowed to leave. Her every move was being monitored. And she was tired of the effort required to keep their telepathic communication shut down. It was a piece of intimacy missing between her and Galen.

Of course the other annoyance was not having the DNA results yet. She wanted—no needed—to have that question answered so she could get on with making things right in her heart and head. Closure. An overused word, but exactly what she needed right now.

She reached for the hoof pick and brush, touched the black beast’s leg, and said, “Foot.” He lifted it up and she cleaned it out, then moved on to do the other three. Dropping the equipment back into the bucket of grooming supplies, she chose a clean rub rag, carefully wiped around his eyes, then did the rest of his body and down his legs before wiping his nose then under his tail.

Liz was tempted to tack and go for a ride in the woods alone. It would make her feel free for a while, but when she came back it would all be the same. Might as well just ride in the arena.

Grace came around the corner. “I’m glad you’re taking Farley out. It will make you both feel better.”

“Oh, no, I must have misunderstood. Caroline said you wouldn’t be here today so I should ride him. But you’re here so I’ll get another mount.”

“I’ve no time for him today, I just stopped to say hello.” She rubbed Farley’s forehead. “Please take him out for me. It will do you both good. I think he gets bored with me sometimes, because I tend to slip into routine, and he likes change.”

“I know how he feels,” Liz said, stroking his muscled shoulder.

“I guess with your job, you never know what a day will bring.”

“There’s usually lots of down time between assignments, so I fall back on routine to balance myself. Especially my morning runs.”

Grace shuddered. “Running is something I never found any pleasure in. And yet, we have similar feelings about being on horseback.”

Liz tipped her head. “I’m shut down telepathically, but you’re picking stuff up from my head, aren’t you?”

Grace grimaced. “I’m afraid I can’t help it. I apologize if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“No worries, but I’m curious how it works. Do you hear or see? I get absolute clarity when I pick up emotions. Is your gift like that?”

“I hear thoughts that accompany emotions.”

“Such as?”

“On my first human trafficking op with ETC, I picked up the excitement and worry of European girls who believed they were about to go to America as dancers for big-name companies. Then I slowly opened the window of telepathy to try to communicate with them.”

“So telepathy isn’t an automatic connection.”

“Not usually, but there are exceptions to everything.” She met Liz’s gaze and held it. “What do you really want to know? How can I help?”

Liz rubbed the base of Farley’s ear. “My abilities are changing. I used to be an empath. Once I felt a child’s fear and/or pain, I could connect with them emotionally. Through that, I would get a gut deep connection of understanding so that I knew where to find them.”

“An incredible gift.”

“I know. But on this last case, a child called to me telepathically. I could hear her, yet she couldn’t hear my reply.”

“What about the others on the team?”

“Galen heard her and she could hear him, but she was afraid to respond and let him know he’d connected.”

“Do you wish to strengthen your internal voice?”

“Yes. But it’s frustrating me because I can’t do that here. Not with the others around who can tap into our communication. Especially as our strongest connection is during intimacy.”

“Certainly not something you’d want to share with the girls.”

“Exactly. So I’ll have to wait until we’re gone from here.”

“There are methods of connecting that give you what I guess you could call a private line. I’m sure ETCETERA will be updating your training now that you’ve developed other abilities.”

“Does it continue? Do abilities keep surfacing?”

“That depends on each individual and their journey, Liz. For me, it was a matter of recognizing, refining, and controlling what I’d been born with. For many others, it is the process of becoming open to their gift that creates a pathway for the other ones to surface. But for the most part, people don’t tend to have crossover. Meaning, those who connect to another world or plane don’t often have what we do. Nor do we communicate with spirits and such. But there are exceptions to everything. A young woman I know has one foot in the here-and-now and another in the afterlife. Living with that is very difficult for her.”

“I’m having enough trouble with connections in the present.”

The horse snorted and Liz laughed. “Yes, Farley, you are the present project, and I thank you for your patience.”

“Have you ridden the south loop yet?”

“No.”

“It’s quite lovely, with several long straight stretches. Farley likes a bit of a gallop, now and then.” Grace offered the big gelding a mint which he lipped from her palm. “Have fun, big guy.” She rubbed his forehead and planted a kiss on his velvety nose before leaving them alone.

Liz tacked, zipped up the borrowed chaps, and buckled on the helmet she’d taken from the equipment cupboard. Farley stood like a gentleman, not moving a foot while she climbed on board from the mounting block. Once settled with her feet in the stirrups, Liz pressed her lower leg into his side, and he ambled away from the barn at a nice reaching walk.

It had been a long time since she’d been on such a fine animal and his responsiveness made her smile when she asked him to trot. She rose to post along with his ground-eating stride, grateful for the sun, fresh air, and fabulous landscape. This was as close to freedom as she’d felt since she’d pitched her personal cell phone into the ocean.

That’s when everything had gone haywire, she thought, as she drew Farley back to a comfortable walk. Then again, it had begun many years before. She’d never allowed herself to really think about that time since she’d worked through it with Hannah and Mike back in the beginning of her career. She’d shut the memories away and refused to let them surface, no matter what. Looked forward, never back. But now the mysteries were forcing her to think about the then. About exactly what had happened to her. 

If only she could be analytical, separate her feelings, both then and now, out of the mix. When she tried to analyze her mother’s role, she remembered looks of disgust and felt the same gut punch of both shame and betrayal as she’d felt then, even though there was an element of detachment from the horror in the memories. 

Farley became more animated under her. His walk suddenly more energetic, and she realized they’d come to one of the straightaways Grace had told her about. She gathered her lines, pressed her lower legs against him, and he obligingly bounced into a canter.

Vigorous motion combined with the rushing of air as the pure joy of riding cleared her mind once again. She leaned forward, dropped her hands to his neck, raised up to balance over his wither, chirped to him, and an involuntary laugh escaped her lips as he bounded into a gallop. 

The wind made her eyes water as trees whipped past them. She felt alive, as though it were her own legs eating up ground. Unlike the racehorses she’d galloped at the track, Farley was happy to go at this pace and not pull her arms out of the sockets trying to go faster. When gentle bends in the trail gave way to sharp turns, she was forced to slow the big horse down. She eased him back to a canter, then a trot, before finally settling into a relaxing walk.

According to the marker, they were past the halfway point when Farley’s head went up and he nickered. From around the next curve, Galen appeared aboard Snoopy, a smallish grey who was Farley’s paddock companion and actually belonged to Caroline.

Liz grinned. “I don’t know what looks funnier, you on such a small horse, or you in English tack.”

“Don’t you dare laugh. Grace insisted I ride him. Then she told me none of the western saddles fit him. I tried to switch horses, but she was adamant,” he said with a shrug.

Galen swung alongside her and looked up. “That’s one tall horse.”

“He’s a Friesen.”

“I thought they were carriage horses?”

“Lots are, but they’re really versatile. I think Grace jumps him.”

“You’ve seen her today?”

“She came to the barn just before I tacked up.”

“Did she give you the news?”

“No. What news?” She felt sudden tension in Farley and smoothed a hand down his mane, concentrated on relaxing her overly tight muscles.

“FBI picked up Kayla’s grandparents for questioning.”

“Awesome. It’ll be good to finally get a handle on their role in this mess.”

Galen was looking at her with a frown. “I thought you’d decided Alfonso was the one pushing the buttons.”

“I’m not so certain about that anymore.”

“What’s changed?”

“There’s something niggling at me, like a memory just out of reach. The best I can say is that I think there’s someone else, someone we don’t know anything about yet.”

“You need to talk to Mike and work on shaking the memory loose.”

“But I don’t want to remember.”

“Why?”

“I’m pretty certain this other person—”

They were startled by the sudden appearance of Grace and Caroline on a pair of very quiet four-wheelers.

“Change in plans,” said Grace as the two women climbed off. “There’s a helicopter picking you up in just a few minutes.”

“This was planned,” said Galen. “That’s why you sent us out the way you did today.”

She nodded. “It was one of the back-up scenarios Mike arranged before you arrived here. You’ll need to dismount.” Bridles were quickly switched for halters and both horses tied to a tree. “They’ll be fine here together and we’ll come back for them once we get you two in the air.”

Grace and Caroline led the way on one machine while Galen and Liz followed on the other. They rode north for about twenty minutes, stopping at a clearing inside the Paradise perimeter wall. Galen and Liz slipped off their chaps and helmets while asking Grace for all information she had.

They were to be picked up by a Meyers helicopter within thirty minutes of her sending the signal that they were ready—which she’d done when she’d spotted them on the trail.

Galen and Liz both gaped when the chopper materialized silently out of thin air. Grace laughed. “This would be the Steed. The family’s pride and joy. Nearly invisible and silent.”

As the dust settled, a door opened on the side, and a tall black-clad figure jumped out. With a quick hug for both Grace and Caroline, he then passed noise protection headsets to Liz and Galen. “The sound of the bird is mostly internalized.” 

He ushered them on board, hopped in and closed the door. Once he’d donned a shiny black helmet, he tapped the pilot on the shoulder.

Galen squeezed Liz’s hand. Perhaps we can communicate privately now.

A knuckle knocked on his knee, followed by, Sorry pal, no privacy that way.

I thought Grace said you were Meyers, not ETCETERA.

All true. Doesn’t mean we haven’t got skills of our own.

Point taken.

Where are we headed?

ETC medical headquarters.

Any idea why?

Nothing I was told directly, but I understand a witness in custody has suffered a heart problem and was taken there. It’s something related to whatever you two are working on.

You didn’t catch a name while you weren’t listening?

The man grinned. Nope. Just some old Spanish guy.

Liz’s eyebrows went up. Alfonso?

Could be. Complained of chest pain and they wanted him under wraps so they sent him there instead of a hospital.

Excellent.

Where are we putting down?

Middle of the golf course. Near the rest station. There’s an elevator in there.

I know the entrance. Thanks. How far out are we?

He glanced at his watch. Less than two minutes.

Jesus. How fast does this bird go?

Very. No idea what it maxes out to, but I know it’s been up over three hundred.

Galen was sure his eyes were bugging out. The world record is less than that.

The Steed is our own. A private hybrid aircraft full of top-secret developments and we don’t talk about her. Anything I’ve shared today is confidential.

Of course. The craft shuddered.

No worries. She just took it out of cruise mode for landing.

She?

There was a change in the vibration and the man in black undid his safety harness at the same time as a female voice came through the earphones. “We’ve reached your destination.”

The door was opened, they handed over their headsets, exited quickly, and keeping their heads down, scurried into the rest station where Mike was waiting.

“What’s going on?” Galen asked.

Mike shook his head and led the way. He pushed a button to slide the wall panel aside so they could enter a sloping hallway to the elevator. 

After descending into the underground metropolis, they made their way to a conference room in the metaphysical department. 

“What’s going on, Mike?” Liz asked.

“Training.”

“Training.” Galen echoed.

Mike smiled. “The FBI have hit a snag. So instead of hanging out at Paradise any longer, you’ve been brought here for safety. It’s a win-win since you get to use the time to hone more of your skills.”

“Works for me.”

“Good because we were starting to worry about leaving you at Paradise because of the connections to the Meyers group. Besides that, Grace had some concerns about Liz’s new abilities.”

Her eyebrows went shot up. 

“There’s been an opening of cerebral avenues that you don’t seem to be aware of. According to Grace, one of the girls at the Inn was picking up your thoughts quite easily. Grace did some testing and found you had certain areas of exposure. So now we need to teach you how to protect yourself.”

Liz plunked herself into a leather armchair. “I don’t know what to say, aside from, holy cow.” 

“We’ll put you up in one of the visitor suites for the next few days. Foley hopes they’ll have their snag sorted out within the week.”

“There’s a new player, isn’t there?” asked Liz.

Mike pinned her with a look. “You been holding out on me?”

“Of course not. It only occurred to me last night that there’s someone else involved, and he was part of what happened to me before I got pregnant.”

“Do you know anything about him?”

“Nothing at all visual, or even a sound. Just a knowledge that there is another person, a man involved.”

“Would you consider hypnosis?”

She shuddered. “Only if I have to. I’d rather not relive any of that.”

There was a knock at the door. “That’ll be your trainer. You ready to meet her?”

“Sure. Let’s get started so I don’t have to worry about my thoughts escaping anymore.”
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The techniques were relatively simple, it was just being conscious of the need to use them that Liz struggled with. Her first waking thought had to be about protection of her mind, period. No exceptions. It would take a month of consistent practice to make it a habit. Galen swore he’d help, not hinder, and she had to believe him.

She needed him to be her certainty. Her soft place to land because she knew in her heart there was a fall coming.

After the first two days, her instruction focused on telepathy. Liz learned how to access specific pathways, how to recognize and ride along on an established channel of sorts, and to slam the door when she wanted to show that her non-participation was absolutely intentional.

Galen worked with her as well. And even Mike was recruited to be a test subject.

The greatest moment of all was when she reached Hannah over a thousand miles away. This, of course, was only possible because a specific link had been established between them years before. One Liz hadn’t known included telepathic communications.

But their chat was cut short when she was called into Mike’s office and found both Galen and Foley already there.

She took a seat between the two and studied Mike across his desk. “Okay, spit it out.”

He nodded to Foley who then spoke. “There have been several developments. The first occurred the night before you were pulled out of Paradise. Garcia disappeared on us. He was MIA for three days, then came in accompanied by his attorney with information to share.

“We have him in protective custody now since we still haven’t picked up the person he’s pointed out as the hub of the wheel. I believe you were already aware that we had Alfonso here in the medical center. He’s being monitored for heart issues. We think he’s bluffing, but we can’t take a chance. Besides, having him here has given the ETC staff an opportunity to do some somewhat questionable searches for information.”

“Illegal mining of the mind cannot be proven so one doesn’t have to worry about the courts or the ethics department,” said Mike.

“The information from Garcia corroborated what we’d learned from Alfonso. But unfortunately, there are some gaps—some of which have been filled by calculated speculation with consideration of proximity and circumstance.”

“Foley,” said Liz. “You’ve been hanging out with your superiors too much. You’re starting to sound like them.”

He grinned. “I’ve been rehearsing that line on the advice of the communications department. The more succinct version? We’ve put two and two together and believe the answer is four.”

“And?” Liz prompted.

Foley sobered. “Garcia swears he never touched you and Alfonso swears the same.”
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Chapter 22
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“I felt that baby move inside of me and I don’t believe in immaculate conception.”

“Neither do we. Garcia was set up to do the deed. Your mother drugged you and left him with you, but he couldn’t do it. She tried a second time, but he says he freaked out and told her he’d go to the authorities. That’s when she showed him pictures she’d taken the first night. Pictures of him naked, standing over your bed, and your nightgown had been pulled up.” Foley hesitated, met Liz’s cool look and said, “Stop me if you don’t want to hear any more.”

“I have a right to know.”

Foley nodded. “Garcia felt safe because he hadn’t touched you. However, Charlotta pointed out a darkness on the sheet, as though it was wet, and apparently stated that she’d made sure his DNA had been saved for future use. He noted that on his prior visits with her, condoms had been used so it was possible that she could be in a position to plant incriminating evidence.

“All of this, including the dates, matches up with the large financial investments he began making in her name.”

“I’ve always known she was a piranha.”

“And then some,” muttered Galen.

Mike grabbed four water bottles from his fridge and passed them out. “Foley’s department has been merciless with Garcia. He was an adult in a position to protect a child and, instead, he protected himself. He even went so far as to draw up documents and have them sealed and stored by his attorney. He claims he always felt she’d come after him one day in order to save her own ass. We’ve accessed these and they stand up. He’ll still be charged with accessory and there could be more charges, depending on how this plays out.”

Liz was shocked. “You mean you didn’t get the information through a plea?”

Foley grinned. “The FBI frowns upon pleas. We do everything we can to get the information we need without giving anyone a get-out-of-jail-free card.”

“Fucking nice work,” said Galen.

“There’s more, of course,” added Liz. “Because what was Charlotta’s incentive? If it wasn’t Garcia, then it had to be Estelle or Alfonso. And it sounds like Alfonso would do anything to keep his little girl happy.”

Foley was nodding. “We looked at it this way.” He held up his thumb. “First and foremost, someone wanted a baby.” He ticked off the next points on his fingers. “We still don’t have the DNA confirmation of Kayla’s parentage, but, for now, we’ll go on the assumption that Liz is her biological mother. That makes the possible players Estelle, Garcia, Alfonso, and Charlotta.”

All of them nodded and he continued, “But if Garcia wasn’t the sperm donor, that leaves Alfonso, and he was in hospital in Spain at the time of Kayla’s conception. Which is why the theory of another male player has legs.” He looked at Liz. “Mike tells me you have a hazy memory of another man.”

“It’s not really a memory as much as a sense of another person being near me, touching me.”

“Then we’ll stay with what we’ve developed so far. There was an intention for you to supply a baby for Estelle, who was in Spain going through a second round of in vitro fertilization. That puts only her and her father in the clear physically.”

Galen spoke up. “Has Charlotta been questioned since Kayla was found?”

“Yes, several times, and she sticks to her story.”

“She will,” murmured Liz. “Right up until she stands to lose something.”

Galen’s smile was slow and held just a hint of evil. “I think it’s time I had another chat with her.”

Liz swallowed. She didn’t want him going off to California and leaving her alone. She sat up, horrified she’d had such a thought. She was a self-sufficient agent more than capable of handling whatever came her way. Besides, she was more than safe here in the ETCETERTA underground. But what about hypnosis? Did she dare go there without him to pick up the pieces? Hell, she’d stall if she had to. If Galen could get the truth out of her mother, then he needed to go do it. She couldn’t get in the way. And she wouldn’t think about how he’d access the information either. No point even going there. 

They were all looking at her, waiting for her to comment. And she surprised herself with her response. “I think we could both work her. My presence will throw her off. She won’t be able to resist Galen’s charms nor keep her thoughts clearly out of reach.”

Mike’s frown was nearly as comical as Galen’s. And Foley was smiling. “I like your thinking,” he said.

“Not so sure I do,” added Galen.

Foley went on. “I don’t like the thought of Liz leaving here until this whole mess is cleaned up and the perps are locked away. So instead, I think it would work almost as well if Galen and I dropped in on the lovely Charlotta. I’ve been dying to see him at work and would love to help take her down.”

“Works for me,” said Galen.

“Me, too,” was Mike’s reply.

“I still think I should be a part of her fall.” Liz chewed the inside of her cheek.

“It’s not up to us. I’ll take it back to my superiors and see what they think,” said Foley as he stood. “I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

After he’d left, Mike was the first to break the silence. “How you doing with this Garcia development, Liz?”

“It’s weird. He’d been the focus of my hate for so long that now I feel like I’m floating around without a destination.”

“What about Estelle and Kayla?” Galen asked. “Do we have any input from them? Do they know anything?”

“The Meyers team says they’re comfortable. They settled in as though on vacation.”

“Do we know where they are?”

“No, but we have a contact and can get messages to them within ten minutes if we need to.”

“So they’re not off the grid.”

“Or so it would appear.”

Two hours later, the game changed one more time. Charlotta had managed to vanish while under surveillance. She’d gone to the country club, into the spa, and was never seen leaving. Her car was still in the parking lot.

Review of surveillance tapes showed her exiting wearing the fade-into-the-background uniform of housekeeping staff an hour after entering. 

Liz wasn’t surprised. Her mother was slick. She’d been running scams forever. The question now was where she’d be headed.

“Get Foley on the phone,” Liz said to Mike. “I have an idea where she needs to go.”

“Where?” asked Galen.

“There’s a bank in a small town on the Barstow-Bakersfield Highway. I don’t know the name of the town, but we used to leave right after breakfast, go straight to the bank, then drive a bit further to another town, a bigger one and shop. She’d always buy herself a new outfit before we drove home. We’d stop for burgers at a drive-in on the way back so she didn’t have to make dinner.”

Mike lifted his fingers from the keyboard. “Anything else you can remember?”

“I think the bank was on Main Street. And it was a brick building.”

Mike put the call in to Foley while he updated his notes and hit SEND. “Just sent you an email. Liz thinks Charlotta will head there. Sounds like it was her drop spot for money, and I’d hazard a guess she’s kept all her blackmail material there as well.” He nodded. “Yep, keep us posted.”
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Charlotta was picked up and taken to a Meyers Security safe house on the pretense they feared her life was in danger. 

When Liz and Galen arrived four hours later, he went into the living room while she stayed in the security room and observed the performance.

“Hello, Charlotta.”

“Well, well, well. Finally, a real man,” she said, rising from the sofa. “I have to tell you, I feared for my life when those little weasels were bringing me here. Afraid I’d be forced to defend myself if we were accosted by villainous individuals.” She sashayed across the room, smoothing both hands over the leather pants clinging to her hips and then undoing one more button on her shirt.

He locked onto her with a determined gaze. “We need to have a serious discussion, Charlotta. Allegations have been made.”

Her shoulders went back. “By whom?”

“Your friend. Charles Garcia.”

“He’s no friend of mine.”

“Funny, that’s what he said, too. Yet just a week ago, you both spoke of each other as though you were in fact much more than acquaintances—either business or personal. I got the impression you thought you had him wrapped around your finger, so to speak.”

Her sly grin was momentary and quickly hidden by a look of contempt. “The man is pussy-whipped. He’d sell his soul for Estelle. Do anything he had to do so he’d stay in favor with her father, the keeper of the riches.”

“Really? I thought he was sweet on you? Didn’t you have a long affair with him before and after his marriage?”

“Affair is such a grimy word. We looked after each other discretely.”

“And, in fact, you needed him to be married to his wife so he could afford to pay you adequately for your services.”

Her hand drew back, and he hissed, “Assaulting an officer?”

“Bastard,” she snarled as she lowered her hand. “I’m worth every penny he spent. His wife could never satisfy him.”

“Just like he could never give her a child?”

“He gave her Kayla.”

“You sure about that?”

“What, you think Kayla’s not his? That’s a fucking laugh.” She marched across the room, getting between him and the door.

Go for it, he thought, knowing the door was locked from the outside. “What’s so funny about questioning her parentage, Charlotta?”

“There is no question. She’s the daughter of Charles and Estelle. There’s DNA proof, isn’t there?”

“Actually, no. The first round of tests were inconclusive. They’re being run again, but the process takes time. What do you know about Kayla’s conception?”

“I know it took a small fortune because Estelle was defective. She had to spend weeks flat on her back so the baby wouldn’t be born before it was time. Estelle was gone for months.”

“Gone?”

“In Spain where the fancy clinic was. The quack thought he was too good—” Her mouth snapped shut. “Alfonso paid a million dollars for the kid to be born, and another mil on its first birthday.”

He raised his eyebrows. “To whom?”

“That doctor they went on and on about.” She flicked a hand in the air. “Slimy man thought he was some kind of god.”

“He left quite an impression. Where did you meet him?”

“He was at the kid’s birthday party.”

“This year?”

“No. The first one. When he got the million.”

“Pretty lasting impression for over thirteen years ago.”

She pressed her lips together as though trying not to say anything else and he fought the smile when Liz’s voice slipped into his mind. Turned her down, did he?

He couldn’t resist. “Did he turn you down, Charlotta?” 

He felt Liz’s snickering over her mother’s snarl. “I barely spoke to the man.”

There’s a non-answer for you.

Agreed. “But you did have sex with him.”

“I certainly did not have sex with that cold little bastard.” The hatred on her face appeared to be contrived.

“Why does Charles Garcia support you?”

She stared at him for a moment, blinked, and managed to regroup quickly. “My investments support me.”

“Investments made by Charles Garcia, in your real name, Linda, with his money. Did I mention search warrants have been issued and executed? An investigation has revealed some interesting transactions and money trails.” He was careful not to say anything specific and to use terminology neither precise nor correct. It was perfect that she believed he was FBI, but he couldn’t actually impersonate a federal agent without mucking things up.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“What did you have hidden in the safety deposit box in Hando, Charlotta?”

With great pleasure, he watched her pale. And when she lifted a shaky hand to her face, he gritted his teeth and maintained. There’d be time enough later for celebration—after he dragged the rest of the ugly truth from the conniving bitch.

“Judging by the amount of money he’s doled out to you, you’re either a remarkable lay or you’re blackmailing him. My money’s on blackmail. So why don’t you tell me what you’ve been holding over his head for all these years.”

It was all the invitation she needed. Her mouth opened and the vitriol spewed. Galen hated that Liz was listening, had to hear this all over again... but with her mother’s embellishments there was now no doubt in his mind that Charles Garcia had been telling the truth.

When her rant finally petered out, and she’d gone from strutting around the room to flopping into a chair like some exhausted diva. Galen remained silent.

She can’t tell if you believe her, Galen, and she’s starting to fume again.

Exactly as I’d hoped. How long until she explodes, do you think?

Mere moments until the fur flies.

I’m staying tuned.

Charlotta got to her feet once again, this time heading for the door.

“It’s locked,” he said.

She whirled around and planted her fists on her hips. “How dare you lock me in here. It’s against the law to hold me against my will.” Her nostrils flared. “Anything you think you have on me will be tossed out of court because you’ve broken the law.” Her mouth opened in a grim, toothy smile. “Ball’s in my court now, Feeb.”

“Feeb?”

“Surely you know that’s what many of us call the FBI.”

“I’m not FBI.” He smiled. “As a matter of fact, this safe house belongs to a private security company. The same one whose employees picked you up this afternoon.” It had been a slick hand-off. Foley’s men and the Meyers crew had blended together, then separated when she’d willingly gotten into the security company’s SUV.

“They said they were FBI. That I had to come with them for protection. They showed me badges.” Her nostrils flared and her eyes lit with pleasure. “It’s against the law to impersonate a law enforcement officer. My lawyer will have your asses tossed in jail so fast you won’t know what happened to you.”

“My dear woman, you’re not dealing with either street thugs or idiots. Every moment of your visit has been recorded. Your lawyers will find we have done nothing but follow the letter of the law. The door is locked in order to provide you with safety from a group of mercenaries hired by someone who wants to harm you before you disclose the details of Kayla Garcia’s conception.”

She unclenched her hands and slid them into the tight front pockets of her pants. “I know nothing.”

“That’s a lie. I suggest you come clean, Charlotta. Think about it. If someone is trying to keep you quiet, once you share what you know it’ll be over.”

She sauntered across the room to stare out the window.

He kept his voice low. “You’re taking quite a chance standing where a sniper could take a shot at you.”

She jumped back and flattened herself against the wall. “What the fuck are you people thinking, confining me to a room with a window?”

Half-expecting her to drop to her belly and crawl across the room, Galen squelched a laugh. “I need you to take a seat and answer my questions.” She didn’t move. “Now, Linda.”

She looked at the window. “But—”

“Now, Linda,” he growled.

“Stop calling me that. And go to hell,” she said as she scooted toward the chair closest to the door. “If anything happens to me—”

“No one will care.”

She sucked in a startled breath.

He stood in front of her. “Tell me who Kayla’s biological parents are.”

“Charles and Estelle Garcia.”

“Wrong answer. Try again.”

“It’s the only answer.”

“Fine, then we’ll try a different question. Who was the father of the baby conceived by your daughter?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you making an insinuation?”

He had to give her points for doggedness. But he didn’t like it, so he hit back. “When Garcia refused to rape your child, you had to get someone else. Who was it?”

He relished the shocked look as it flashed across her face. She stayed silent just long enough to give him the satisfaction of another blow. “You sold her to the highest bidder, didn’t you, Linda?”

Touchdown, he thought as she blanched and sagged against the upholstery. Might as well go for the extra point. “How did it feel knowing they’d pay for her and wouldn’t do you for free?”

She leapt at him, snarling, and swiping at his face with her fingernails. “Bastard! You know nothing. They all wanted me and still do.”

He shackled her wrists with one hand and shoved her back into the chair.

“Not the fancy doctor. You couldn’t get him interested at all, could you? I bet that pissed you off.”

“Scientist, jerk. He wanted me all right, but said he had a contract to honor. I think he was doing Estelle. I bet that kid’s his.”

“How could that be?”

“Kayla came out of a test tube, you idiot. Anybody could be her parents. No one will ever know for sure but—”

“Test tube? I call bullshit, Linda.”

“Stop calling me that!”

“It’s your name.”

“I changed it years ago. I’m legally Charlotta now.”

He smiled at her. “Nothing legal about it. Besides, Linda is rich. Much richer than Charlotta. I must say, it was a decent plan, but you didn’t execute it very well. And did you forget that banks have video surveillance?”

“Hick towns—”

“Yes, even in a town the size of Hando. And the other thing you failed to consider? In small towns, people all tend to know each other, and they notice when strangers use their banks. They even keep notes and files on the off-chance they’re being cased for a robbery.”

“Nobody’s fucking business what I do with my stuff. I paid the fee and that gives me the right to privacy.”

“Perhaps when you’re actually accessing your safety deposit box, but every other moment inside and outside that bank is on record. Now, would you like to talk about what was captured by the cameras, or would you like to go back to the subject of Kayla?”

“I told you, she came out of a test tube. Charles told me. He had to jack into a cup a bunch of times so his swimmers could be put in the tube with Estelle’s eggs.”

“That’s for women who have trouble getting pregnant. Estelle didn’t have a problem conceiving.”

“But she was getting on, and the fancy clinic in Spain guaranteed her father they could give him an heir.”

“Why would you know that kind of information? Still sounds like a story to me. Try again.”

“Charles told me himself. Asked me to help him.”

“How could you possibly help?”

The smile on her mouth was a direct contradiction to the malice in her eyes. “There was a problem with his swimmers. So he needed to fill a lot of cups.” She shrugged. “I have good hands.”

“Right, and you filled your fridge with little cups.”

“Nope. He had some temperature control thingy from the clinic and had to bolt out of here as soon as he came.”

“Too bad for you.”

“I didn’t do without.”

“And you were well paid.”

She shrugged. “Nothing’s free in this world.”

“Good point. And nobody is going to believe you got a hundred grand for a hand job, so why don’t you tell me what the money was really for?”

“I helped him, he helped me.” She leaned back in the chair, crossed her legs, and folded her hands in her lap.

She was putting on a good show of being in control, but there was something lurking behind her eyes.

“What was the money for, Linda?”

Her glare was ice cold. “I’m tired of your repetitious questions. I’d like to go to my room now.”

“Sorry, this is the only room you have access to for a while, and you and I will be staying here until you decide to play by my rules.”

“What the hell do you want from me?”

“The truth. Who gave birth to Kayla?”

Her lips pursed. 

Both of them swung around when the door opened.
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Liz saw shock on her mother’s face and worry on Galen’s. Relax, I’m fine but I’m tired of watching from out there. Figured it was time to shake her up.

I could have resorted to my specialty, but didn’t think you wanted to see that.

Good call. Besides, it would irk me to see her enjoying you—even knowing she was about to crash and burn.

I love you.

Enough to let me lead for a while?

Just let me know when you want me to join in.

Charlotta had begun fidgeting in the lengthy silence.

“What, no warm welcome for me, Mother?”

“I’m shocked to see you, but I’m beginning to realize you’re behind all of this, aren’t you?”

“Behind what?”

“This whole phoney mess. You had your friends pick me up under false pretenses, and now I’m being grilled about that kid. She’s not yours and you know it.”

“Funny, I know nothing of the kind.”

“Your kid was born dead.”

“Then why is this an issue? Why would I suspect my child was born alive and sold to Garcia?”

“Because you’re a soft-hearted sap. That’s why I could never figure out how to make things work for you.”

“Let’s back up a bit. I had to go through hypnosis to recover some of the lost memories, but I bet they’re front and center for you. How about we compare notes, Charlotta? Starting with the drugs you put in my hot chocolate.”

“Just like you to make something awful out of a kindness. You loved hot chocolate and it helped you sleep.”

“Helped knock me out. How much did you get for my virginity, Mother? Tell me, was Garcia my first?”

“You’d know. Sneaking around behind my back, doing the man when I wasn’t home. No wonder he stopped coming to see me.”

Liz’s laughter tasted bitter. “I’ve seen the picture you took, Charlotta. Why didn’t you go to the police with it?”

“Because they’d put him in jail, and what good would that do us?”

“So instead, you made sure I would conceive a child you could sell. Brilliant work, Mother. Very creative thinking. And you didn’t let a single detail escape you. You kept me on a specific healthy diet and monitored my temperature so you’d know when I was ovulating.” 

“You were sick. The doctor said you might have mono so I had to keep track for him.”

“As Galen said earlier, bullshit. I remember that little man with the accent, too. The one with the doctor’s bag.”

“He was a doctor, checking up on you.”

“When you were talking to Galen—by the way, this room is monitored so I heard and saw everything—I googled the Spanish fertility clinic. I recognized the doctor. I remember him coming to our house. You had a couple of interesting conversations.”

Charlotta’s hands went to the arms of the chair and she pushed herself upwards.

“Sit down,” Liz snapped, and the woman eased back into the cushions with a confused expression.

“I was tired of listening to you dick around with the questions Galen was asking, so I’m going to tell you what I’ve put together using what Garcia told the FBI, and my memories. When I’m done, you can have a minute or two for your version of the story.

“Charles Garcia decided to take his on-going affair with you to a new level by asking if you’d consider being a surrogate, by having his baby and allowing him and his wife to adopt the child. You went along for a fabulous hundred-thousand dollars. But the plan went sideways when you failed to get pregnant.”

Galen was pleased when Charlotta visibly wilted. 

“You offered your young and fertile daughter as a backup plan. You convinced Charles that I was well worth the extra hundred grand you’d charge him. He said no, but when Estelle had a miscarriage a few weeks later, he agreed to the plan. You drugged me and offered me up on a fucking platter. I remember the perfume, your favorite. The smell still gags me.”

She had to stop and take a couple of deep breaths. The memories were so new, so fresh they made her skin crawl.

“Charles said he couldn’t do it.”

Charlotta snorted. “Limp dick just stood there staring at you, saying how young you were.”

“I’m still not sure who came up with the next plan. Was it you? Did you figure out in vitro? Seems too advanced for your simple mind.” She waved a hand in the air. “In any case, someone had the brilliant idea to use me as the surrogate by in vitro fertilization. You and the doctor worked together and I was implanted. First time must not have taken because I remember it happening again. The hot chocolate, the little man, and the horrible burning pain. You told me I had a bladder infection.” She shook her head. “What a silly girl I was, believing what my mother told me.”

When she hesitated, Galen couldn’t hide his worry. You don’t have to do this, Liz. Let me finish her off.

Her look was steady. I need to get it out.

“You called me a whore, and made me believe I was a worthless heap of humanity. You drove me to that place and you left me there. They didn’t even know my real name.”

“You were in the best hands. Do you have any idea what it cost to leave you there?”

“Alone in a strange place. Eight and a half months’ pregnant.”

“You were only 6 months.”

“Another lie. I was fucking huge and the baby had already dropped. But you knew that. The doctor had been to the house to check my condition and you’d had a fight with him. You screamed at him that your time was worth more than the scraps he was giving you. You wanted a better cut or you were going elsewhere. I thought you were talking business.”

“Alfonso was paying him a million dollars and I’d done all the work. Feeding you, keeping you off the fucking horses. I had to pay to ship that stupid Pride horse away so you wouldn’t endanger the baby you were carrying.”

“So you admit it. You allowed me to be raped so I could carry a baby you would sell.”

Her voice was low and controlled. “I admit nothing of the sort. You were not raped and I didn’t sell your child.”

Liz leaned down, braced herself on the arms of the chair, and got right in her mother’s face. “You. Are a lying, cheating, manipulating bitch from hell and I’m going to make sure you pay.” She straightened, wheeled around, and marched out the door.

Galen followed her. “Keep an eye on that for us?” he said to the Meyers man sitting at the monitor.

“Done.” The lock clicked and they were alone.

Liz. He touched her shoulder and she spun into him, burying her face against his throat and let the tears come.

Galen wrapped her up and held on. Absorbing her pain helped counteract some of his fury. He rubbed her back as the shuddering aftermath began. Backing up, he reached for a roll of paper towels beside the coffee maker. He held it while she tore off sheets and mopped her face with them.

She pushed away from him and went to the monitor. He stood behind her while she watched her mother talk the ear off the man assigned to guard her. She flicked a switch and the voice filled the room.

“Amazing,” said Liz. “She actually believes she can convince him to let her go.” She shook her head. “Her line used to be, make the most out of every situation. I guess that hasn’t changed. What time is it? Will Foley be here soon?”

He glanced at his watch. “He shouldn’t be more than twenty minutes if he’s still on schedule.”

“Good. I need to get out of here. But I’m not leaving until she’s in custody.”

He smiled. “I hear you.” He pushed her hair back and waited until her gaze met his. “You okay?”

“I’ll live.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Stubborn.”

“Very.”

“I’m better and closing in on okay.”

He brought her close and just held her. There was little else he could do to help her right now. He couldn’t change the past.

Charlotta would eventually pay for what she’d done, for the lives she’d messed up. But no amount of payment would change what Liz had gone through. At least the question of Kayla’s parentage was answered. Even though Liz had carried her and given birth to her, the DNA would prove she was the off-spring of Estelle and Charles. No telling how long it would take Liz to come to terms with that reality. He’d be there though, to ride it out with her, even if there was nothing he could do to fix it.
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Liz waved when Mike stepped out on the patio. He skirted the pool to where Galen was serving up breakfast under a bright red umbrella. The house on the mountainside above Palm Springs felt different without the rest of the team.

“You’re late,” said Galen. “We’d just decided to start without you.” He passed over an empty plate and took the covers off the serving dishes. “Eggs, bacon, and potatoes on this side, fruit and stuff on the other.”

Liz’s appetite slipped away as she felt Mike’s tension. “What is it?”

“You know, it’s rude to do a read on your handler.” He smiled, but it fell short of sincere.

“Just get it over with, Mike. I know you must have the DNA results, so tell me now.”

“She’s yours.”

Her spoon clattered to the table. Galen grabbed her hand and reflex had her starting to wrench away, but she hesitated and let his touch seep in.

Liz.

She couldn’t respond yet. She hadn’t expected confirmation. Was certain the test results would prove she’d carried someone else’s child. But somewhere deep inside, there’d been a secret hope.

Mike’s voice penetrated the fog in her head. “The results came in three days ago, but the FBI held them back while they wound up their case and got all their charges lined up. Estelle and Kayla don’t know yet. I’m giving you the opportunity to be there when they find out—if that’s what you want.

No. They’d need each other without her interference. “No, but thanks. I’ll only be in the way. Do you have to tell them?” She waved her hand in the air. “Sorry. Of course you do. It’s only right. Even though it’s so wrong.”

She squeezed Galen’s fingers then pushed her chair back, and strode to the waist-high wall. She leaned against the warm stonework and gazed out over the desert city. The child she’d mourned was alive, but still gone. They both had good lives. Without each other. Nothing had changed, except everything had. It was like the horse, really. He hadn’t been dead, but had lived a good life without her. Twice in a year, she’d suffered horrendous loss. And she’d survived. Grown. Become a better person, an adult.

You okay?

Yeah. Just thinking it through. Getting a handle on the reality.

She faced the two men watching her. “Nothing has changed. I’m still me, she’s still her. I feel bad for her. Being a teenager is hard enough without this kind of turmoil.”

“She’s a tough kid,” said Galen. “Like her mother.”

She smiled. “Hah. If I wished anything for her, it would be to have a good mother. And, Estelle is. Her father’s an ass, but—” But who was her father? The thought sent a chill through Liz and goose bumps stood up on her arms. “There’s more,” she said to Mike.

He nodded.

She pushed a chair close to Galen, sat, and took his hand to anchor herself. “Finish it.”

“You and Estelle went through in vitro fertilization at the same time. Estelle became pregnant, you didn’t. With Estelle’s record, they weren’t happy with the outcome. They couldn’t harvest more eggs from her, so instead, they did artificial insemination on you. Charles Garcia is Kayla’s biological father, but he was led to believe that Alfonso was the sperm donor.”

“Why would they bother to lie to him?”

“Actually, that’s the bizarre twist. The doctor who performed the in vitro noticed that you and Estelle had identical birthmarks. So when Alfonso’s donation to the project came in, they did DNA testing and discovered that you and Estelle are in fact half-sisters. Alfonso Monterez is your biological father.”

She swallowed hard and motioned for him to go on. She needed the whole picture before she could sit back and let it all sink in.

“The doctor decided he couldn’t risk you becoming pregnant by Alfonso, so he chose to use Garcia’s donation when you were inseminated, but he kept the information to himself.”

Liz thought it was odd her voice sounded so far away when she said, “The photos he had in his night stand. Kayla and I, our birthmarks. I didn’t know Estelle had one, too.”

“Garcia knew,” Mike added.

“But I thought Estelle’s brother was supposed to be Liz’s father, and that would make the birthmark thing work,” noted Galen.

“There,” said Mike, “is the twist that created all the trouble.”

Liz leaned forward. “How?”

“Garcia made a comment to Alfonso’s wife, Lucille, about the birthmark. He remarked that it was a nice touch Liz had been able to pass on the family birthmark from Enrique to Kayla. One comment led to the next, and Lucille freaked out because she knew that Enrique couldn’t have passed on the birthmark since he wasn’t Alfonso’s son. Enrique was born six months after Alfonso and Lucille met. A secret they’d kept to themselves.

“That meant Alfonso had to be Liz’s father. Lucille confronted him and they made a pact to keep the secret safe. But when Kayla started her unrelenting quest to find Liz, her grandparents did everything they could to prevent the truth from coming out.”

Liz didn’t move. She sat very still, letting the information steep, allowing small bits at a time to rise to the surface.

“Alfonso is my father, Estelle is my sister, Kayla is my daughter, and Garcia is her father, correct?”

“That’s it in a nutshell.”

“Big fucking nut,” muttered Galen.

“The Spanish doctor violated my body, yet had the moral ethics to not impregnate me by my father.” She shuddered. “Fucking sick.”

“Amen,” Galen added.

“It’s a bad enough mess for an adult to deal with. How the hell will Kayla cope?”

“It will be up to her parents to determine how much is shared.”

“But the charges. They’ll create a publicity nightmare.”

“Actually, no,” said Mike.

Liz raised an eyebrow.

“All parties have agreed to plead guilty to the charges, and due to the involvement of a minor, the records will be sealed.”

“Thank God, or whoever.” She shook her head. “Wait a minute, what about Charlotta? They’ll never get her to agree.”

“That’s a bit of good news for you. There was no legal requirement for her to be privy to certain details. Her own charges will be keeping her busy for quite some time. I’m sorry to say, Liz, that there will be no inheritance when she meets her maker.”

“Good.”

“However, Garcia did something for you to assuage his guilt many years ago.”

Skepticism boiled up inside her. “He considered raping a teenager. He had an affair with my mother for years.”

“We have the documentation to confirm this. The day he decided he couldn’t be part of Charlotta’s plan, he went home and opened a trust fund in your name. He’s tended it well, and you have over a million dollars to play with if you ever feel able to accept it. He admits he didn’t think you would, so he covered his ass by making Kayla the beneficiary.”

“Well.” There was nothing else she could think of saying. It was disconcerting to have the villain of your life story turn out to have even a miniscule amount of conscience. She wasn’t ready to deal with that yet.

Mike leaned back in his chair and looked at the wasted food.

Galen must have noticed. “Go ahead and eat something, Mike.”

“Might just as well,” he said, and built a bacon and egg sandwich. He folded a napkin around the bottom and said, “I’ll take this to go, and leave you to work through the details while I take care of some paperwork.”

Liz watched Mike make his way inside. “I really lucked out with him. He gets me.”

“ETC department heads know their people, but yeah, he gets you.”

He, on the other hand, was still confused by her now and again. “How’s it sitting so far?”

“Oddly. In spite of being a total surprise, the whole scenario doesn’t shock me. There’s always been an air of secrecy and complication tied to this case.”

“It’s not a case, Liz. It’s your life.”

Her smile was genuine. “I know. But it began as a case and they’re tied together. On the personal side, I’m not sure if it’s better or worse. I suppose there are degrees of violation. And my mother, the one person I should have been able to depend on to keep me safe, was the one who let me down... Then. So why am I feeling it now?”

“You have no choice now but to acknowledge her role.”

“It should be easier than this. There shouldn’t have been any doubt about her involvement. I knew she was evil.”

“Viciously self-serving is not necessarily evil. She’s awful and what she did to you was horrible. The way she’s treated you for years was disgusting, yet you still held out that tiny hope. The hope of a child.”

“I tossed a perfectly good cell phone in the ocean—classic avoidance behavior.”

“You’re human, Liz.”

“Good to have that fact confirmed. I need some time to work it all around in my head. Then I’m going to have to face them, all of them, or it will never be over.”

“Take all the time you need.”

She leaned over and kissed him, long, hot and full of promise. He rode the wave and tried to steal more as she pulled away.

“I’m going to go take a hot shower. I do my best thinking that way. Give me some time, okay?”

Not okay, but he had no choice. “Sure.” He tugged her hand, brought her back down for another kiss and had to stop himself from devouring her. 

When she backed away, her voice was no more than a whisper, “Later.” And she was gone.

He tipped his head against the back of the chair and closed his eyes. There wasn’t a damned thing he could do to change what she was going through. Being there for her, the shoulder to cry on, the source of some humor, and the perspective of someone who loved her was all he could contribute. She had to go through the emotional process alone.

He could recognize and validate her feelings, but he couldn’t experience them for her. And dammit he wanted to. Frustration drove him to his feet. Without a blink of hesitation, he ripped off his shirt, kicked his flip flops under the chair, and pulled the wallet from the pocket of his board shorts before taking three steps and diving into the pool. A couple dozen laps should get him past some of the irritation while he waited.
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Liz stood with her hands braced against the tiled wall and let the water pound over her while thoughts and emotions careened around inside her head. There were flashes of memories and bits of voices, conversations heard long ago. She’d apparently stored it all in some closed file. A place she never went. Until today. Until she had no choice but to look at the reality and the lies she’d chosen to ignore.

But that time was over. She was a grown-up. She’d been let down by the woman who should have been her protector. So freaking what? She’d lived through it all, hadn’t she? Other kids weren’t so lucky. Some of the ones she’d been sent to rescue over the years had had lives much worse than she could even imagine. And most of them survived. Even went on to thrive in spite of the odds. She’d felt their desperation, their need, their confusion and their shame, yet denied herself those same feelings.

Because she was strong. Ask anyone. Liz could handle anything. If anyone could do the impossible, like storming through the tunnels of an underground mine to bring out the body of a beaten child, Liz could.

But she’d broken then, hadn’t she? Proof she wasn’t indestructible. She’d been afraid to try again, face the unknown of her job, but she’d healed. She’d taken the time, gone back to the ocean, and found her soul. Her world had slipped back onto its axis again.

Until Charlotta began to call. And even then, she’d laughed and thrown the connection to her mother into the ocean. At that moment, she’d felt whole. Recovered and ready to go back to work. Kayla’s cry for help couldn’t have come at a better moment.

With her face in the spray, she felt the sting as water seeped under the edge of her eyelid. A little pain wasn’t a bad thing. It reminded her of where she was, as did the voice asking if she’d had enough time yet.

When she nodded, his mouth closed over hers. She rose up on her toes, wrapped her arms around his neck and went on a journey of survival, drinking in his essence, feeling the slickness of his skin under her hands, the roughness of his chest hair against her breasts... and the evidence of  how much he wanted her nestled against her.

He held her face between his hands and her heart pushed at her throat as though trying to join with his. Become one. Forever.

Galen lifted his mouth and she whimpered at the loss. “Please stay with me,” she begged.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said running his lips across her jaw and down to do the same on her collarbone.

“I need you,” she confessed.

“And I’m here.” He lifted his head and stared into her eyes. “You don’t have to figure everything out in an hour. Take the time to let it settle. I just talked to Mike and he’s giving you a month to get things sorted out. He’s talked to my handler and cleared me for a month as well. We can stay here or go back to Lincoln City. It’s up to you.”

“Oregon for sure.”

“Good, then let’s get the hell out of Dodge.”
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They’d been at the beach for two weeks when Mike called to say Estelle and Kayla would be arriving to visit the next day.

The hard-won feeling of well-being evaporated, effectively negating the hours spent working through her feelings. It was all new again. She’d been violated, lied to, and duped by those closest to her. But what about Kayla? Hadn’t she suffered more? Hadn’t every moment of her life been a lie?

Liz let the thoughts twist her up, then methodically worked through the facts, and once again, found peace within herself. The past was just that. Past. Nothing could undo what had been done to her. And every moment had led to where she was, who she was, and what she was now. Not a single bad or awful thing had come from the deception.

Kayla was a lovely girl poised on the brink of womanhood. She still had much to learn, but she had a good mother to help her find her way. The one big mistake she’d made—running away—had ended well in that she hadn’t been harmed. Yet she’d learned how to look at the world and the people in it with an edge of skepticism. Estelle would have to help her to not be completely untrusting.

Yes, her childhood had effectively ended, but that was on no one but her for deciding to take matters into her own hands and run away.

Liz stood at the water’s edge, inhaling deeply, absorbing the briny scent into every cell of her being. The rhythm of the waves seeped into her bones and her heartbeat slowed. She belonged to the ocean, to its reassuring voice and the unpredictability of its behavior. She loved the steadfast determination of waves reaching for land, then letting go.

She’d researched her Spanish ancestry and discovered a long line of sailors. Men who’d trusted the sea to take them where they’d needed to go. And while she almost never traveled on water, all her most important emotional journeys were in the presence of the sea. 

Perhaps you are really a mermaid.

She laughed at Galen’s idea, spinning to find him coming up behind her. I’d rather not be in the water, so I don’t think so. You’re the swimmer, not me.

His arms circled her waist and he pulled her back against his chest. “How are you doing?”

“Getting anxious. I want this to go well. I don’t want her to feel as if I don’t want her, but she needs to be with Estelle. I think we worked some of it out when we were together before. I just fear that with all the changes, she’s forgotten she decided I couldn’t provide her with the kind of life she was used to.”

She laughed. “I can still see her face when I rifled through a stranger’s closet and found clothes to wear. A big plaid shirt and baggy jeans. She was mortified.”

“I thought she was wearing borrowed clothes when you found her?”

She shrugged. “Being handed clean clothes, as opposed to pawing through the belongings of strangers, must have a different feel.” She lifted his hand to kiss the palm. “Don’t get me wrong, she’s not stuck-up or ungrateful, she’s just a girl. One who’s lived a pampered and sheltered life.”

“Garcia was bent on keeping her safe, I’ll give him that.”

“True. But most of his mistakes put her at risk in a way. He had to keep her from getting the wrong feelings for a boy because he was her half-brother. And his ongoing affair with Charlotta would have made things awkward. It must have kept him on edge watching Charlotta interact with her, always wondering if the truth would be told.

“I have twinges of pity for him, but they never last long. Just until I remember his relationship with my mother when I was really young. He didn’t have the balls to leave her when he could have. His moral compass was too firmly attached to the family money.”

Liz, help me.

The words slipped into her mind and this time, she smiled. “She’s here.”

“They got here about an hour ago. She’s been trying to work up the nerve to come down from the cottage.”

Stepping past him with the intention of going up the steps cut into the cliff, she was surprised to see Kayla standing a few feet away, with Fred sitting beside her. The crashing of waves had muted the sound of their approach. 

Liz smiled at the girl. “You brought Fred.”

“Mike loaned him to me for a while. Said he could use a vacation.” 

And he’d be good for her. Something solid and reliable to help her through the confusion of what her life had become.

“Well, Fred, got a hug for an old friend?” Stepping toward them, Liz was surprised when Kayla threw herself into her arms. 

“I’m sorry,” the girl mumbled into Liz’s shoulder.

She tightened her grip on the teen. “What could you possibly have to be sorry about?”

“About what my dad and Abuelo did to you. About all of it. They made your life hell and stole me from you and—”

Liz cut her off. “Hold it right there.” Leaning back so she could meet the troubled gaze, she kept her hands on Kayla’s shoulders, “You have done nothing to apologize for. We were manipulated by masters, Kayla.”

“They did it all because of me.”

“They did everything for themselves. For what the outcome meant to them.”

“My mom says it’s her fault.”

“That’s just stupid thinking,” she snapped and immediately back-pedaled. “None of it was her fault. Yes, she desperately wanted a child, but she did nothing wrong.”

“My dad said he did it because he loved my mom.”

Sticky, thought Liz. “He may have been motivated by love, Kayla, but what he did was horribly wrong and he has to pay for that, as do your grandparents, even though they, too, were probably motivated by love.”

“But Mom said—”

“Where is she?” Liz interrupted. 

Kayla pointed to where the woman leaned on the deck railing watching them.

“Come on. We need to sort some shit out right now. You too, Fred. We may need a mediator.” She winked at Galen and the group headed for the steps that would take them to the cabin perched a hundred feet above the ocean.

The stress of what had happened to her family hadn’t been kind to Estelle. She was as neatly put together as always, but her clothing hung loose and the lines on her face had deepened in sallow flesh.

Liz went to her without hesitation and wrapped her arms around the trembling woman in a hug that spoke of non-judgemental support. “You and Kayla need to stop blaming yourselves, Estelle. It’s unhealthy and plain wrong.”

“Liz said it was stupid thinking.”

“Gee, thanks for sharing my less-than-kind moment, Kayla.”

The kid shrugged. “It’s what you said.”

“Fair enough. I have my moments and now you have proof that I’m as human as everyone else. But the sentiment is there, Estelle. I don’t blame your need to be a mother for what happened to me. The people responsible are being held accountable. Unless you asked them to do it, you can’t take any blame.”

“I’m ashamed for what my family has done.”

“And look what shame is doing to you. You’ve lost weight and you look like a woman who’s fighting a losing battle with illness. Do you want Kayla to be worried about you? Don’t add that to the baggage, Estelle. Get on with your life and provide your daughter with a fabulous example. Be the strong woman you’ve always been.”

“She ran away to be with you, not me.”

“Yeah, well she’s an idiot sometimes, but she’s a teenager so that’s to be expected. But did she tell you she decided while she was with me that I wasn’t going to be a good fit for her? That I wasn’t nearly the loving mom you were?” Sure, she was stretching the truth, but it was worth it when she saw Estelle’s eyes brighten.

“Coffee for everyone?” asked Galen, heading for the kitchen. The two women nodded and Kayla followed him.

Once they were alone, Liz said, “I’m not going to take her from you. Ever. That’s my solemn promise. But I want something in exchange.”

“Anything.”

“Promise me you’ll get on with your lives. The records are all sealed, Estelle. Go back to teaching children to dance. Make peace with the past and trust your daughter’s half-brother to look out for her sometimes. He and his mother are all the family you’ll have around for a while, so enjoy them. Cement that relationship. Gather them in and be a family. Give Kayla the stable home life she’ll need desperately for the next few years.”

Estelle drew a long breath and closed her eyes for a minute. “You’re wrong.”

Liz straightened and frowned at the woman on the other end of the couch. “Like hell.”

“You’re wrong about the family Kayla has left. She also has an aunt. My sister. A woman I want to be a part of our lives.”

Liz’s throat closed, and try as she might to stop them, tears rolled down her cheeks. Okay, point to Estelle. She’d thought she was done crying over this whole mess, but apparently there was a tear or two left. She grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. Sister. There’s a word she hadn’t explored before.

“Will you promise to be a part of our family, Liz?” Estelle held out her left hand and Liz noticed the absence of rings.

She nodded. “Yeah, I can do that,” she said, reaching toward Estelle, taking the offered hand and pulling the woman into a hug.

Kayla stopped in the doorway and Galen nearly bumped into her. “I think they’re crying,” she said.

He took the tray from her and turned back to the kitchen. “Let’s give them another minute or two.”

*
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Three days later, Liz and Galen stood in the driveway, waving until the car was out of sight. Estelle, Kayla, and Fred were headed back to Palm Springs. The time they’d spent walking the Oregon beaches had put spring back in their steps, and Estelle had healthy color on her face. Liz could still hear the laughter they’d shared.

“I’ll never look at a kite the same way,” said Galen.

She tipped her head sideways. “Why not?”

“I’ll always imagine Kayla and Fred galloping down the beach after the one that got away.”

“They almost caught the end of the string a couple times.”

“I loved the way the wind teased them. God, it was good to see her being a kid and having fun. Forgetting about all the other stuff for a while.”

She pressed her lips against his throat. “She’s going to be okay. We all are.”

“Damn sure,” he said.

“I wish we could stay here forever.”

“We can.”

She looked up at him.

“The cottage is yours, Liz.”

“You signed it over?”

“I told you I was going to.”

“But you said—”

“I said I’d give you the cottage if you’d marry me, and you said you would when the case was over and the questions were answered.”

“Well, then.”

“Come on.” He grabbed her hand, led her through the cottage, and out to the cliff steps. “You said you wanted to get married on the beach, no fuss, no muss, a justice of the peace and a couple of witnesses.”

“I did,” she said cautiously.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He swung her up in his arms. “Close your eyes.”

“What?”

“I said, close your eyes. Trust me, Liz.”

He carried her down the stairs and let her stand when they reached the bottom, but he kept her facing him and the ocean. He took both her hands in his. “I love you and I want you to be my wife. Even if you are the most frustrating woman on the face of the earth.”

“I love you and I want to be your wife, even if you can make my insides go to jelly with a single look.” 

He grinned. “Perfect,” he said, draping an arm across her shoulders and turning her around.

Liz was stunned to see everyone who meant anything to her barefoot on the sand of her favorite beach. Hannah, in a dress of brilliant colors, sent Liz a smile she felt clear down to her toes. Estelle, in the shorts and top she’d been wearing earlier, nodded to Kayla, who held out a bunch of white daisies. “Something new,” she said. “A bouquet.”

Grace stepped forward with a bit of delicate lace in her hand. “It was my grandmother’s veil. I’d be honored if you borrowed it.” When Liz nodded, Grace fastened it in her hair with two silver combs.

Kayla looked at them with a grin. “You’ve got old, new, and borrowed so far, and Galen has blue for you so we’re ready.”

They walked together as a group toward the water’s edge. 

Hannah cleared her throat. “Oddly enough, I’m licensed to do this in Oregon, so here goes.

The words faded away as Liz stared into Galen’s eyes and saw the love she’d always wanted to believe in.

Kayla poked her in the side. “Say, ‘I do.’”

“Oh.” Liz looked around at the expectant faces. “Of course. I do.” There was laughter and soon Galen had said the words as well. But it didn’t matter. She was his. She loved him. And he loved her. It was perfect.

The ring he slid onto her finger was a gorgeous aquamarine, and the words he whispered in her ear put a lump in her throat. He’d resigned as an interrogator, but would stay on with ETCETERA as a telepath and a pilot. 

Tears ran down her cheeks and he kissed them away.

By the time Hannah pronounced them married, the incoming tide was swirling around everyone’s ankles. Except for Fred. He’d backed off to higher ground.

Liz spun around, threw her hands up in the air, and laughed out loud as she danced up the beach to plant a kiss on the dog’s head. Then ran back into the arms of the man she loved.
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Dear reader,

I sincerely hope you enjoyed this story as much as I loved writing it! 

As an author, I spend most of my time alone with my computer, and have little interaction with my readers. 

Because of this, when someone loves one of my stories and takes a minute to leave a review, spontaneous happy dancing breaks out in the writing cave! 

And not to worry, Wolfe and Bear, my obnoxious tuxedo cats are no longer offended by this silliness.

So if you’d like to make me happy, happy, happy, and imagine me jumping around the room like an idiot, please leave me a review. And honestly? You don’t need think of it as one of those dreaded book reviews we had to do in school. A simple, “great story” or “good read” or “interesting characters” will thrill me to no end.

And if you didn’t like the book? Well, kudos for reading to the end anyways, and I hope your next reading experience is happier.

Cheers!

Kathryn. 
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