
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


Risky
Alliance

978-1-58124-235-5

Thriller by N.C.
Anderson

-

Published by The Fiction
Works

www.fictionworks.com

-

Smashwords edition

-

Copyright 2011

by N.C. Anderson

 



 


All rights reserved. No
part of this book may be reproduced without written permission,
except for brief quotations to books and critical reviews. This
story is a work of fiction. Characters and events are the product
of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to persons, living or
dead, is purely coincidental.

 


This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you
should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank
you for respecting the author’s work.

 



 


“A do-not-miss page-turner.
Murder, mayhem, and a man desperately wanting his family reunited.
It’s a great read.”

—Vicki Hinze,
All Due Respect

 


“N.C. Anderson weaves a wonderful
tale of suspense and only unravels it at the last heart-stopping
moment to reveal the triumph of the human spirit over fear and the
power of love against all odds. This one’s a keeper.”

—Parris Afton Bonds,
When the Heart Is Right

 



Prologue

 


Des Moines,
Iowa

Only minutes before the terror
began, six-year-old Amanda Sue Borgson felt especially happy
sitting at the kitchen table with her best friend, Penny, the
housekeeper’s four-year-old daughter.

“Martha, I ate all my
soup.” Sue lifted her empty, colorfully striped bowl as she watched
Martha Johns pouring milk into her glass. “Can I have a
cookie?”

“Me, too,” echoed
Penny, tipping her bowl to show its spotless interior.

Leaning forward, and resting her
hands on the table, Martha pretended to scrutinize how well they’d
cleaned their bowls. “Yes,” she said. “I believe you both deserve a
cookie.”

Thinking about what had happened
nearly five years ago, and how much she loved her job, Martha
walked to the counter and opened the large, cupcake-designed cookie
jar that the girls were staring at expectantly. She’d worked for
the Borgson family for almost five years now. But before she’d
needed a job, Kevin, her husband, had worked for the local school
system, and they’d rented an apartment from the Borgsons. Four
years and eight months ago, winter had made a last ditch effort to
cover the city in six feet of snow. Filled with excitement, Martha
had been waiting at home with a special dinner, waiting to tell
Kevin about the baby.

Kevin lost his life that
night—freezing to death because his car slid into a tree during
that Iowa blizzard, and no one noticed his car or him. He never
knew he was to be a father. In less than an hour her life had all
but crumbled to dust. Coming to her rescue, the Borgsons, God bless
them, offered her work and encouragement. No, she thought, so very
much more than that. They had made her, and eventually Penny, feel
like members of the family.

After pulling two huge
cookies—the sort children yearn after—from the jar, she returned to
the table and placed them in the tiny, eager hands reaching for
them. If it hadn’t been for the Borgson’s generosity, Martha didn’t
know how she would have survived, pregnant, alone, no
income.

She smiled at how gentle and
sweet the girls were. She loved that Suzie Q as much as she loved
her Penny. Her daddy had dubbed her Suzie Q, and it fit perfectly.
She might be two years older than Penny, but she wasn’t any taller,
and so tiny—

A muffled curse, a grunt of pain,
and the clatter-jangle of glass breaking came from somewhere in the
house. Startled by the alien and menacing noise, Martha swept Penny
from her chair and grabbed Sue’s hand. “Hush, now,” she whispered,
hurrying them across the parquet floor and opening the solid
folding doors to the pantry. She followed the plan worked out in
her mind if something should pose a threat to the
children—tornado-type storm outside or an always probable human
menace within because landlords were prime targets.

“Sit on the floor and
hold hands while I see what’s happening,” she ordered. “Don’t make
any noise, and don’t come out until I come back for you.” She
returned the Borgson’s generous support through loyalty and
watching out for the children, and, thank goodness it wasn’t often,
by handling any disgruntled renters who came around to harass the
family. The sheriff served on two such people just last week, and
one kicked out windows in the Mrs.‘s car that same
night.

The Borgsons could call them
disgruntled if they wanted. But Martha saw them as cancerous
professional renters, sponging troublemakers who often destroyed an
apartment before finally being forced to leave. She intended to
look for the source of the noise, then call the police. She
couldn’t see the Borgson’s taking any more guff off that type of
people. It made Martha furious, just plain furious.

The urgency in Martha’s voice and
her sudden disappearance frightened Sue. In the darkness of the
closed pantry, she tightened her grip on Penny’s hand.

Penny pulled away. “That hurt,
Suzie Q.”

“Shhhh . . .” Sue
hissed with a finger placed to her lips. The tersely given orders
from Martha made her tummy feel as if she’d eaten rocks, not
soup.

A loud, sharp bang echoed through
the house. Sue heard a scream, though she couldn’t tell whether it
came from her mother or Martha.

Hopelessly, Sue tried to hang
onto Penny and keep her in the pantry as Martha instructed. The
determined Penny yanked away, shoved back the folding door, and
sprinted from the kitchen. Sue followed her through the swinging
kitchen door and stopped when she reached the broad archway that
separated the dining room from the sunken living room. A few more
steps and she would be where the staircase began its winding way to
the upper floor. A strange man with a shiny brown face, and no
nose, or eyes, or mouth, stood at the top of the stairs near her
daddy.

“Dammit. You open
that safe,” the man growled, and raised his hand that had a
butterfly on it, a beautiful red, purple, yellow butterfly. “Or I’m
going to shoot.”

“You don’t steal from
this family,” Raymond Borgson yelled. “Teenager or no, I’m going to
see you in jail.” He grabbed at the gun in the man’s hand with one
hand, and with the other he yanked at the top of the man’s
head.

Her daddy had to’ve made a
mistake. He called the man a teenager, and to her that meant an old
boy like her brother Pete—this man looked bigger than Pete. She had
to look way up at her daddy, and when he told younger people to do
something, they usually did it. He never had to get mad like he was
right now. Sue couldn’t remember ever seeing him mad before. It
made her mad at the man too.

When her daddy quit yanking on
the man’s shiny skin, Sue thought that he had removed the man’s
face—but no, now he had a nose and eyes and hair. And, an ugly,
puckered line that ran from his eye to his mouth. The gun in his
hand suddenly exploded, and plaster rained down on them both from
the ceiling. She watched her daddy shake the big boy’s arm and the
gun flew into the air, then flipped over the railing and fell to
the carpet in the living room.

Run! Get that
gun, Sue commanded herself, begged herself. If I get the gun and run, the man will leave Daddy
alone. Yet her body wouldn’t listen, she couldn’t move.
Tears sprang to her eyes as she saw another man, and with him, an
old boy like Pete. They both had the same shiny skin on their
faces, and the man had a hold on her mother’s arm. He forced her
mother to walk with him across the room toward the gun. Seeing her
mother’s pale face and terrified eyes made Sue’s muscles tighten
even more; it was useless.

She stared at the boy. Except for
him, they all looked like men to her. She realized it was like the
stockings her mother wore on her legs when he tugged it from his
head and shoved his hand through his long, greasy-looking brown
hair. Near his ear was a little picture that reminded Sue of the
cross she’d seen at church and his ear had an ugly twist running
down the side. He wasn’t as tall as the others, and thin—just like
Pete.

“You crazy,
dumb-shit,” the big boy who struggled with her daddy hollered. He
shoved, hard, and her father rolled end-over-end down the thickly
carpeted steps, with the boy running after him.

Before her father had stopped
rolling, the man pulling on her mother’s arm reached the gun. He
scooped it from the floor, waved it in the air, and then he hit her
mother and fired the gun at Martha as she pushed Penny behind
Daddy’s big chair and reached for the phone on the end
table.

Still unable to move, Sue could
hear herself screaming as her mother landed on the floor and Martha
fell back against the couch then slid to the carpet, a red color
now staining the front of her dress.

She opened her mouth to scream
again when the hand with the butterfly landed hard against her
cheek, bouncing her head to the wall. The men then barreled past
her and disappeared into the kitchen. But the thin boy stopped in
front of her. He grinned, baring his teeth, and took her neck
between his hands, squeezing, cutting off her breath. His grip
loosened when one of the men yelled at him, “Move it, LA. That’s
enough education for one morning.” Laughing, he released her neck
and ran.

“Bates, we didn’t get
no money.”

“We got jewelry, kid.
A real haul,” were the last words Sue could hear when the door
slammed.

Penny ran to Martha. “Mommy,
Mommy,” she cried.

“Call the police,
Suzie,” Martha moaned, while she held Penny’s hand. “Hurry, child,
the number is on the phone where I showed you.”

Sue couldn’t make her voice work
as she gasped for breath, her throat burning in pain. The words
Bates and jewelry echoed in her head. She wanted to scream again,
wanted to run, but could do neither. Sprawled at the bottom of the
stairs, was Daddy. And Mommy was lying near Martha, her eyes closed
as if she were sleeping.

Penny calmly knelt beside her
mother. “Mommy, Suzie won’t move.”

Martha touched her daughter’s
face. “Remember how I taught you to use the phone for an emergency,
baby? Not like calling your friend Kay?”

Penny nodded. “Can I, Mommy? I
know how.”

Sue heard Martha’s whispered,
“Yes.” She wanted to help her and Mommy and Daddy, too. Tears
burned her eyes. She wanted to help.

Penny lifted a satin toss pillow
from the couch and placed it under her mother’s head and patted her
cheek. “I call now, Mommy.” Penny climbed on the brocade couch and
put the phone receiver to her ear, then carefully punched the
numbers. “My mommy and Suzie Q’s mommy and daddy are hurt,” she
said clearly. “Men were here and hurt them.” She listened. “Our
street is Elmhurst. Okay, I won’t hang up.” Penny turned her head
and looked at Martha. “They will come, Mommy. I’m not to hang
up.”

Martha moaned. “Good girl, baby,”
she gasped. “You’re such a good girl. Now, tell them 4737
Elmhurst.”

And I’m
bad, Sue thought. I can’t move. Mommy
needs me, and I can’t move. She didn’t understand. No one had shot
her, she was standing on her feet; yet, she had fallen asleep all
over.

Even when she heard the sirens
outside the front door, her legs wouldn’t work. She kept seeing the
brilliant sparks from the gun, the wet, red stain on Martha’s
dress, her daddy falling . . .. Unsuccessfully, she tried hard to
remember what had outlined the vivid colors on the back of the
man’s hand. But she could see the cross and the ear with its
crooked scar, and the boy’s bold, hard stare that seemed to stab
her flesh.

Several people lunged through the
front door. The first three were policemen. The next had red
jackets and carried big boxes.

Then Sue couldn’t see them or
hear them anymore as she closed her eyes and toppled to the
floor.

 



Chapter
1

 


California,
Twenty-four years later

Amanda Sue Campbell took two
large cookies from the Panda Bear jar on the counter and turned to
look at her two children who had just finished their
lunch.

Sue smiled as she studied them a
moment. Though only eight, Michael stood nearly as tall and nearly
as heavy as his ten-year-old sister Andee. His black hair and blue
eyes were duplicates of his father’s; while Andee’s ash-blond hair
and dark-brown eyes mirrored Sue. Their rooms looked sharp, and
they’d helped in the kitchen, just like she had asked them to. They
deserved a treat; she hadn’t had to badger either of them all
morning . . . or, for that matter, remind Jacob of anything, she
thought. I just might take him a treat, too.

She knew exactly what treat she
would rather share with him. It didn’t do any good to think about
it until later in the evening after the children went to bed. The
mere thought of lying in his arms, the touch of his lips, his
hands, always made her body glow in anticipation and impatient in
waiting. Eleven years of marriage had merely made her love him more
with the time.

Trying to ignore where her
thoughts were leading, she focused on the children and held up the
cookies. “Anyone interested in dessert?”

“Mom, you’re funny.”
Michael’s grin mimicked his father’s, and Jacob Tyler Campbell
could win most anything his heart desired from her with a mere
twist of the lip.

Andee reached out a hand.
“Always, Mom, always.”

Before Sue could step forward,
the snapping sound of gunfire and a yelp followed by a moaned curse
from Jacob froze her to the spot. The earsplitting noise came from
the front of the house where he had his office. As a private
investigator, Jacob made enemies, and though they hadn’t discussed
it much, Sue often worried about the day that one of them would
come looking for him at home.

Her children were in danger.
“Priest’s closet, now!” she ordered, her voice low, raspy. After
dropping the cookies on the counter and grabbing the cordless phone
from near the sink, she followed them across the kitchen to the
large closet between the back door and the dining room. She had
considered sending the children out the back door to the neighbors.
However, Jacob had warned her that if anything like this ever
happened, someone could be waiting behind the house. If they could
get to it, he insisted that she use the hidden closet he’d designed
when they built the house—taking the Priest’s hole idea from
ancient designs. Only, unlike the ancient design, this one was
safer and the kids could get out. When she yanked down the obscure
lever in the corner, the wall in the rear of the closet slid
opened. Michael and Andee hurried inside, then Sue closed the wall
and pushed on the phone.

It was dead.

It came instantly to her that
Jacob’s cell phone wouldn’t be dead, and it was only a couple of
steps away. Moving quickly, she sucked in a deep breath, lifted it
from the table near the closet, then stepped back inside and dialed
911.

While whispering their address
and the situation into the phone, she glanced through the crack in
the door. Dining room furniture obscured some of her view, so she
knelt to see under and around it. Jacob’s long body draped down and
across the wide, half-circle step leading into the living room, and
his gun lay on the floor more than an arm’s length away. His eyes
seemed riveted on the two men advancing on him.

She described what she was seeing
to the woman on the phone and looked up. Just out of view and above
the closet’s shelf hung a .25 automatic pistol, and she had hidden
the bullet clip in a shoebox under it. Her hands shook violently,
her mind, shouting at her to grab the small gun and help him. She
would get it, she would, but all she could do was stare, as one of
the men raised a gun and pointed it at Jacob’s head.

Stretching her neck to the side,
she looked for the second man who seemed to have disappeared.
Probably watching out the front, Sue thought. Slowly, she rose to
her feet, and though she’d only done it twice because she hated
touching the cold steel of a gun, fully intending to get and load
the weapon. A weapon Jacob called worthless, but the only one she
could bring herself to handle.

“I told you I’d get
you, Campbell.” The man’s laugh was ugly, and had a familiar ring
to it. “I’m putting your interfering lights out
forever.”

Raising his bloody hand away from
his hip and settling it against the clay-tiled step, Jacob tried
unsuccessfully to sit up. “Murder new on your list of things to do,
Bates? Or is it just something I’ve missed?”

“You’re pretty
stupid, Campbell.” Bates’ tone sounded harsh, contemptuous. “You
don’t know a damned thing about my personal record.” He laughed,
waving the gun at Jacob, then toward the kitchen, and obviously
enjoying the taunting. “First you, big man, then your wife and
kiddies. We been watching you, so we know they’re in the
house.”

The name Bates seemed to swirl in
her mind as Sue snatched the small gun from its hook and pulled the
shoebox down. While loading the clip into the gun with shaky
fingers, she thought about what the man just said. If she moved
into the kitchen, behind the archway and away from the closet, they
would never find the children if she and Jacob couldn’t protect
them.

“Just get it the hell
over with before someone comes,” the second man growled from
somewhere outside Sue’s visual range. “Someone could’ve heard that
shot.”

When Bates moved a step closer to
Jacob and before she had the chance to leave the closet, Sue could
see his hand clearly, his arm, his gun. Unexpectedly, and as had
happened before in her life, fear seemed to firmly lock every
muscle in her body and transform her warm flesh to solid stone.
Red, purple, yellow. The colors seemed to beam from his hand. A
butterfly. What she had forgotten so many years ago, was that
butterfly. She raised her glance to the man’s face, and what she
dreaded seeing, yet knew would be there, was the puckered scar that
ran from his eye to his mouth. First a butterfly came striking
toward her face, then pain grasped at her throat like strangling
fingers as a picture of her mother’s pale, terrified face, and her
father’s twisted body burst into her memory in a bloody red
haze.

It didn’t seem possible—couldn’t
be possible that after two decades the same man who had robbed her
father of the use of his legs was now about to rob her husband of
his life.

Her mind screamed at her to raise
the gun and help Jacob, screamed at her to get further away from
the children’s hiding place, but she couldn’t make any of her
muscles respond. Her hands ached from their death grips on the gun
and phone. Tears seeped from the corners of her eyes as she prayed
desperately for the power to move.

The man, Bates, cocked the gun
and Sue’s body sagged against the doorframe and wall. Unsteady,
dizzy, her fingers relaxed and both gun and phone slipped from her
hands, clattering to the closet floor.

Bates looked straight at the
closet, and Jacob wasted no time as he grabbed for his gun. Sue
sucked in her breath when he missed, but still managed to throw the
man off balance with a kick. The sharp blast from a gun filled her
ears. But it was Bates’ body that jerked sideways, stumbled, and
then righted itself.

Through a veil of tears Sue could
now see Bates’ partner belly-down on the floor with his hands on
his head and with blood oozing through his fingers. Over him stood
Jacob’s closest friend, Tim Benson, and he had his police revolver
in his hand. Bates raised his weapon, Tim’s gun exploded again, and
Bates tipped against the walnut-paneled wall near Jacob and dropped
to the floor.

Bates. The butterfly was dead.
The butterfly could no longer hurt Jacob, or intrude on my dreams,
Sue thought as her eyes closed. I’ll never be a
good girl. Against her will, Sue slid deeper into darkness,
and quickly realizing how wrong she was about the dreams. She could
still see the red, the purple, the yellow. Vainly, she tried to
fight the terrible haze covering her eyes. Jacob, her beloved J.T.,
needed her and she could no longer see him, because now she saw a
scarred ear and a cross tattoo.

As the darkness filled her, an
urgent voice, a voice she hadn’t heard since she was six years old,
shrieked, loudly, hysterically at her from somewhere in her soul,
her self-preservation, “You can’t take this any longer. You have to
get away from all this. You can’t be around to see Jacob killed.
You can’t let the children see him die, can’t let them live with
the danger . . . .”

~

Sanger,
California

For a Thursday morning, traffic
seemed unusually light on the street fronting the cemetery. But
Jacob Tyler Campbell, J.T. to his friends, and, to his Sue, before
she’d left him months before. He was trying to comprehend the words
Dottie Delaney choked out between her sobs.

A June breeze made the midmorning
heat bearable as they stood together beside Robert Delaney’s open
grave, and while he watched Delaney’s dozens of friends as they
worked their way back to their cars. Jacob had known Robert since
grade school and his death still didn’t seem real.

He just wished that Sue were
here, that eighteen months’ ago she hadn’t chosen separation as the
answer to their problems, that she hadn’t chosen to live so damned
far away. With her capacity for love, Sue would be the person to
help Dottie through her grief. Maybe even help him with his. No . .
. that wasn’t quite right. They had already helped each other on
the phone two days ago. She wouldn’t come, but he’d heard the pain
in her voice after he’d told her what happened to Robert. He knew
she had called Dottie.

Dottie brushed at the skirt of
the black dress she wore that didn’t look to Jacob like it fit her
very well. He started to worry that she was losing weight, when she
said, “I wanted to wear my own black dress—Robert liked that
dress.” She sobbed. “Mom went to the house to find it for me,” she
whispered. “Couldn’t find the dress,” she said, wiping at her eyes.
“Couldn’t find it. I couldn’t go there . . . .

“You knew him, J.T.”
Dottie took the handkerchief Jacob held out to her, clutching it in
a tight fist. “He would never kill himself for God’s sakes. He
survived the over-running of his Special Forces team.” She dabbed
at the new tears trickling down her cheeks. “He saved the entire
unit. If Robert ever had a day of weakness, I never saw
it.”

Dottie knew nothing about his and
Robert’s discussions the past few months, and, though it had
surprised him, Jacob had seen some weakness. He glanced at the
ground where the green grass grew only when forced by constant
watering, and recalled how badly Robert’s hands shook when he told
about the agent who hounded him. But then, he also remembered that
when the agent confiscated their car, then their cottage in the
mountains, most of Robert’s fear had back-pedaled while anger and
an itch for a payback took over.

Jacob had managed to slow Robert
down by offering to help. Armed with positive evidence that the
Delaney’s owed nothing, and that the agency couldn’t take their
property legally, Jacob went in to see an agent named Williams and
asked questions. A few days later he found a letter in his mailbox
from agent Williams, requesting that Jacob attend an audit. Because
he learned real fast, because he hated making the same mistake
twice, he stopped boldly asking the questions that brought
harassment and not the answers he needed.

Changing his tactics and quietly
sleuthing the agency’s ink-slingers revealed some mind-boggling
facts. Findings that were leading him down a shadowed, twisted
alley; an alleyway pot-holed with an illegal activity that should
stick out and prompt an investigation within it’s own
walls.

The agency was so damned massive
with people and data that it could never detect theft without such
an investigation. It seemed whatever was in their database was
fact, period. Even the local newspaper stated that the agency
itself was so big it was unauditable. However, he chose to believe
chaos and lack of management the cause.

Soon, he would have all the
answers about the seizure and selling of real estate—answers that
would prevent him from having the involved agent busted. Because
one man didn’t stand much chance nose-to-nose with a giant, agency
that appeared to swallow up everyone in its path.

It hadn’t taken him long to
realize that they protected their own, no matter what. He shivered
to think how many closet millionaires hid within the agency. It
didn’t take all that many properties to line their pockets with
gold.

After watching how despondently
she slipped the black lace scarf from her sienna-colored hair,
Jacob pulled Dottie against his chest, trying to comfort her the
best he could. Consoling women wasn’t something he knew much about,
and he felt as uneasy as all hell. “The coroner called the
judgment, Dottie. No extensive inquiry seemed called for, and the
police didn’t initiate anything past their preliminary
investigation.” One of his best friends lay in the earth, hounded
into killing himself, unnerved, dehumanized until he couldn’t take
it anymore. He blinked several times trying to ease the ache behind
his eyes.

“Please, J.T.,”
Dottie said, her voice crackling, strained. “You were his closest
friend. Please don’t let him go this way. He didn’t kill himself.
Someone murdered him. Please, J.T., make the police at least look
around.”

Dottie’s sobs tore at Jacob’s
heart. “All right—all right, Dottie, you win. I don’t know what
success I’d have with the police, but I’ll go to the house and see
what I can find. Since you and the kids are staying with your
folks, you’d better give me the keys now.” He touched her chin
gently, tipping it so he could see the mixture of grief and anger
in her hazel eyes. “Promise me you’ll feel satisfied with whatever
I find.” He dropped his hand to his side. Robert killed himself;
but for Dottie, for his three godchildren, he would do this
investigation if it would help them with Robert’s death.

A touch of color returned to her
wan cheeks. “Thank you, J.T.,” Dottie said. She handed him the
house keys he’d requested. “You have my promise.”

Jacob looked at the clear-blue
sky, feeling the sun’s heat penetrating the back of his neck and
shoulders, hoping she meant those words.

~

Fresno, California,
three hours later

“When we get Campbell
out of California, we’ll break in and destroy his files. We know
exactly what photocopies he’s been able to get his hands on, and
once they’re gone, he won’t be able to replace them. We’ve made
sure of it.” Clinton shook his head, rose from a leather
wing-backed chair, and leaned against an ornate bookcase beside the
older, shorter man who slowly thumbed through a heavy law book.
“We’ll have to be smart, Keats. The word in Sacramento is that he’s
the best.” He shoved a hand in his pocket. “Not to mention, fast,”
he added, impatiently. “Because of his damned talent, he often does
investigating for the DA in Sacramento.”

Seated on an elegant Chippendale
chair in the high-ceilinged library, Kimba cleared her throat. “I
agree with getting him out of the state. Campbell works out of his
home, and the way his place is designed, it would be dangerous to
try for the files with him anywhere around.” She straightened the
sleeves of her beige silk blouse. “We can’t afford to be careless.
Things have gone too well.” She smiled, tapping her manicured
fingernails against the lustrous cherry-wood table in front of her.
“He’s been a real benefit to us, though. He’s shown us the holes in
our transactions, and we’ve plugged them up.” She had talent of her
own. Free access to any file she wanted, freedom to alter any
information she wanted, made her talent more fun. The best part was
the agency didn’t have time to give a damn. Agents who got caught
making mistakes, merely found themselves transferred to another
state. Kimba found it profitable, and for the most part an ever so
safe a shield that government and embarrassment just didn’t go
together.

Keats replaced his book on the
shelf, and then brushed his hand across his partially gray,
receding hairline. He stopped beside the other man. “I want you to
fly to Des Moines, Clinton. I want you to visit Campbell’s wife,
and give him a reason to leave California. My informants tell me
that they’ve been separated for well over a year, but Campbell
would take her back instantly. He calls her residence no less than
three times a week, and he’s gone there several times in the past
few months. If she needs him, he’ll go.”

Inhaling the opulent smell of
leather-bound books, of antique furniture, and the ethereal
fragrance from the roses strategically placed about the room, Kimba
banged her hand impatiently on the long red table. “Why bother?
We’re infallible. No one’s going to touch us.” She would rather see
Campbell dead, lying in the hardpan California dirt alongside his
buddy. It would be the easiest, most efficient way to stop his
prying. At any rate, she knew that Keats was a manipulator, not an
exterminator, and he didn’t have much in the way of patience. If
she told him her thoughts, he’d get pissed off, and that being the
case, she could not seem overly eager. He would never approve of
taking her easiest way.

“Darling, you know
your people always go after anyone who speaks against them,” Keats
said. “This man isn’t just speaking, he’s shoving his way straight
to the heart of your employer.” He moved forward and touched her
shoulder. “Besides, Kimba, I don’t jeopardize any business I’m
involved in.”

Kimba chuckled, though she
recognized the do-what-I-say gravity of his expression. “Who would
really care? It wouldn’t matter if he exposed the truth to the
world. A Judge wouldn’t dare cross me in court no matter what the
charges were. They love their jobs, their fat checks, and looking
the other way. They’re wonderful at making people look stupid,
insane, and cover any embarrassment.”

And, she loved the omnipotent
agency. Before long, and with the already approved new title of
Global Resource Service camouflaging its power, it would control
unimaginable amounts of revenue through the New World Order. And
she planned to have a cushy position in that domination.

Keats looked skeptical. “Then, my
darling, why did you drive Delaney to suicide?”

“Delaney became
threatening in other ways,” Kimba answered quickly. “His intellect
got him qualified as a Green Beret at a tender-young age. The man
was acting less intimidated and seemed to get smarter every day.”
Kimba laughed. “Don’t look so worried, husband mine. They put
Delaney in his grave today, and no one knows what caused him to
take his own life—except maybe Mr. J. T. Campbell. I’m certain
Delaney talked to him and that’s why he’s nosing around local
agents. And why he’s resumed his poking into what happened to the
confiscated real estate.” Campbell could investigate till he
rotted—nothing would touch her—Washington would see to it. She felt
certain that Campbell already knew that. The man might be capable
of getting to them another way, and she wanted rid of
him.

“Well, I can tell you
that auditing him didn’t fray one nerve, or make him back off. I’m
glad I quit the agency. It’s safer with me handling the buyers and
just one of us fixing data.” Clinton moved away from the bookcase.
“I’ll leave you two to discuss this.” After walking across the
plush, slate-gray carpet to the double, hand-carved doors, he
looked at Kimba and winked surreptitiously. “I’ll see you this
afternoon at your office.”

He then turned his attention to
Keats who busily stuffed papers into a briefcase. “I’ll arrange to
leave tomorrow or the next day. I have a file on the Campbells so
it won’t take long to organize my moves. It’ll be a piece-of-cake.
One day to locate her, rough her up, and return the same day.” He
left the room.

Kimba glanced at her husband,
wishing he had Clinton’s younger, stronger body, his silky,
sandy-colored hair. Instead, his slenderness and small, delicate
hands gave him a deceptively feminine air. “You know, if this
doesn’t stop Campbell from snooping, we’ll have to handle him in a
more permanent way.” She flipped one hand in the air. “I don’t
think he’s the suicidal type.” However, he was the dangerous
type.

“Yes, I understand
perfectly,” Keats said, his tone leaving no room for argument with
any of his decisions. “However, I insist it be our last resort.
Getting a man with his reputation jailed on trumpet-up charges
would require risks I’d rather not take.”

She hadn’t meant anything as
long-term as jail. Her thoughts held something shorter and
completely permanent for Campbell, but Kimba nodded her head
anyway. Keats might cooperate, but, he had limits, and she would be
careful not to let him know when she surpassed them. He accepted
what happened with Delaney, though not pleased about it. Yet, in
the courtroom he always intimidated, showing no mercy, a genius at
his work.

“I have a client
waiting.” Keats lifted his black briefcase from the library table
and hurried to the door. “Since your car is in the shop, I’ll have
the car come back and take you to the office. This afternoon I’ll
pick you up, and we’ll have dinner at the club.”

“Fine,” she mumbled,
rising from her chair as he closed the door behind him. Keeping her
positioned job and marrying a rich man were the goals she’d
reached. No one would get in her way. She smiled. As long as she
proceeded with care, her husband wouldn’t allow anyone to get in
her way, and he pulled the strings on many a puppet. He might look
small of stature, but Keats had a thuggish quality that somehow
belied his social background and the teachings of the saintly Aunt
he often reminisced about. The aunt who had left him everything.
Kimba didn’t like admitting it, but there were times when even she
felt a bizarre fear of him.

Trying not to, she worried about
Clinton being the one to go to Iowa. He tried to be cunning; she
would allow him that. Nevertheless, she had found the small
mistakes he’d made in their lucrative real estate ventures. If she
hadn’t, someone would have noticed Keats’ activity, and they would
all most likely be in prison right now. The agency wouldn’t have a
reason to protect Keats, and she didn’t doubt that if he went down,
he wouldn’t go alone. Her agency shield would evaporate with her
swept under a rug like so much dust. Yes, she felt apprehensive
about Clinton’s petty mistakes—mostly concerned about not being
around to catch them. Eminently concerned that J.T. Campbell would
be. She, too, felt a relief that Clinton had left the agency.
Keeping track of him there had been a stress she didn’t
need.

The sound of a car startled her,
and she smiled as she slid her chair under the table, scribbled a
note for the chauffeur, and grabbed her purse from the desk.
Clinton had come back for her. They would go to his place, make
love, then he would be in the mood to go over every detail. And she
would make sure he avoided any screw-ups.

~

Jacob entered his office, pausing
as he took in the disarray on his side of the room. His secretary,
cum-student-investigator, Carley Tibbs’ side of the large office
looked neatly systematized. Oh, everything was where he wanted it,
where he could find it—it just didn’t look like it. Vowing that he
would get it cleaned up one of these days he shoved a pile of
papers off the phone and lifted the receiver. After punching in a
number, he heard detective Tim Benson’s gruff growl.

“Yeah, Benson
here.”

“You left the funeral
before we could talk, buddy. Are you all right?” His friend’s
coloring had looked totally gray, and his expression pinched with
grief.

“J.T., I just don’t
like saying good-bye to friends that way.” After a long pause, Tim
added, “I’ll be fine, but how about you?”

“I’ll probably feel
better after I ask you some questions.” He would have preferred to
wait a few days and see Tim in person, but he couldn’t.

“If it’s about
Robert, I don’t have many answers. You saw him more this past year
than I did.”

Jacob leaned his hip against his
massive desk. “Dottie believes someone killed him, Tim.”

“I know. And to tell
you the truth, I don’t see him killing himself either. Robert could
get upset, but he always attacked trouble straight on. He’d figure
out just how to skirt a problem, or go straight through it. But I
scanned the detective report. Short, sweet, no frills. Autopsy
report, death by gun shot to the head.”

“Could the
detective’s have been too short?”

Tim released a loud sigh. “Yeah,
definitely. But the Chief refused to let me question it. Told me to
mind my own workload.”

“I promised Dottie
that I’d check for evidence. I could use a copy of that report,
Tim. Then we’ll go over it together.”

“I’m headed for the
station now. I don’t think anyone will care what I’m doing today.
Chief Lowe’s got meetings all afternoon.”

Jacob replaced the cordless phone
on its base. Some of Tim’s words hit home real hard. Robert
wouldn’t have committed suicide. Admitting it out loud or not, they
all knew it would never be Robert’s style. Yet, people did things
no one ever would have guessed they could do.

Hell, he never would have guessed
Sue would take the kids and move eighteen hundred miles from him.
He walked to the large windows behind his desk and stared at the
blue-gray mountains that seemed to caress the lighter, cerulean
sky. Though he couldn’t be sure how she understood it, he believed
mentally, self-preservation the reason she left, and she hadn’t
intended to destroy anything. She hadn’t destroyed anything, though
she sure as hell put their marriage on hold. Did people change that
much? Sue really hadn’t. It had just taken him a while to realize
that he’d managed to use his observation training on everyone and
everything but his family. He should have realized how fragile her
apprehensions were, had always been, and that she had reached the
end of her endurance. He didn’t believe for a moment that Sue had
stopped loving him. One day, he would have his family
back.

Self-preservation. That was what
was wrong with the Robert-committing-suicide scenario. Robert was a
classic fighter, not one to succumb without a showdown. At barely
eighteen, he had saved himself and a multitude of others, and with
a gaping gunshot wound in the shoulder. Some people would save
themselves by leaving, a sometimes wise decision, while others
put-up-their-dukes, even in no-win situations, and for Robert it
would have been the fists.

If the Sheriff’s men had
overlooked anything at the Delaney’s, he would find it.

He would find it if he had to
examine every inch of that house.

 



Chapter
2

 


Sunnyville,
California, Saturday morning

Abby Campbell liked to set aside
what she called life’s nerve-jangles every Saturday. She always
looked forward to a few hours with friends, maybe going to a movie
with one or several, but not today. Today it seemed that each and
every one of her nerves jangled, and she couldn’t do a thing about
it. “I can’t keep up this pacing, Spike,” Abby told her cat when
she passed near her front door for the umpteenth time.

The fifteen-pound, half-Persian
half-Siamese cat jumped onto the settee in the foyer and sat
watching her while washing his face. Most of Spike’s heavy body was
a muted whitish grayish stripe, but his nose and chin looked like
someone had shoved his face in a bowl of dark chocolate. He could,
also, display a fierce temper, but Abby easily overlooked his
faults and considered him beautiful.

Across the white carpeting in the
living room, across the blue-slate tiled foyer, she kept walking
anyway—anything to relieve the tension that was storming her. When
things went wrong for her son, they really went wrong. Three times
in his thirty-five years she had seen tears in his eyes: when he
was twelve and his dog died, when he was twenty-five and his father
died, and when Sue and the kids boarded that airplane eighteen
months ago. And, he looked darned close to them when he raced out
this morning.

First she heard rushing
footsteps, then she looked through the thick lace curtains covering
the tall, vertical window flanking the double front doors and saw
Lieutenant Tim Benson cross her front verandah. She reached out and
opened one half of the heavy entry doors. His hand was out in front
of him, exactly where he would have lifted the doorknocker had it
not suddenly swung away from him. “Why, hello, Tim. I haven’t seen
your welcome face for a while.”

He sucked in a deep breath.
“Dang, but you scared me, Abby. Opening that door like you were
reading my mind.”

Abby couldn’t help but chuckle at
his wide-eyed seriousness. “Not reading your mind, Tim, I heard you
coming.” She opened the door wider and motioned him to come inside.
“What brings you around with such a solemn expression?” It wasn’t
possible for him to know about Jacob’s reason for being gone. Jacob
didn’t have time to tell anyone.

“I’ve just come from
J.T.‘s house. Someone broke in about thirty minutes ago and set the
alarms off at the station.”

“Broke in?” Her knees
suddenly shaking, Abby sat down on the plump cushion that lined the
wicker settee in the foyer. When Spike growled at Tim, Abby brushed
her hand down his back to quiet him, and he curled up on the other
cushion, but he didn’t take his eyes off of Tim.

Jacob wouldn’t take this well,
not on top of everything else. “Can you tell if anything was
taken?”

Tim shook his head. “Someone did
a number on the office, then the house—and in the damned broad
daylight. I’ve seen places trashed before, but never anything quite
like this. The blasted thieves get more brazen everyday.” She felt
his hand, gentle on her shoulder. “I need to find that son of yours
right away. He needs to inventory and see what’s
missing—”

“He’s forty thousand
feet in the air,” Abby interrupted. She searched the pocket of her
sweater for a handkerchief, found it and gripped it tightly. Tears
were something she’d spent her life shedding in private, and it
irritated her that anxiety was getting the best of her.

“What?”

“I should have just
gone with him.” She dabbed at the unexpected wetness in her eyes.
“Something awful has happened to our Sue. And Michael and Andee are
not at home.” Abby shook her head. “I wanted to go to her, but
Doctor Baid said I can’t miss my check-up Monday and he has new
medication for me.” She called the doctor because Jacob insisted
she couldn’t go with him unless the doctor approved. He was right,
of course, but she just hoped she wouldn’t be sorry for not
going.

“Easy, sweetheart,”
Tim said, kneeling beside her with one knee resting on the slate
floor. Ignoring the glaring cat, he took her hand in his, rubbing
it gently. “What’s happened to Sue and the kids?”

“That’s the worst
part, I don’t know. Her mother called and said someone had attacked
her in her apartment, however Kathleen hadn’t seen her yet. She
said the kids weren’t in the apartment, but she also said they
usually have softball practice early on Saturdays.” Tim’s hands
holding hers gave her a new strength. “Jacob grabbed a suitcase and
left for the airport around quarter to eight, and I’ve been waiting
beside the phone ever since.” She slipped her hands from his and
glanced at her watch, and was amazed to see that not much more than
an hour had passed.

“We’ll wait together,
Abby.”

“Don’t you need to
see about Jacob’s house?” She looked at Spike, who was getting
progressively louder. “And you can stop that. You know Tim’s a
friend.” The cat had a name in the neighborhood as the attacker.
Sometimes she thought he lived to defend her—even if she didn’t
need defending.

“I left two lab men
looking around when I came over here. They hate it when I hang
around while they’re working.”

She studied the pleasant creases
in Tim’s face; the firmness of his jaw; the deep blue of his sharp,
knowing eyes; the clean glisten of his short-cropped
salt-and-pepper hair. “Thank you, Tim,” she said, feeling some of
her anxiety easing. Long ago Tim had been her husband’s partner on
the beat, always a friend, and after Kenyan died, Tim had been
there whenever Jacob needed him—and when she needed him.

He stood and held his hand out to
her. “Got any coffee?”

Abby took his hand, allowing him
to tug her to her feet. “Well, the last time I looked, the pot was
full and keeping company with a plate of chocolate-chip
cookies.”

“Now,” he said,
smiling. “That’s my kind of kitchen.”

Just as they entered the archway
to the kitchen the phone rang, and Abby grabbed the white receiver
from its wall unit. “Hello,” she said breathlessly, then listened
as Sue’s mother, Kathleen Borgson, explained why she was calling
from Sue’s apartment house, that Sue hadn’t been the one attacked,
beaten, and that she needed to speak with Jacob right away and tell
him about the mistake.

“Kathleen,” Abby
said, trying to get a word into the conversation. “Jacob is already
on his way to Iowa. At least I think he is. I’ll call the airport
to make certain.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,
Abby. It was all such a mistake. Karen looks so much like Sue they
could be sisters. Her neighbor and the police thought it was Sue
because it is her apartment.”

“Then, you know
exactly where Sue and the kids are?” Hysteria lurked in her mind as
she envisioned the children being kidnapped.

“I knew Sue intended
to go to her dad’s office this morning, so I called Raymond and he
said Sue had just left him. He said the kids were at softball
practice and Sue had come by for paperwork.” There was a long
pause. “Poor, Jacob—such a mistake.”

Abby sighed, relieved that the
children were safe, that Sue wasn’t the one injured, yet troubled
for her daughter-in-law’s friend. “It’s a mistake that’s bringing
Jacob to Iowa, Kathleen. Of course, I don’t know if he’ll stay
there long enough for anything positive to happen.” Like some real
communication, she thought.

“Maybe they’ll talk—I
mean, really talk,” Kathleen said with hope filling her tone, and
seeming to read Abby’s mind. She took in a deep breath. “I promise
to keep you posted.”

So many months of waiting for
Jacob and Sue to really talk had dimmed some of Abby’s hopes. “I’d
appreciate it,” Abby said, twisting the coiled phone cord between
her fingers. “I’ll check and see if there were any unexpected
delays at the airport. If I don’t call you back, I missed him.
You’ll have to call the airlines about arrival times, Kathleen.
Then you must have him call me as soon as he gets there.” Abby
quickly explained about the break-in and destruction at Jacob’s
house, and then said her good-byes.

Jacob had jotted the number to
the airport on the small chalkboard she had on the wall beside the
phone, so she dialed it and found out she had missed Jacob’s flight
by twenty minutes. He’d managed to catch a commuter plane to LA in
order to make connections. She could phone the airlines there and
leave him a message. But, she wouldn’t. What happened would be a
terrible trauma for Sue and the kids, and Jacob needed to go to
Iowa and see his family.

Strange, she thought, two
break-ins on the same morning, eighteen hundred miles apart, and
involving the same family.

“Sue and the kids are
okay?” Tim asked.

Abby jumped. She’d forgotten he
was there. “Yes. Kathleen said that the injured woman was a close
friend of Sue’s.” But, it could have been Sue, it could have been
the children, and the thought made her shiver.

Tim touched her arm
encouragingly. “You know Jacob will phone as soon as he knows
what’s going on there.” He gestured toward the coffeepot and
cookies. “Does your invitation still hold?”

Abby chuckled, relief finally
reaching some of her tense muscles. “I’ll get the cups.”

~

West Des Moines,
Iowa

“Hell’s bells,”
Amanda Sue Campbell gasped in surprise as she turned her mother’s
car onto the normally quiet Rosemond Street where she lived. A rare
abundance of police cars and pedestrians, along with a huge fire
engine and an ambulance, blocked the street in front of her
apartment building.

Sue parked the classic ‘56
hardtop convertible, her mother’s pride and joy, near the curb a
half block away, grabbed her sack of groceries from the passenger
seat, and hurried toward the mob. Since she didn’t see any smoke,
she didn’t think a fire caused the commotion. No wreckage blocked
the street. Someone could have had an accident in their home, or,
since there was more than one police car parked on the street, a
break-in. Anyway she looked at it, this was a little much for West
Des Moines. And if it was a robbery or something, city crime
elements ordinarily stayed east of Fleur Drive. When she left the
house at eight to drop the kids off and pick up paperwork at the
office, all had been quiet on Rosemond Street.

An accident, a crime, whatever,
she hoped it didn’t have anything to do with her parent’s apartment
building—especially since she was the manager of this
one.

“Sue!” a familiar
voice shouted above the grumbling fire truck engine and the
twittering from the people standing around on the sidewalk, the
yards, the street.

“Mom?” Sue spun
around, searching for the owner of the voice.

Her mother sidestepped a boy on a
bicycle and hurried across the sidewalk. “Oh, darling. Thank
goodness you’re all right. I know your father said you were, but I
needed to see for myself.”

Kathleen Borgson’s arms hugged
Sue until she felt dizzy from the lack of oxygen. “Mom, please,”
Sue wheezed. “What’s going on around here?” Her mother’s concerned
words and tone intensified Sue’s alarm. “Something happen at the
apartment house?”

Kathleen released her fierce
hold. “It’s your friend Karen. Someone broke into your apartment
and attacked her. When your neighbor called me and said it was
you,” she rushed on, “I hurried right over and—”

“What!” Sue
interrupted, still trying to get a rational grasp of her mother’s
words. She started for the ambulance. Why would anyone hurt Karen?
No one even knew she was in town, and she wasn’t the type to make
enemies.

“Sue, wait,” Kathleen
puffed, taking hold of Sue’s arm. “There was a fire.”

Sue stopped. “A fire?” That did
mean the apartment house. Glancing around, she could see nothing
black or charred around the redbrick building.

“Your alarm went off
immediately, and your neighbor Mr. Gier put it out. Thank goodness
the firemen and police got here so fast, because that’s when they
discovered Karen. There wasn’t any serious damage to the apartment.
The firemen are getting rid of the smoke now. The police let them
back in right after they finished collecting and doing
whatever-it-is that they do.” She hesitated, sucking in a deep
breath. “You know, they even turned all the trash cans upside down.
What a mess. And so quickly, couldn’t have taken them fifteen
minutes.”

Knowing her mother’s penchant for
giving out information in slow dribbles, and not exactly as it
happened, Sue clutched her mother’s hand, pulling her with her
toward the ambulance and the slight figure lying on a stretcher.
“You’ll have to give me the rest of the details after I see about
Karen.”

Blood covered Karen’s small
features, matting her ash-blond hair at the temples. Clear liquid
in a plastic bag hung from a pole attached to the stretcher; tubing
directed the liquid into a vein on Karen’s arm. Two male paramedics
and a nurse were preparing to lift her into the
ambulance.

“Will she be all
right?” Sue whispered throatily, her stomach rolling. Stay calm,
she told herself. Get a grip.

“Are you a relative?”
the closest paramedic asked as he adjusted the plastic tubing in
Karen’s arm.

“No, Karen Orr is my
friend. She was staying in my apartment, and just visiting for a
few days.”

He picked up a clipboard from
beside Karen, and asked Sue several questions to verify Karen’s
identity, about any health problems, and her home address. When
finished, Sue stepped back and out of the way.

“Please tell me how
she is. Her mother’s going to be frantic.” Sue knew she wouldn’t
call Karen’s mother unless Karen told her to, or, as a last resort.
At the moment, Karen and her mom weren’t the best of friends, she
wouldn’t want her to make a rash call, and she didn’t want to think
about what a last resort meant.

The second medic eyed Sue a
moment. “Your friend has a broken nose, multiple cuts and
abrasions, and a possible concussion and broken wrist. We would
appreciate your coming to the hospital so someone is there for her
who knows about her, but you will let us do the notifying unless
the doctor there says otherwise. Since there’s no way for us to
know how long she’ll be unconscious, we could need more information
before we can make any calls.”

Sue nodded her head. “Did they
catch the person who did this to her?”

The medic gestured toward some
neighbors clustered tightly together on the lawn behind them. “The
police are questioning those people now. I don’t know if they have
any answers yet.” He and the other man lifted the stretcher
slightly, the legs collapsing as it slid neatly into the
ambulance.

“Where are you taking
her?” Sue asked, as she turned her head and gazed at the police
officer. It wasn’t just neighbors congregated around him. Reporters
with their microphones held in the air were shoving closer to him,
too. For the first time she noticed the channel thirteen and
channel five news vans parked across the street.

“Mercy Hospital
emergency is expecting us in ten minutes,” he said as he shut the
doors, enclosing Karen, the nurse, and the other medic. Seconds
later the high-pitched wail of its siren shattered the air as the
vehicle pulled away, and then made a perfect U-turn.

Did a burglar do this? She would
have to see if anything was missing. Her mother said there was a
fire. A fire to destroy Karen? The mugger, or muggers must have
wanted Karen dead? Wanted to cover up what happened? Sue turned her
attention to her mother. But what she really wanted was to talk to
that policeman.

Kathleen nervously straightened
her blue cardigan sweater, then ran her fingers through her curly
gray hair. “Lord, I hope she’ll be all right.”

“Mother,” Sue said
gently as Kathleen wrung her hands. “I need you to get the kids
from the school grounds in about fifteen minutes and take them to
your house. Are you going to feel up to it?”

“Yes, yes of course,
dear,” Kathleen answered and reached for the grocery sack Sue
clutched tightly. “You’d better give me that before you flatten the
bread completely. You’re going to talk to that policeman before
going to the hospital, right? When Sue nodded, she added, “The
kid’s softball practice is nearly over so I’m leaving.” She paused.
“Call me, please.”

“Right on all
counts,” Sue said, handing over the wrinkled sack. “I’ll call you
when I’m ready to leave the hospital. Oh, and Mike has a camera
class at one. Tell him to cancel it for today.” She paused,
studying her mother’s slight frown. “Thanks, Mom, for watching the
kids. I hope this isn’t ruining any plans for you.”

“Oh, Sue, dear,”
Kathleen began, her voice breaking, her cheeks glowing
pink.

Sue recognized the tone. Her
mother had done something, and Sue wasn’t certain she wanted to
hear about it. “Mom?”

“Mr. Gier called me
right after he called 911. He was talking to me when they found
Karen.” Kathleen glanced down as if inspecting her low-heeled
leather pumps. “He thought it was you lying on the living room
floor. When Mr. Gier said it was you, said the children were
nowhere in sight, I—I panicked and called Jacob—”

“Oh, Mom, you
didn’t,” Sue burst out, feeling a headache coming on.

Kathleen shifted the grocery sack
into both arms as if it were a shield and cleared her throat. “I’m
sorry, Sue. But, yes, I did. I also tried to call him and correct
the mistake.” She paused, her tone dropping. “But Abby said he’s on
his way here.”

Sue stared at her mother. What
could she say? Her mother loved her and the kids. Her mother had
panicked. If things were reversed, she might have called Jacob,
too. And though Jacob tended to seem laid-back to most people, it
was a fallacy, and he was a lightening-fast mover when the occasion
arose. “Okay. I guess we’ll take one problem at a time.” And once
he became upset, a usually cool Jacob posed a heady problem. He
thought she was in the hospital and he had no idea where Mike and
Andee were—Oh, Lord, upset was a tranquil idea. J.T. would be one
raging man by the time he got here. “Like you said, I want to talk
to that policeman, then go to the hospital. And if you don’t hurry,
you’ll miss the kids.”

The expression on Kathleen’s
delicately wrinkled face looked skeptical. “I can’t help but think
you’re taking what I’ve done remarkably well.” Kathleen turned to
leave. “I believe I’ll reserve any conclusions until this day is
over,” she mumbled. “Or, at least until nine this
evening.”

Kathleen glanced over her
shoulder as she stepped from the curb. “That’s when Jacob’s plane
is due to land.”

~

Patience wasn’t one of his
attributes, and 600 miles per hour wasn’t fast enough. Any feelings
of helplessness made his temper edgy. And, damn it, he didn’t like
it.

Jacob crammed the lumpy little
pillow behind his neck. It didn’t help that the talkative steward
for the first-class passengers on the 737 chafed Jacob’s nerves
like a dull razor on sensitive skin. But, he had known when he
called for his tickets that riding coach and sardined between other
passengers in his keyed-up condition would never work, and a seat
in first-class would at least give him some elbowroom.

It was just unfortunate there
wasn’t another passenger to keep the steward off his back. It was
also unfortunate that after a two-hour delay in Los Angeles there
would be an even longer delay in Dallas.

He stretched out the tightness in
his arms, laced his fingers and cracked his knuckles, then rested
his foot on his briefcase under the seat in front of him. He had
intended to go over the information stuffed inside the steel-gray
case, knowing that doing so would make time appear to go faster.
His mind, however, focused totally on Sue and the kids. It wasn’t
going to budge until . . . .

Sue—beaten, the kids gone. He
checked his watch as beads of sweat built on his temples. It would
be at least six more hours before he could see her, touch her, and
find his kids. Anger wanted to take over his mind; protecting him
from the vision of Sue he had conjured up when Kathleen
breathlessly told him just enough information to give him the
shakes. She didn’t know where the kids were—dammit
anyway.

He stared out the window at the
deep-blue sky and the endless clouds below the plane, the sun
giving them the appearance of thick waves on a stormy sea. No one
could get him rattled like Sue could. He hadn’t handled it well
when she gave birth to their children, passing out cold at her
first moan and missing both blessed events. Blood, pain, didn’t
bother him, unless it was happening to his Babe, his Sue. When the
kids got scraped or stitched, he could handle it like a father
should with strong support—that was, if no one made him watch too
closely. Yet, with Sue, he got immediately nauseated, dizzy—and the
weakness disgusted him.

Maybe she affected him that way
because she had the gentlest hands, the softest voice, the most
patience of anyone he’d ever met. Not that she didn’t have spunk.
She practically blazed with energy, especially when keeping up with
the kids. After they’d been married only six months’, he’d decided
there just wasn’t anything on the earth that could ignite Sue’s
temper. She just didn’t have one.

“Are you comfortable,
Mr. Campbell?” the steward’s carefully modulated voice asked.
“Would you care for a drink?”

Jacob glanced at the thin,
perfectly groomed young man in his dark-blue suit. He yanked the
pillow from behind his head and tossed it onto the empty seat
beside him. “Yes,” Jacob answered, keeping his jaws loose, keeping
his teeth from clenching. His frustration wasn’t the steward’s
fault. “You can bring me a cup of strong coffee and the
phone.”

By the time Jacob pulled himself
up straight in his seat the steward was back, flipping a linen
napkin across the seat’s built-in tray and setting a cup of
steaming coffee before him. Jacob held his hand out for the
cordless phone the steward pulled from the large, square pocket on
his suit jacket.

“Thanks.”

Doing his best to ignore the
hovering young man, Jacob punched the numbers to his
mother-in-law’s phone. The “Sorry, we’re not in right now”
recording of Kathleen’s voice wasn’t what he wanted to hear, and he
fought the urge to hurl the phone at the carpeted bulkhead in front
of him. Could they have found the kids? Were Sue’s injuries so
critical that not even the housekeeper was around to answer the
phone? He swallowed hard and thrust the phone toward the
steward.

“Is there anything
else I can get for you, Mr. Campbell?”

“No,” Jacob mumbled,
closing his eyes and leaning back on the dark, rough fabric that
covered the spacious seat. He opened one eye. “You could tell the
pilot to step on the gas.”

 



Chapter
3

 


At Mercy hospital, Sue had Sister
Anne paged before entering the emergency room area. Sister Anne
would take her straight to Karen without the hassle she would most
likely get by looking for her herself. Not being Karen’s relative,
she knew she needed the aid of her mother’s childhood friend. It
also helped that Sister was second-in-command of Mercy hospital,
had been like a second mother since her birth, and Sue’s mentor the
past year and a half. Sister was the one person who understood what
had driven her away from her life with Jacob—she was also the
person who was helping Sue find the path back. But she wasn’t ready
yet . . . she just wasn’t ready.

In only a few moments the tiny
nun made her way across the vast, marble lobby, and Sue waved at
her. Sister Anne’s short stature and slenderness tended to make her
appear as frail as a bird. She might be in her sixties, but Sue
knew that the last thing Sister was, was frail. Tough, ageless,
sinew was what held that little body together.

“Why, Suzie Q, I
haven’t seen you in three months.” Sister Anne always greeted her
by using the name her parents had dubbed her long ago. She smiled
widely and hugged Sue.

Sue hugged back. “I’m sorry,
Sister. My only excuse is being bogged down in work. And I know
that’s pretty lame.” Sometimes it felt as if a day blurred past her
each time she blinked her eyes.

Sister Anne chuckled. “Let’s say
it’s a perfect excuse, because I have to use the same one.” She
released Sue from her bear hug. “Now, what brings you to my
hospital?”

After Sue related what little she
actually knew about what had happened to Karen, Sister Anne ushered
them toward the long hall leading to the emergency area. “Why, I
know our Karen,” Sister said, her eyes rounded in surprise. “That
girl couldn’t have an enemy in the world. It must have been a
prowler.”

“I hope that’s what
it was,” Sue murmured as they stopped at the emergency desk.
“Otherwise, I’ll have to find a new place to live.” Managing the
apartments had its down side. Forcing a tenant to move out always
begot the risk of creating an enemy. Sometimes an angry relative,
whom Sue had never even seen before, would show up pounding on her
door. In the past, some of those relatives had looked violent and
behaved the part. None, neither tenant nor tenant’s ally, had
actually attacked her, but the possibility was always there.
Perhaps, she thought, it was time to give up being a landlord. The
thought that the kids could have been in the apartment this morning
gave her chills to the bone.

“Seems a suggestion
I’ve made to you on occasion.” Sister had voiced her concerns about
Sue being a manager many times before and looked as if she wanted
to comment further on the idea of Sue moving then changed her mind.
“Stay right here, Sue, and I’ll see what’s happening to
Karen.”

The cavernous waiting room had
rows of padded seating, and in half of those seats were mothers
holding cranky children and people with bandages on heads, arms,
and feet. A nurse with a clipboard moved among the throng. Sue
jerked slightly when Sister touched her arm, yanking her attention
away from the noise and unhappy faces.

“Karen is in room
six,” she said, a frown marring her forehead and revealing her
grave concern. “The police are with her. You can wait outside the
room and go in when they come out.” Sister adjusted her thin,
wire-rimmed glasses. “I realize they have a job to do, but
sometimes they can be over-aggressive and, in my humble estimation,
completely thoughtless. I let them know the doctors and I won’t
tolerate them overdoing it. The poor girl.”

Sue moved with Sister Anne in the
direction she pointed. “I won’t stay long, Sister. I want to
reassure her that I’m here for her. She may want to tell me who she
wants notified.” Karen could be stubborn when it came to giving
information to strangers.

A page for Sister Anne echoed
through the room. “I must go, Sue.” Sister patted Sue’s shoulder.
“Don’t worry too much. I’ll keep an eye on Karen, and call your
mother later.” She paused. “And we’ll talk soon?”

“Thanks, Sister.”
With a nod, Sue smiled as she turned toward room six. “Don’t forget
us in your prayers.” The way things are going, I have a feeling
we’re going to need them, Sue added to herself. First for Karen,
then for her when Jacob discovered what had really happened that
day. She would need a little heavenly assistance in calming him,
and herself for that matter. Since her Adrenaline was already
making her feel as if she could clean the apartment building from
roof to cellar, she wasn’t looking forward to having an over-hyper
Jacob adding to it.

Sister Anne waved her hand down
in her you’re-so-silly gesture as she walked away. “You’re family’s
always in my prayers. We have to talk, though,” she added, her
voice fading in the distance. “Doug says you’re becoming a real
markswoman, and I want to hear all about it.”

Doug, Sister’s nephew and a
hunting enthusiast, might be saying that, Sue thought. She had
grown up with Doug, and he was a fun teacher, but it didn’t prove a
damn thing. It didn’t prove that she could act differently if
someone pointed a weapon at any of her loved ones. She could clean
her .38, load, aim and fire, could even hit a bull’s-eye—all of
which would surprise Jacob—but would she ever be reliable in a
crisis? She wasn’t ready for any such test. She didn’t ever want to
face such a test again. Living with Jacob nearly guaranteed that
she would. Living without Jacob was a hell all its own.

A few moments later she was
leaning against the outer wall beside the door to room six. Sue
listened to the sound of voices coming from inside.

“You’re certain you
never saw the man’s face?”

“Never,” Karen
answered, sounding so weak Sue had to force herself not to go in
and yell at them to stop the questions. “All I can remember is his
threat.”

“And the man said,
‘This is what happens to people who marry snoops.’
Right?”

“Something like
that,” Karen said. “Please, can we stop?” She sobbed faintly. “My
head hurts.”

“If you have more
questions, come back tomorrow,” a woman’s voice intervened. “Mrs.
Orr needs to rest, and she still has to go through more
tests.”

A man sighed. “All right, nurse.
We’ll check with her tomorrow.”

Three men filed out of the room,
one in uniform, the other two in street clothing. They were so
intense with their murmured discussion that they didn’t seem to
notice Sue.

She peeked into the room, and the
nurse waved for her to come in. Karen was lying on a wide exam
table; the IV tube still in her arm, an oxygen mask beside her
bandaged and bruised cheek, and she now had a cast on her right
wrist.

“You are Sue
Campbell?” When Sue nodded the nurse continued, “Sister Anne said
you could stay for ten minutes. We have to take Mrs. Orr to the
X-ray unit and then get her settled in an observation
room.”

“I’ll try not to stay
even that long,” Sue assured her. “I don’t want to cause Karen any
more pain than she already has.”

“Good,” the nurse
said firmly as she left the room.

After shifting closer to Karen,
Sue reached out and lifted her friend’s left hand, holding it
gently. “Oh, Karen, I’m so sorry this happened.”

With her left eye completely
covered with gauze, Karen looked out from under the wide bandage
that stretched across her forehead with a very frightened
expression in her right one. “You’ve got to be careful, Sue,” she
rasped through swollen and split lips. “I’m sure that man was
looking for you.”

“I heard a little of
what you told the police. If he thought you were married to a
snoop, then you weren’t the person he wanted.” She paused, lowering
her voice. “We both know who’s married to a snoop.” She wondered
what Jacob’s reaction would be when he learned about all this. She
had a feeling it wasn’t going to be a pretty sight.

“That wasn’t all he
said.” Karen’s fingers gripped Sue’s hand tightly. “Every time he
hit me, he said he was leaving a message for the snoop to back off.
I was to tell the snoop that his kids would be as easy to find.”
Karen coughed and moaned, tears slipping from her eye. “Please,
Sue, stay away from the apartment. And, for God’s sakes, call J.T.
I was half conscious, but I think the guy said he’d do something
permanent to J.T. if he didn’t listen.”

A slow heat began first in Sue’s
chest, and then she felt it everywhere. Since it had never happened
before, it took her a moment to know what caused it. Anger. She was
suddenly intensely wishing she could feel the man’s neck between
her fingers. A profound anger that someone had injured her friend,
threatened her children, her Jacob, stoked her blood’s temperature
up considerably and had her clenching her teeth, then taking three,
slow deep breaths. She had never before wished harm on another
human being and it startled her, big time.

Trying to soothe away Karen’s
anxiety and gain control over her newly found hostility, Sue gently
rubbed Karen’s fingers. She could feel the anger seep away, and the
pounding of her heart slowed down as she concentrated on her
friend. “J.T. is on the way here, Karen. If this has something to
do with him, he’ll be here to take care of it. The kids are with
Mom and Dad and the best security system in the city.” Ever since
the day her dad tumbled down the stairs, never to walk again, they
had kept their security system up to par with an ever-changing
technology. She felt especially glad about that today. Her children
were in safe hands.

Karen’s hand relaxed only a
little. “My things . . . .”

“Don’t worry about
them. I’ll take your clothes to Mom’s. You won’t have to go back to
the apartment.”

“Thanks,” Karen
whispered.

“Who do you want me
to call? Your mom? Dennis?”

“The nurse called
Mom. I know Mom won’t call Dennis, but I want him to know I’m
here.” Karen closed her eye for a moment; a tiny smile formed on
her swollen lips. “I need him.”

“I’ll call him before
I leave the hospital,” Sue promised. “He’ll come, Karen. You know
how much he loves you.” They’d divorced a year ago, but not, it
seemed, for the lack of loving each other. Always, when one had
problems, the other would show up with support. Karen never wanted
to talk about it, so Sue didn’t know the real reason for their
separation.

After writing down the names of
the relatives Karen wanted notified besides her mother, Sue watched
Karen’s eye close, and she appeared to have fallen asleep. Sue
turned to leave when the nurse reappeared.

“Is she going to be
all right?” Sue whispered.

“The doctor is
worried most about her head injury,” the nurse said, softly. “We’ll
know more after he runs some tests.”

Handing the nurse a card with her
name and phone number, Sue said, “Please call me if she needs
anything. Maybe you could put this with her chart and a
note?”

“I’ll do that, Mrs.
Campbell. Trauma victims usually need all the support they can get,
and we always do our best to help.”

Sue called Dennis from a pay
phone in the lobby, then walked slowly to her car. She wanted to go
home . . . wanted to go home and crash in peace and quiet for a
little while before facing J.T., the kids, her parents.

All the heinous events of the
day, plus the intense sadness she felt for her friend Dottie and
the kids in California made her feel completely drained.

~

Ten-year-old Michael nearly
bumped into his sister as he lugged his photography equipment up
the steps to his grandparent’s home. “Why’d you stop so suddenly?”
he grumbled, steadying his favorite camera bag. “I break one of
these, and you get to pay for it.” If anything happened to his
stuff he’d never talk his mom into the new camera he wanted. And he
wanted a video camera with lights and everything. Today he was
supposed to find out which one was the best. Bud was the best
teacher in the world, and he was gonna show them about video
cameras and using them for surveillance. He didn’t want to miss his
class. According to Grandma, though, it looked like he might. He
turned toward the front door, deciding to go find her and make
sure.

“Stop worrying about
those silly cameras. Did you hear Grandma? Dad’s on his way here.”
Andee gestured for him to wait. “We have to talk.”

He’d definitely liked her better
before she turned twelve. Now she kept mothering him. He hated it.
“I want’a put my stuff away and find Grandma.”

“Later,” she said,
pointing at the swing near the end of the enormous porch and
walking to it. “Mom’s got trouble, and Dad’s coming. We have to
take advantage of the time we’ve got him here.” She paced in front
of the swing. “Think about it. Things aren’t getting better. They
aren’t getting back together, and we need to take a
stand.”

He shrugged, ignoring the ache in
his heart the way he’d been practicing. “We can’t do nothin’. I
don’t want to talk about it.” He stacked his camera bags on the
floor. If he couldn’t have his class, maybe he’d go hangout at the
Red Burger. It’d be a long walk, but what the heck. Some of the
cool lookin’ dudes with wired hair would be there. Maybe he’d learn
something.

Andee stared at him, her brown
eyes looking hurt. She pushed a hand through her long hair,
catching her fingers in a curl. “Mike, please don’t do this. I need
you. We have to be a team.”

Mike blinked away the tears he
refused to acknowledge. “Once more,” he said. “This is it, Andee.
You got that?” He sat on the swing and gave it a push with his heel
to the wooden floor. “You promise right now. If they stay apart
this time, you leave me alone.”

She plopped down beside him.
“Deal,” she said as they slapped palms in agreement.

He looked up as his grandmother
came through the front door. “Come on, you two,” she said,
approaching them. “I decided we couldn’t do much here but worry, so
I’m taking you to camera class, Mike.” He nearly sprang from the
swing, and she patted Mike on the shoulder as he grabbed his camera
bags from the floor. “While you’re learning about video cameras,
Andee and I will go shopping.”

“Thanks, Grandma.”
Mike wanted to take his mind off his parents and the family split.
He could forget their betrayal for an hour.
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4

 


As Sue unlocked the front door of
her apartment and stepped inside, the potent scents of cleaning
fluids assailed her nose. While she’d been visiting with Karen in
the hospital, her father had sent in the clean-up crew he always
hired for his apartment buildings. Max and his gang were pros and
could accomplish in a very few hours what other people would take
weeks to do. She made her way to the kitchen where she stopped and
stared at her new carpet, stove, refrigerator, and ceiling tile.
Only the slightest odor of smoke reminded her that a few hours ago
her mother said there’d been a fire in her kitchen. Her mother had
said the police were fast, taking their pictures, going through her
garbage, and whatever else they did to wind-up their investigation.
Of course the place wasn’t all that big and she didn’t have much
furniture. Three small bedrooms, two baths, a kitchen and living
room just wouldn’t take much time to look for prints, or
what-have-you. She placed her purse on the breakfast bar, sighing,
glad she hadn’t looked at the damages. Especially after seeing what
had happened to Karen.

Just like she couldn’t seem to
make her mind accept what had happened to Robert, it didn’t want to
believe what happened to Karen. Even seeing her, the bandages, the
bruises, the cast on her arm, her swollen, split lips, didn’t make
it seem any more real. Nevertheless it was all real, and Sue wanted
to scream out her new feelings of rage. She wanted the guy
caught.

She walked around the bar and
into the living room. A new contemporary couch sat in front of her
coffee table. Luckily, she’d kept her favorite chair protected with
a cover, and it was still there, minus its cover. She sank onto the
familiar groves and textures of her recliner, flipped the footrest
into place, and glanced at the freshly shampooed living room carpet
that was giving the room a light, floral scent.

It didn’t matter what she looked
at, the vision of Karen’s battered face seemed superimposed on her
eyes. Since Karen’s ex-husband was a farmer with a hefty amount of
black Angus cattle filling his pastures, the message of being
married to a snoop hadn’t, of course, been for her. No, Jacob was
the snoop in question.

A snoop who lived nearly two
thousand miles away. How could Jacob’s enemies find her here?
Pointless question, she thought. Jacob didn’t have any problems
finding people, and most of the ones who hated him were far from
stupid. The challenge for Jacob was in out-smarting and
out-thinking the people he investigated.

Holding open the armrest on her
chair with one hand, she removed the TV remote and pushed the power
button with the other. The first thing visible on the screen was
obviously the end of the local news, and the front of her apartment
building and Karen on the ambulance stretcher.

“No one knows yet why
Mrs. Orr was attacked,” the commentator’s voice said. “The police
stated that she was visiting at the Campbell apartment where the
assault took place.” Then unexpectedly Sue saw herself on the
screen, walking toward the policeman. She had thought she would be
safe from the all-seeing camera eye, since she had watched the
reporters return to their vans before approaching the
officer.

She couldn’t help wondering just
how much information the reporters had already given about her, and
her frustration grew when they switched to commercials. Resting her
head back, she glanced at the ceiling, then shivered, remembering
each of the threats Karen had relayed to her. If the man who hit
Karen should happen to be watching the news, he would realize his
error, and he might come back. Jacob would explode if he found out
that she had come back here before his arrival.

She checked her watch. In a
little less than three hours his plane would land. She should take
the kids and meet him. But she didn’t want to. If Sue could think
of some way to escape seeing him at all, she would use it. For the
past eighteen months he had called the children several times a
week, and she had managed to avoid talking to him. In the past
eighteen months he had come twice, and once was to take the
children to California for a six-week stretch. She had to see him
then. When he came, her haunting memories came with him—but they
didn’t leave with him. About the time they abated, and her heart
and soul felt healed enough to give her some peace, he would show
up again. Liar, she thought. Your real peace was having your family
together, being in Jacob’s arms, and you know it.

Too tired to think, Sue brushed
the thought away. After a long, crazy day, and with less Adrenaline
running through her veins, sitting still made her incredibly
sleepy. She closed her eyes, thinking to enjoy only a moment of the
quiet atmosphere around her, instead, numbness set in and she dozed
off. However, the calm didn’t reach beneath her eyelids. She could
hear chimes, then thumping, and she could see her father rolling
down an endless, floating flight of stairs, pushed by a shadowy
butterfly; Martha bleeding, shot by the same butterfly—a cross, a
scarred ear, and Jacob with a gun held to his head by the
stick-like legs of a butterfly.

Sue blinked open her eyes, sat up
and brushed her hair from her forehead with an unsteady hand. Jacob
hadn’t even shown his face yet and the memories were becoming
nightmares.

Maybe, to be absolutely fair, it
wasn’t just Jacob making her feel as if she were about to fall off
a cliff, but the events of the day. The sight of violence,
anywhere, always stirred images of her father’s wheelchair and why
he would never be without it—stirred the now faded images of a
man’s scarred face and the colors purple, red and yellow. Then,
there was the boy—the shape of his ear and the cross tattooed under
it—the way he’d laughed at her father’s unconscious figure, stared
at her. And his image wasn’t the least bit faded. She
shuddered.

At the time, her father had
described to the police that the scarred one and his buddy, were
both teenagers, that the third man was an adult. They were never
caught. They just seemed to vanish off the earth. For a long time
Sue searched male faces, looking for that ugly scar. The third man
she couldn’t remember at all—and he had shot Martha. For a long
time when she saw anything violent on television, she had to leave
the room.

Then she went and fell in love
with a man who carried a gun and made grim enemies almost daily.
Twice she’d explained to him what happened to her long before they
married. Jacob had talked and looked sympathetic and seemed to
understand the pain her memories gave her; she felt certain of it.
Sue had also felt certain she was over the fear of those memories.
But when Jacob lay bleeding in their living room, shot by the man
from her past with the purple, red, yellow butterfly on his arm,
Sue couldn’t take living on the edge any longer. Her nerves felt
shattered, and she could think of nothing but escape—escape seemed
the only path guaranteed to maintain her sanity—escape because, for
a reason she couldn’t for the world explain, let alone understand,
she knew her past wasn’t finished with. Maybe, she had decided, if
she stayed miles away from Jacob, she could make the fear and
uncertainties disappear. Maybe the boy with the disfigured ear and
cross tattoo would not come back into her life. Sue prayed for his
image to fade.

She loved J.T. There wasn’t a
chance she could ever stop loving him, loving the sight of him, the
heat he roused in her, the smell of him. But until she was
absolutely certain that she had overcome her weakness, and she
worked on it daily, she couldn’t live with him, couldn’t take the
chance of seeing him hurt—or, most of all, of failing him again,
like she’d failed her parents, Martha.

Making a decision, Sue pushed
down the footrest, rose from her chair, and headed for the
bedrooms. First she would gather Karen’s things, then she would
pack a little for herself and enough clothes for the kids to last a
week. It wouldn’t be safe for them here. She just wished she knew
if the danger would pass or if she would have to find another
apartment.

After stowing Karen’s belongings
in the trunk of her car, and hauling her three suitcases into the
living room, Sue sank down on her chair again. She needed to
prepare herself for seeing Jacob. Sue closed her eyes. Nothing ever
prepared her for seeing Jacob.

~

It was six twenty-five when
Clinton switched on the TV in his room. He didn’t care what was on;
he wanted to hear voices. Maybe even forget some of his
frustrations.

Trying to blend-in he had had to
fly second class rather than first, and, because of the cheaper
fare, they’d bumped him from his four o’clock flight back to
California, messing up all his plans. Since the weekend turned out
to be a busy one, the only reservation they would give him was
seven a.m. Monday. If they hadn’t stupidly overbooked, he could
have been home in his spacious condo before midnight; instead, he
was hanging around a cheap motel that offered little space and no
comfort. The bed was rock hard. And even though there was a table
and two chairs wedged between wall and bed, he didn’t have room to
merely sit in the chair, so he propped his feet on the
bed.

He started to yawn and think
about going to sleep when the news announcer’s words had him
closing his mouth, jerking himself wide awake. Watching the scene
in front of Mrs. Campbell’s apartment, he heard the name of the
victim and swore maliciously. But when a bystander in the crowd
near the sidewalk caught his attention his mouth went dry, his jaw
ached. He ripped open his wallet and yanked out the photo of Amanda
Campbell. How the hell could he have made such a
mistake?

But he could see why.

The two women could pass for twin
sisters. He threw the wallet on the table. When Keats and Kimba
heard about this screw up, they wouldn’t buy any excuses, and his
life wouldn’t be worth shit for months. Life pretty much went to
hell whenever Kimba lost her damned temper. Keats seemed more
human. But he wasn’t interested in Keats, and he knew Kimba would
punish him by making him wait for her to come to his
bed.

Clinton slung his feet to the
floor, rose from the chair, and paced the small space between the
bed and bathroom door. He would have to go back to the apartment
and get the bitch.

But what if she wasn’t there?
What if the cops were watching the place? He shook his head. The
cops would have finished their investigation—that’s what the news
commentator said, that they’d investigated and had nothing yet to
report.

He stared at the phone near the
bed. If he called Kimba, he would piss her off. Yet, if he didn’t
call her, he might never hear the end of it. Against his will he
lifted the receiver and waited for the desk to pick up so he could
make a long distance call.

“Kimba,” he started
after the housekeeper brought her to the phone.

“What are you doing
calling me?” her whispered voice interrupted him. “I really hope
you were smart enough to use a pay phone.”

“Oh, sure, yeah,” he
lied. Then he explained to her what had happened.

“You go back and see
if you can catch her alone,” Kimba ordered. “Campbell’s already on
his way to Iowa. His plane was due to arrive in Des Moines at seven
tonight, but there’ve been delays. You know damned good and well
that he won’t stay there long if he doesn’t have a reason. We
didn’t find what we need yet, and the cops were crawling all over
his place this morning.”

“Why are you
whispering?”

“We have a house-full
of guests. If you can’t change what’s happened, idiot, you’d better
let us know before Monday.” There was silence for a moment. “Damn
it, Clint, Keats was sure you could handle this. I think you’d best
try really hard to give Campbell a reason to stay for a while. And
you’d better remember that J.T. Campbell is sharper than most at
what he does, and you’ll still be in the same town with
him.”

Clinton wiped the perspiration
from his forehead with his fingers. “I’ll let you know exactly what
happens, Kimba.” He hung up the phone before she could
reply.

Clinton stared for a moment at
the curly, dark-brown wig he’d tossed on his suitcase, then picked
it up and adjusted it over his hair. Kimba’s warning about Campbell
buzzed in his ears as he grabbed the keys to the room from the
dresser and headed for the door. He’d walked over to the airport
this morning and rented a cheap car. This morning the sun dominated
the sky and he hadn’t had a problem finding his way around, this
evening they foretold storms and tornadoes and it was blacker than
hell outside. He could hardly wait to see the last of this
place.

As he reached for the doorknob,
Clinton looked at his shaking hands with disgust, hating the way he
allowed Kimba to unnerve him.

He envisioned her slender neck
between his hands as he squeezed the breath out of her. But he
banished the vision as her breath turned into dragon
fire.

He hated her; he loved
her.

He would do what she told him to
do.
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After waiting ten minutes near
the entry gate and no one appeared to meet him, Jacob’s already
pushed-to-the-limits patience gave out. Damn it, he thought as he
made his way through the long tunnel. Where the hell was
everyone?

He stopped at the first car
rental agency he found at the front of the terminal where no one
was standing in line. Quality didn’t matter at the moment, because
speed was his main concern. Three minutes later he scooped car keys
from the counter top. If someone showed up now, he’d either follow
them or take off on his own. Shoving the keys into his pocket, he
felt a little better, having the car gave him the freedom he needed
to keep his nerves in check, his thoughts controlled. For the first
time in his life he was feeling real fear. Fear that he may never
hear Sue’s voice again, feel her near him, touch her. Fear about
his children in the same manner. Fear that he would not hold it
together if anything happened that took any of them away from
him.

Before entering the baggage area
where he could see a crowd in front of the conveyor belts, Jacob
opened his briefcase, dug out his cell phone, and punched in the
Borgson’s number. If he got a recording this time, he didn’t think
he would be responsible for his actions. His grip tightened on the
phone until his fingers ached.

He had expected to see Kathleen,
or at least Martha, but if either one was here somewhere, she was
invisible. He leaned his shoulder against the marble-tiled wall and
kept looking for a familiar face. There weren’t many people left
around the entrance or ticket area. His was probably the last
flight of the day.

“Borgson’s residence,
may I help you?”

His irritated emotions eased just
slightly with the sound of a live person. “Martha, this is Jacob,
and I’m at the airport,” he announced smoothly, holding a tenacious
grip on his frantic worry, his wobbly nerve. And trying with all
his ability to sound polite when he wanted to shout. “Please, let
me talk to Kathleen.”

“Jacob?” Kathleen
questioned, sounding confused, which hit him immediately as
strange.

“I’m at the airport,
Kathleen,” he said, attempting even harder to remain calm, but his
heart was pounding, and it seemed that every hair on his body stood
on end. “How’s Sue and what hospital is she in? Where are the
kids?” And what the hell is going on, he finished to himself as he
puffed out a breath. It wasn’t like the Borgson’s not to have
someone waiting for him, especially since the situation was so
grave. Being beside Sue and making certain that someone was
protecting his kids were the main objectives dominating his
thoughts. Where had the kids been when some bastard broke into the
apartment? Questions were driving him nuts.

He could hear what sounded like a
relieved gasp. “Oh, my, Jacob, I’m so glad to hear your voice. Sue
is all right. She wasn’t the one hurt, Jacob. It was her friend
Karen. The minute the police told me about the mix-up, I tried
calling you. But you’d already taken off.”

He could have sworn that his
heart stopped. Stunned to silence for a moment he took in a slow
deep breath, and with a suddenly shaky grip on the phone, Jacob
finally asked, “What happened? A robbery? What?” At that moment he
understood what it meant when someone said they felt dizzy with
relief—his Amanda Sue was okay—not in pain, not bleeding, not
dying. But he felt twenty years older.

“As far as we could
tell nothing was missing. So nothing about this whole thing makes
any sense, Jacob. A fire in the kitchen alerted Sue’s neighbor and
he found poor Karen unconscious and bleeding in the living room. He
thought it was Sue. They look so much alike, you know.” She sighed.
“I wish I could take back the anguish I know you’ve suffered today,
Jacob. But—” she sputtered, her voice rising several octaves,
“Sue’s supposed to be there explaining everything!”
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