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			The hunters
Become the hunted.

			Deputy Tanner Dempsey and Bree Daniels are tasked with unraveling a deadly mystery in Dallas—one that involves transmitting live feeds of victims trapped in tanks as they fill with water. Bree’s computer genius is their only hope at solving the crime. Knowing the darkness in Bree’s past, Tanner is determined to make sure she comes out of this emotionally unscathed. Especially once they both become a killer’s next target...

		
	
		
			“The program I built is tracing his and we should have a location on the latest victim any minute now,” Bree said.

			She tried to stand up but dizziness immediately assaulted her.

			“Whoa, there,” Tanner’s arm wrapped around her, and a water bottle was lifted to her mouth.

			“Did everybody make it out of the fire okay?”

			It felt so good to rest against Tanner’s chest as he pulled her against him. “Yes. He set the whole house to burn.”

			“We’re going to catch him. What I was able to remember was more than enough.”

			He kissed her forehead. “You’re spooky scary when that giant brain of yours gets going. Sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

			“Then how about we catch this guy and you take me to the hotel and show me exactly how sexy you think it is?”

			“That would be my pleasure.”

			Bree’s computer chirped. She pushed away from Tanner, ignoring the dizziness.

			“That’s it. We’ve got him.”
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			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			Tanner Dempsey—Deputy captain of the sheriff’s office in Grand County, Colorado. Lives and works in Risk Peak.

			Bree Daniels—Shy computer genius, now living and working in Risk Peak, teaching computer classes at a women’s shelter.

			Michael Jeter—Head of a terrorist organization and the person who made Bree’s life a living hell when she was growing up; currently awaiting trial for his crimes.

			Noah Dempsey—Tanner’s brother; they own a ranch together.

			Cassandra Dempsey Martin—Tanner and Noah’s sister; she runs the women’s shelter in Risk Peak.

			Richard Whitaker—Deputy of the Grand County sheriff’s office; currently working in Dallas helping his colleagues with a serial killer case.

			Penelope Brickman—Dallas PD detective in charge of the current serial killer case.

			Jeremy Zimmer—Dallas PD computer specialist.

			Gregory Lightfoot—One of the prosecuting attorneys in the Michael Jeter case. Working with Bree on her testimony.
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			Chapter One

			“Here’s the paperwork you need to look over, Mr. Jeter.”

			Michael Jeter barely noticed when the handcuffs pulled at the skin on his wrists as he reached for the piece of paper his lawyer, Beau O’Boyle, slid over to him. After the past five months of being in handcuffs regularly, he did not pay much attention to something that had irritated him to no end when he’d first been incarcerated.

			There were many other things that irritated him to no end now.

			The lack of flavor in all the food. The lack of quiet in the jail. And most definitely the lack of anything to do.

			Up until five months ago, his hours had been filled from sunup to sundown running a worldwide, multifaceted charity that touched thousands of lives.

			If that hadn’t taken up enough of his time, the network he’d developed underneath said charity—where information, privacy and lives themselves could be sold to the highest bidder—certainly had filled his hours.

			But now there were so many hours of nothing.

			Nothing to do but plan. And wait.

			He looked at the paper, immediately spotting the code within the sentence structure that provided him with the real information he needed.

			All messages, hidden or official, now had to be sent archaically—on paper. He didn’t even like the feel of the parchment on his fingers. He much preferred a keyboard and screen. But he hadn’t been allowed any sort of computer or internet access since the moment he was arrested. When Michael’s lawyer came to see him, the man was required to leave every electronic item outside of the room.

			It was almost as if law enforcement thought Michael would be able to vanish into thin air if he even came anywhere near any sort of computerized item. Like a computer-age Houdini.

			In their defense, that wasn’t totally untrue. If he had five minutes with a smartphone he could probably manipulate enough data to make the prison warden and guards think the wrong person had been arrested and maybe even let him out. After all, Michael was the most brilliant computer hacker on the planet.

			Actually, no.

			He was the second most brilliant computer hacker on the planet. The most brilliant hacker was the reason he was in jail to begin with.

			For now.

			Michael forced himself not to grimace at the feel of the paper as he continued to read. The encoded message was nothing less than he’d expected.

			Michael read the letter again, a habit he developed around other people since his exceptional reading speed tended to make them uncomfortable. They thought he wasn’t giving the document thorough attention since he finished so quickly. In this case it was probably better anyway. The second read through would allow him to almost memorize the info.

			He looked over at his lawyer, unsure of how much the man was actually aware of. Almost everyone who’d been involved with the top tier of the Organization had been arrested. Anybody who was capable had immediately started flipping on others. That was to be expected. Loyalty dived out the window when the death penalty for treason entered the room.

			Michael looked over at the lawyer. “Mr. O’Boyle, what exactly is your job here?”

			His response would tell Michael everything he needed to know. Any response about law, the trial or the case would mean he didn’t know the true contents of the letter.

			“I am here to assist in all ways needed.”

			So, someone loyal. Good to know, not that they could talk openly about the real content of the message anyway. They were supposed to have a confidential conference room, but Michael was more than aware that Homeland Security was listening. He also knew there were cameras in this room right now surveilling what was written on the letter.

			The most brilliant law enforcement minds in the country would be looking for encoded messages in it, starting immediately.

			They wouldn’t find any.

			“Good to hear that.” Michael held up the letter. “Thanks for the paperwork. Has there been any progress on the case in any other areas?”

			“We are continuing to gather evidence for the trial. Things are going as best as can be expected.”

			“The cost is high. We have people willing to pay the price?” The security footage Homeland would run of this conversation would lead them to believe Michael was talking about the costs of trial preparation.

			He was talking about something much different.

			“Yes, sir. There are those who are loyal and look at the bigger picture, willing to sacrifice short term, for the long-term good.”

			Michael gave a brief nod. “I’m glad to hear that is still true.”

			They had been prepared for this contingency. Perhaps not exactly in the way it had occurred—a young woman back from the dead taking them all down so swiftly and efficiently. That had definitely been unexpected. But from the beginning, the Organization had known there would be enemies, and that drastic methods might be needed to evade those enemies.

			It was time for the drastic measures.

			“What sort of schedule are we talking about?” he asked O’Boyle.

			“The tentative court date is set two months from now. We can certainly push that back to give us more time to—”

			Michael shook his head. “No. It’s time to move forward.”

			He had plans of his own. Plans that couldn’t be put into play until he was out of this hellhole of boredom.

			O’Boyle nodded. “Of course. The trial itself could take weeks, which will give us plenty of time to continue gathering...data and anything else needed.”

			“No. I want to move forward now, not during the trial. Call the district attorney.”

			“But, sir...”

			“Now, Mr. O’Boyle. Prison is inevitable for me. Let’s not pretend it’s not. I’m ready to not be in limbo any longer. I want to know my sentencing and move on with my life.”

			O’Boyle nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll start making the necessary calls today. But I must forewarn you, I think this might be a little premature. The closer we are to the end of your trial—”

			“That will be all, Counselor.” Michael didn’t know if the man was unaware of law enforcement, who would be poring over their discussion, or if he’d momentarily forgotten. Either was unacceptable. “Make it happen.”

			Color leaked out of O’Boyle’s face. “Yes, Mr. Jeter. It will take a little bit of time, but I can get the wheels set in motion immediately.”

			Wheels in motion. Good.

			He’d been still for too damn long.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Remember that time when we were kids and Mrs. Ragan found that rattlesnake in her mailbox?”

			Tanner Dempsey dragged his eyes up from the diner booth table to his brother, Noah, sitting across from him.

			“Yeah, I remember. We were all terrified to get the mail all summer. Why?”

			Noah grinned at him. “Because that’s the same look you’ve got right now.”

			Tanner muttered a low curse and resisted the urge to flip his brother off like he would’ve done that summer of Mrs. Ragan’s rattler. His eyes dropped back down to the small box on the table.

			A ring box.

			“I’m just saying what’s in that box is not going to hurt you,” Noah continued. “No snake is going to jump out of it. Or at least not a very big one.”

			Cheryl Andrews, owner of the Sunrise Diner with her husband, Dan, was making her way over with their lunch. Tanner quickly grabbed the box on the table. He definitely didn’t want word to get out around Risk Peak that he had a ring box. That would spread like wildfire.

			Noah was right. There were no rattlesnakes in the small jewelry case, just their mother’s engagement ring. The one their father had given her when he’d asked her to marry him nearly forty years ago.

			It was the ring he planned to present to Bree Daniels when he asked her to marry him.

			“Did it bite you?” Noah whispered with a laugh as Tanner slipped it into his pocket.

			Now Tanner did raise his middle finger, pretending like he was rubbing a spot on his cheek under his eye. He and Noah had been flipping each other off that way for so long that Noah immediately caught sight of the gesture and laughed.

			So did Mrs. Andrews. “I’m going to pretend like I don’t see you making rude gestures at your brother the same way you two have been for the past twenty years. I’d hate to have to call your mother down here to pick you up at your age.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Tanner muttered, dropping his hand immediately. He wasn’t completely sure the older woman wouldn’t actually follow through on that threat.

			Tanner loved the town of Risk Peak, where he’d been born and raised. He loved it enough that except for the four years when he’d gone to college in Denver, he’d never even been tempted to leave. Loved it enough to have followed in his father’s footsteps and joined the Grand County Sheriff’s Department. Might even decide to run for sheriff someday.

			This town had given him everything that was important to him, including Bree Daniels, the love of his life and hopefully soon-to-be fiancée.

			She hadn’t been born here like so many of the other residents. She’d shown up nearly eight months ago, broke, exhausted and hunted. When he’d caught her shoplifting at the town drugstore, stealing formula and diapers for twin babies who ended up not being her own, he would have never dreamed that she would become the woman he couldn’t live without.

			“Enjoy your meal, boys.” Mrs. Andrews set the plates down on the table in front of them. “Noah, it’s good to see you here.”

			Noah gave the older woman a nod. He didn’t tend to come into town very often, preferring to stay out at the ranch he and Tanner owned together. Noah had his own house on one side of the property and Tanner, with Bree for the past three months, lived in a house on the other side of the two hundred and fifty acres.

			Once Mrs. Andrews was gone, Tanner took a bite of his food. “Look, jackass, I only told you at all because Mom wanted to make sure it was okay with you that I use the ring. If you think you’ll want it for whatever unfortunate sucker you talk into marrying you, then that’s fine. I can pick out a different one.”

			Noah shoveled a forkful of the renowned Sunrise Diner meat loaf into his mouth. He was already shaking his head before Tanner even finished his sentence/insult. “Pretty sure marriage is not in the cards for me. So you go right ahead and use Mom’s ring.”

			“You might be a little closer to marriage if you would actually date anyone.”

			Noah shrugged and kept eating. Tanner didn’t push it. Noah had returned from his years as an Army Green Beret different than when he’d gone in. Stronger. Harder.

			Colder.

			His brother had never offered many details, and Tanner hadn’t demanded them, but Tanner knew Noah had seen and done things in his time overseas that had changed him.

			“So when are you going to ask Bree?” Noah said between bites.

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Because you’re trying to make it all romantic? You know stuff like that just stresses out your little brainiac.”

			Noah was right. Bree was a computer genius, but due to her upbringing—first within a terrorist organization, then almost completely alone and on the run—she wasn’t great at interpersonal interaction. Normal things most people took for granted, like a conversation or casual touch, were often a challenge for her.

			Tanner loved Bree because of this, not in spite of it.

			“I’m only planning on asking a woman to marry me once. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to make it special. I want to take her someplace romantic.”

			Noah shook his head and continued his lunch. “You do remember what happened last time you decided you were going to take Bree on a romantic holiday and make things perfect?”

			Tanner rolled his eyes. “Considering I’m still recovering from my wounds and Bree barely made it out of that situation alive herself, yes, I remember it. And that’s the exact reason why I need to make the proposal romantic and special. Get back up on the horse so to speak.”

			Bree had missed out on so much in her young life. She deserved a little romance. Deserved to travel and see somewhere besides a small town in Colorado.

			“You know she loves the ranch more than anywhere else. Hell, brother, the woman just loves you.”

			“And I love her.”

			Noah shook his head. “Believe me, you two are so gooey, the whole town knows. Don’t make the proposal more complicated than it needs to be.”

			They both finished their meal and pushed their plates toward the center of the booth. “I’m not making it complicated. I just want to make it perfect.”

			They both got up from the booth and walked over to pay the bill.

			“It’s on me,” Noah said. “I want to be the one who buys you your last meal as a single man.”

			“I’m trying to keep this under wraps,” Tanner muttered. “You know how the gossip mill is around here. I—”

			Tanner stopped talking as Mrs. Andrews came back through the swinging kitchen door.

			“You boys done?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Noah said. “I’d like to buy my brother’s lunch.”

			“How about lunch is on the house.” Mrs. Andrews winked at them. “As long as Tanner doesn’t take too long asking Bree to marry him.”

			Damn it.

			He gave the older woman a tight smile. “I’m trying to keep that on the down low, Mrs. Andrews. I don’t want Bree to figure it out.”

			“My lips are sealed. And you know Bree, this is all so new to her she’ll never see it coming.”

			But was she ready? Tanner didn’t have any doubt about their love for each other, but was this the right time to even ask this of her? Maybe she needed more time. A chance to be on her own without anyone chasing after her, trying to trap or kill her. It was all she’d ever known.

			Tanner was ready to start their forever right away, putting all that behind them.

			“Where you heading now?”

			“I’m supposed to meet Bree and Cassandra over at that abandoned office building on the south side of town.”

			“What are they doing over there?”

			“Honestly, I’m not 100 percent sure. Bree just said Cassandra had a plan for expanding.”

			Noah looked at him with concern as they walked out of the diner.

			“You don’t think she’s planning on having another baby, do you?”

			Tanner shook his head. “It’s our sister. Hell if I ever know what she means.”

			“I’m coming with you. In case you need backup.”

			Tanner chuckled. Cassandra had certainly talked the two of them into a number of stupid things over the years. Backup wasn’t a ridiculous idea.

			“Well, for God’s sake don’t mention the engagement ring to Cass,” Tanner said. “You know how close she and Bree have gotten. And Cass definitely can’t keep any sort of secret.”

			Tanner never would’ve thought that his sister and his hopefully soon-to-be fiancée would ever get along so well with one another, particularly after their rocky start a few months ago. Cass, when she found out about Bree’s computer skills, had immediately demanded Bree teach computer classes at Risk Peak’s women’s shelter.

			Bree had laughed at her.

			Cassandra hadn’t understood Bree’s complicated history with computers. How she was both so good with them and terrified of them at the same time.

			But Bree had agreed to try.

			She might’ve been frightened to teach classes at the beginning, but there was no doubt she was incredibly talented when it came to sharing her skills with others. It had basically become her full-time job over the past few months. And Cassandra had become one of Bree’s best friends.

			Risk Peak was not that big, and it didn’t take Tanner and Noah long to walk from the diner to the office building. The building itself had sat empty for nearly a year since the owner had died right at the end of construction, causing legal hassles as the property was left to his children, both of whom were going through a divorce.

			Tanner had no idea what his sister could have planned here.

			“There he is,” Cassandra called out when he and Noah entered. “And he brought my other favorite brother.” Cass stepped closer to Bree and nudged her with her shoulder. “Probably because Tanner felt like he needed backup.”

			Cass and Noah immediately started joking with each other but Tanner ignored them. All he could see was Bree and her soft smile. He walked over to her and wrapped an arm around her waist.

			“Hey,” he whispered. Had it really just been a few hours since he’d seen her last? Noah was right. He did have it bad.

			“Hey, yourself.” She pressed closer. “I missed you.”

			“Cass is right though. I did bring Noah as backup. You never know what sort of craziness is going to result when Cass announces she has news.”

			Bree smiled. “This is pretty good news.”

			“Okay, lovebirds, keep it in your pants until you get home,” Cass called out.

			Tanner rolled his eyes, but stepped away—slightly—from Bree. “Mom didn’t discipline you enough as a kid.”

			Cass hooked a hand on her hip. “That’s because she was too busy chasing around after you two hooligans. Besides, I was an angel.”

			Everybody broke out in laughter at that.

			“All right, so what is the big expansion surprise?” Tanner asked.

			“This is,” Bree said, stepping away from him and spinning around with one arm out.

			“Are you guys going to open an office?” Noah asked.

			Cass smiled. “No, even better. We’ve gotten a grant and approval to renovate this building and use it as a long-term women’s shelter.”

			Tanner stepped away from her, looking around, trying to picture it. It wasn’t difficult. Tear out some of the walls, add more bathrooms... The place was already in great structural shape overall.

			But doing this would be a much-bigger commitment for Bree and Cassandra than the shelter. He looked over at Bree. “So someone will need to be living here full-time?”

			Was that what she wanted? She seemed to love the ranch, but maybe it was too isolated for her. For the first time in her life she was starting to make friends. Maybe she didn’t want to be thirty minutes away from the town and the people here.

			“We’re still working out the details of that,” Cass said. “But the point is, we’re going to be able to help a lot more women.”

			He wanted to argue, to ask for details, demand how this was going to fit into the life he’d been envisioning, but realized how unreasonable that would be. Especially given the excitement on both Bree’s and Cassandra’s faces.

			Teaching these classes and helping these women was important to Bree. She knew what it was like to live in fear and not have many options.

			Far be it from Tanner to try to limit her empowerment by stopping her from empowering others.

			“I think it will work great,” he finally said.

			“Really?” Bree studied him, obviously picking up on some of his initial hesitation. “I think it could really be amazing.”

			“Absolutely.” He gave her a nod.

			“See? I told you.” Cass said, turning to Noah and Tanner. “Bree didn’t want to make any decisions until after Tanner had seen the building.”

			Tanner walked back over to Bree, feeling the engagement ring in his pocket as he reached to put his arm around her. If this was really what she wanted, maybe engagement was going to have to wait.

			Maybe a long time.

			Damn it. That wasn’t what he wanted.

			“What?” she whispered up to him as Cassandra started showing Noah how the space would be utilized. “What aren’t you telling me? Do you think this is a bad idea?”

			He hated the look of worry on her face. She’d already carried so many burdens and so much pain. He’d be damned if he was going to add to it.

			“I promise I think this is a fantastic idea. I would tell you if I didn’t.”

			She relaxed. After what they’d been through, she knew he wasn’t going to start keeping the truth from her now.

			And it was the truth. He did think this place was a fantastic idea. What Bree and Cassandra could create here would be amazing.

			“I know you’ve got to get back to work,” she whispered. “But I couldn’t wait to show you this.”

			He wrapped his arm tightly around her waist. “And I’m so glad you did. You and Cass have a lot of decisions to make.”

			He did too. Just different ones than he’d been expecting.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“When I was eight years old, I was invited to participate in a computer coding class provided for free by the charity Communication For All. My father died when I was just a baby and my mother worked really hard just to make ends meet. There were no finances for tutoring or extra lessons. Everyone, including my elementary school teachers, knew I needed to be challenged, but no one knew how to do it. By eight years old I had already figured out more than what most of them had learned in their computer science degrees.”

			Bree ran a hand over her eyes, then stared at the laptop screen in front of her on the kitchen table at Tanner’s ranch house.

			Gregory Lightfoot, one of the federal prosecuting attorneys for Michael Jeter’s case, had been working with her two or three times a week for the past month on her witness statement for the prosecution.

			Gregory was located in Dallas, where the federal trial against Jeter would take place. Eventually Bree would have to go there, but for right now they were working via teleconferencing. Her testimony in Jeter’s trial in a couple months would play an important role. The case against the members of the Organization was very complicated and intertwined.

			Bree wanted to help ensure the conviction of Michael Jeter, but this part wasn’t the way she wanted to go about it.

			She let out a sigh. “I just don’t understand why I have to go back so far into my personal Bethany Ragan history. Why can’t we just focus on me talking about the crimes I can prove Jeter and the Organization committed, and how I brought them down?”

			As far as she was concerned, Bethany had ceased to exist once she’d gotten away from the Organization.

			Gregory’s face filled her screen. “Because what they did to you and your mother will be the nail in the coffin. Terrorist activities can sometimes be vague in a jury’s mind. But picturing little eleven-year-old Bethany being tortured in order to get her to cooperate? That’s the sort of thing that will guarantee a conviction.”

			“Right.”

			But did it matter that she didn’t want to relive that? That there were times when she could still hear her own bones snapping in her dreams? That she could still remember what it was like to hold her mother as she vomited up blood from the beatings the Organization inflicted on her?

			“Let’s just focus on Michael Jeter,” Gregory said. “Let’s leave the more painful stuff out for today and focus on when you first met him.”

			Gregory didn’t understand. It was all tied to Jeter. He’d been the face of her nightmares for nearly a dozen years. There was no separating him from the horror of what happened to her, even if most of it hadn’t actually happened by his hand.

			She attempted to focus.

			“I moved up the ranks at Communication For All pretty quickly. At the time my mother didn’t realize that the free courses were being utilized by the Organization to discover children who had natural hacking abilities. We just thought they were giving kids in poorer neighborhoods a leg up.”

			“And when did you meet Michael Jeter?”

			“I’d been inside the Organization for over a year before that happened. He didn’t get involved with the classroom programs in any regard except the highest possible levels. He met maybe one child per year.”

			“And you were that child?”

			Bree nodded, glancing away from the screen. “Yes. I’d aced every class and test they’d given me. I was already living on the Communication For All compound with my mom, and honestly was a little bored.”

			She could still almost perfectly remember the day she met Jeter. His office had been on a high floor in a Chicago skyscraper. She and her mother had grinned at each other all the way in the ride up the elevator.

			“What happened at that meeting?” Gregory asked, yanking her out of the memory—one of the last clear good ones she had of her mother.

			“I was brought into his office. It had unbelievable views from the window, and I wanted to look out them. But Jeter told me I had to do a test first before I could.”

			On the other end of the screen, Gregory jotted something down. “And what was the test?”

			“To most people it would’ve looked like a computer coding game. That’s how Michael presented it to me.”

			Thinking about it all now, with such hindsight, was difficult. If she hadn’t wanted to show off so much, impress the bigwig in the fancy suit with the grandiose office, how much different her life would’ve turned out.

			“I almost missed the true test,” she finally murmured. “I was so used to everything coming so easily to me with computers that I almost missed the Trojan horse Jeter had put inside his little game.”

			The defect had been placed deep inside the coding, and couldn’t be fixed with a simple rewrite. Almost the entire program had to be refitted, and had to be done quickly and creatively because of the countdown the system was on.

			“He was testing to see how I could adapt. He wanted to know what I would do when a system’s walls started closing in around me. If I could think outside the coding box.”

			“And how did you do?”

			“I passed.” She said it with a shrug like it was no big deal.

			It had been the hugest of deals.

			She would never forget the look in Jeter’s eye when she completed his little coding puzzle and turned the laptop back around toward him with time to spare.

			Until that moment she’d been nothing to him. Just another kid who, with the right guidance, would probably grow up to do pretty advanced programming, or maybe even start her own business.

			But once she’d turned the laptop back around to him and he’d seen what she’d done, she had become something much different to him.

			Much more interesting.

			From that day forward, until the day her mother had finally broken them out, there wasn’t a single day that Bree could remember that didn’t have Michael Jeter in it.

			“Were you aware of his illegal activities at the time?”

			She let out a sigh. “I was eleven. And for the first time being challenged to my fullest potential. To me, it was all a game. In the beginning at least.”

			“And when did things take a turn for the worse?”

			She stared at the screen, almost unable to focus on Gregory’s friendly face. She tried to force words out of her mouth—once, twice—but they wouldn’t come. Panic bubbled inside her.

			All she could see was Michael Jeter.

			All she could hear was his voice.

			All she could feel was when her leg had been broken at his command.

			The room began to close in on her, the past threatening to swallow her whole.

			“Hey, freckles.”

			Tanner. She felt his hands on her shoulders, his strong thumbs moving gently up and down the back of her neck.

			The terror faded. He was here and would help hold her demons at bay. She leaned her head back against his abdomen.

			Without taking his hands off her, Tanner crouched down so Gregory could see him in the screen.

			“Hey, Tanner.”

			“Hi, Greg. Looks like we might need to take a break for tonight.”

			Frustration floated over the lawyer’s features. “Being able to talk about this on the stand will make a difference in the case. Bree’s already written it all out, so it’s just a matter of being able to say it.”

			Tanner’s voice was calm but firm, and his fingers never stopped rubbing her neck. “You read it, so you know what sort of trauma we’re talking about. You’re going to have to be more patient. Bree will get there, but it’s going be on her timetable and nobody else’s. And besides, if she decides she doesn’t want to talk about all this, you’re going to have to find a workaround. You’ve got plenty of other stuff.”

			Bree rubbed her eyes. She should be able to do this. “I’m sorry, Gregory...”

			He held up a hand. “No, Tanner is right. You shouldn’t push yourself too hard. God knows you’ve done enough to take the Organization, and Jeter, down.”

			“Some days it’s easier to process the past than others.”

			“Well, like Tanner said, we’ve got plenty to go on even if we don’t include details from your childhood.” Gregory’s voice dropped, and he gave her a sympathetic look. “But what he did to you so very clearly proves he’s a monster. If we can use that to our advantage, I think we should.”

			Bree gave a tight smile and a nod, standing up and walking away from the table, as Tanner talked a few more moments with Gregory. She moved over to the front living room window, wrapping her arm around her midsection. She couldn’t see anything in the darkness—dark came early here in the heart of winter—but her mind could perfectly envision the beauty of Tanner’s ranch and the Rocky Mountains behind it. But right now the beloved scenery didn’t help.

			She knew Michael Jeter was a monster. She just didn’t know if she could bear to relive it all.

			Strong arms wrapped around her waist, and she leaned back into Tanner’s strength once again. He didn’t say anything or ask her to try to voice her feelings. And she loved him more for it.

			“Seems like it’s always one of our pasts coming back to haunt us,” she finally said.

			Just a few months ago, it had been someone from Tanner’s past trying to hurt them. Now it seemed like it was back to being Bree’s turn.

			His arms tightened around her. “You stuck with me through my monsters. You can be damn sure I’ll be doing the same for you with yours.”

			“I know it happened so long ago and I shouldn’t let it affect me now.” She’d always thought herself so strong since she’d managed to survive on her own, but maybe that wasn’t correct. “I’m not really a survivor. I’m just a victim on the move. I haven’t really faced any of it.”

			“You’re damn well not a victim, so I don’t want to hear any of that talk.” Tanner turned her in his arms so they were facing one another. “Just because you don’t dwell on it doesn’t mean you haven’t faced it. So what if your mind balks at the thought of sharing the most horrendous details of your life with complete strangers. Nothing wrong with that.”

			“The thought of having to talk about this while Jeter is sitting right there in front of me? I’m just not sure I can do it.”

			He pulled her more firmly against his chest, tucking her head under his chin. His big body seemed to surround her on every side. It was almost impossible not to feel like he could defeat any foe for her when he held her like this.

			“I’ll be there with you every second you’re on that stand. You won’t have to look at him, you’ll look at me. I may hate that bastard with a passion for what he did to you, but I’ll always be thankful that, because of him, you ended up in Risk Peak.”

			He was right. Michael Jeter didn’t have any control over her now. He was in jail, awaiting trial, and soon would be in prison. Probably forever. She didn’t want to give Jeter any more of her time. Any more of her life.

			She twined her arms around Tanner’s neck. This was what was important. This man who meant everything to her. “Make love to me, Captain Hot Lips.”

			He grinned at her nickname for him. “My pleasure.”

			Immediately she found herself lifted by the hips and pressed into the window she’d just been looking out of.

			There was no place for the ghosts of the past when all she could think about or feel was Tanner’s strong body pressed up against hers.

			This man had been her only lover, and it was just fine with her if that was the case for the rest of her life. She couldn’t imagine she would ever find the same passion with someone else. And had no interest in trying.

			Her head fell to the side, exposing her neck as those talented hot lips made their way down her jaw and onto her throat. She didn’t even try to hide the whimper that escaped her when his hand slid up the outside of her thigh and hooked her leg over his hip. It brought them in direct contact with each other.

			There was nowhere else she’d rather be than right here with him. She let out another little moan, pulling him closer.

			“If you don’t stop making those sounds, we are very definitely not going to make it to the bed,” he said against her throat.

			“Maybe I don’t want to make it to the bed.”

			With a moan of his own, he reached down and grabbed her other leg so they were both wrapped around his waist.

			They both let out a hiss at the build of the friction, the heat, the passion that was always just a breath away between them.

			And no, they didn’t make it to the bed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			When Bree woke the next morning Tanner was already out of bed, which wasn’t unusual—the man loved to wake with the dawn. She smelled coffee in the kitchen and padded from the bedroom to pour herself a cup.

			Her heart stuttered in her chest as she caught sight of Tanner sitting in the rocking chair directly outside the window she’d been gazing out last night. He had a cup of coffee of his own resting on the porch railing.

			When he’d been recovering from his stab wounds months ago they’d discovered that sitting out on the porch in the morning—even if it was only for a few minutes—helped settle his mind and get him ready for the day. His PTSD symptoms, a result of being held and tortured by a gang nearly four years ago now, were much easier to manage if he was able to take this quiet time in the morning.

			She’d been wrong last night. She’d thought it had been her mind’s image of the land that had comforted her. But really it had been this image—Tanner looking out at the land that was so much a part of him him—that her mind had clung to. A strong, rugged man facing the strong, rugged land was the most breathtaking thing she’d ever seen.

			She wrapped herself in a blanket and walked over and opened the door. His dazzling smile let her know she was more than welcome. She was almost to him when his arm just snaked out and wrapped around her waist, yanking her the rest of the way into his lap. His lips were cold against hers as he kissed her. She yelped and giggled.

			“Good morning.”

			She wondered if her heart would do somersaults in her chest every time she heard his deep voice rumble in the morning.

			She hoped so.

			She fitted herself more firmly against him, curling her legs up onto his for warmth. His arms tucked her against him, pulling the blanket around her to keep her warm. A couple minutes later Corfu, the dog Tanner had given her months ago when she’d been heartbroken with loss, came wandering out of the barn and sat down contentedly at Tanner’s feet.

			“I don’t think I could ever get tired of this view,” she said, sipping on her coffee as he rocked them both.

			His arms tightened around her. “Really? I would’ve thought you would want to see the world. Journey to all the places you never got to go because the Organization was hunting you.”

			“I will. There’s lots of time to get to all those places.” She smiled. “I’m not as old as you, you know—the Grim Reaper is not quite ringing my doorbell just yet. I’ve got plenty of time to see the places I want to see.”

			She expected him to tickle her or rub her back at the old-age comment, but he didn’t.

			Finally she nudged him. “Did I wear you out too much last night? Got you coming to grips with your own mortality? Do I need to go get your walker?”

			Now she definitely expected him to pick her up and throw her over his shoulder and take her back to bed. Tanner might be ten years older than her, but he was definitely one of the fittest and most able-bodied people she knew. Their difference in age had never really been an issue.

			“My job doesn’t leave me a lot of time to journey the world,” he finally said.

			She tried to scoot back in his lap so she could look in his eye, but he kept her tucked up against him. “Well, I’m not planning on quitting my job and becoming a nomad. Now more than ever I want to be in Risk Peak.”

			“Because of the shelter?”

			“New Journeys.”

			“What?” he asked.

			“It’s funny that you would mention traveling and journeys because that’s what Cass and I decided to name the shelter in the grant proposal. New Journeys. That’s what it is for so many of these women. A new start. A chance to go somewhere they’ve never been.”

			“It’s a great name. And the new building...” He faded off.

			Once again she was struck by his lack of enthusiasm. It was like he wanted to support this new change, but something was holding him back.

			“I know it’s going to be a lot of work, but I’m up to it.”

			“Believe me, I never doubted that you were up to it,” he said.

			She broke away from his hold and leaned back so she could look into his eyes. “Then what? Obviously there’s more to what you’re thinking.”

			He took in a deep breath. “Just, someone is going to need to live there, full-time, right? I thought you might want that.”

			She could feel her brows furrow as she tried to take in what he was saying. She’d been living here at the ranch since he’d gotten out of the hospital three months ago. It had started as her being here because he needed someone to help him recuperate. But, just like Tanner’s mother had predicted, there’d been no talk of Bree ever moving back out again.

			Until right now.

			But maybe Mrs. Dempsey had been wrong. Maybe Tanner was ready to have his space back. Bree hadn’t made any plans to live at the New Journeys building—she and Cassandra had already found a young, single mother who would make an excellent facilitator for the building. They’d approached Marilyn even before applying for the grant since neither Bree or Cassandra would be able to live at the shelter full-time.

			Or so Bree had thought.

			She knew Tanner loved her, and she loved him. But they’d never really talked about any specifics of how their relationship would play out long term.

			“I—”

			“Love doesn’t—”

			They both started speaking at the same time, then both stopped.

			“You go,” he said. “Love doesn’t what? Say what you need to say.”

			Bree shrugged. She didn’t want to make this awkward, although that seemed to be her superpower. “Love doesn’t always mean marriage and settling down and having kids. I know that. I don’t expect that.”

			It was what she wanted, sure, but she didn’t need a ring or a white dress to know that Tanner loved her.

			She looked more closely at his face and realized she had said something very wrong. His features weren’t cold, but they definitely lacked the warmth and welcome she’d always had from him.

			She swallowed hard, a ball of dread forming in her belly. “Tanner, I’m sorry. I said something wrong, didn’t I?” Damn her inability to process emotions like other people. “I love you.”

			Some of the cool melted from his brown eyes. He brought his thumb up and trailed it down her cheek. “I know you do, freckles. And I love you. I want you to be able to do all the things you want to do.”

			There was nothing she wanted to do without him. “There are things I want to do, but—”

			Tanner muttered a soft curse as his phone began buzzing on the porch rail next to his coffee.

			“Hold that thought,” he muttered as he grabbed the phone. “I’m on call so I have to take this.”

			The way she’d already butchered this conversation it was probably best for them to completely restart it anyway.

			“I’ll go inside and start breakfast,” she muttered, getting off his lap. He looked like he wanted to argue but the phone buzzed again so he just nodded.

			Good. Maybe she could figure out how to fix what she was trying to say.

			 

			TANNER GRABBED HIS phone as he watched the woman he loved, the same woman who just said that love didn’t equal marriage—bundle herself into her blanket and walk inside the house.

			That talk hadn’t gone the way he’d planned.

			He hit the receive button with far more force than necessary. “Tanner Dempsey.”

			“Tanner, it’s Richard Whitaker.”

			“Hey, Whitaker. I thought you were taking some vacation time and heading back to Dallas. Are you in Grand County already?” Whitaker was the other deputy captain of the Grand County Sheriff’s Department.

			“No, I actually just got off the phone with Sheriff Duggan. I’m going to be taking a little more leave, helping out here. Dallas has a serial killer, Tanner.”

			Tanner winced and gave a dry laugh at the same time. “You always did complain there wasn’t enough action around here.”

			“Believe me, this particular case is more action than I ever wanted to deal with.”

			It almost seemed like the man was asking for his help. “You calling me for backup?”

			Tanner couldn’t imagine many scenarios where he would be tremendously helpful for a murder investigation in Dallas.

			“We do need help. In a big way.” Whitaker’s voice was strained. “This is personal for me. One of the victims was a girl from my old neighborhood.”

			Tanner straightened. He and Whitaker might not have always seen eye to eye, especially since a few months ago the man had thought Tanner was responsible for three murders, but Tanner would still do whatever he could to help him.

			The fact that Whitaker was calling him at all spoke volumes.

			“Richard, what do you need?”

			“Actually, I need Bree. We’re on a strict countdown—literally—and she may be the only one with the computer skills we need. The killer is sending live footage of the victim, and that’s the only thing we’ve got to go on.”

			Tanner swallowed a curse. “That’s messed up.”

			“I know. We’re going to have another girl dead within a few days if we don’t get someone in here who can think outside the box when it comes to tech stuff. I trust Bree, and we both know there’s no one better in the world.”

			The only other possible person as good as Bree was currently waiting in jail in the city where he’d been assigned federal trial.

			Dallas.

			Tanner let out a curse. “You know Michael Jeter is being held in Dallas, right? I don’t like the thought of bringing Bree into the same town as him, even if he is in a cell.”

			“I know, man. And trust me, if I had anyone else to ask, I would do it. We’ve got good computer people here, and they’re stumped. We need the best.”

			That was Bree.

			Tanner rubbed his eyes. Until Jeter was in actual prison, and not just a county jail cell, Tanner wasn’t going to breathe easy, even from here. Bringing Bree closer to Jeter went against every protective fiber in his being.

			But he also knew Bree. Knew she would never agree to hide from the possible risk of Jeter, even after her near panic attack last night just thinking about him, if lives were at stake. If Bree could help she would want to.

			“Okay, I know she’ll want to help. I’ll get her to you.”

			He listened as Whitaker provided details about flights that day. Tanner would get Bree to Dallas. But he damn well would be staying glued to her side.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			On the way to help with a murder case was not the way Bree had envisioned taking her first airplane ride.

			When Tanner had come in from talking on the phone his face had been pinched and tight.

			“That was Whitaker. He’s in Dallas and has a serial killer on his hands. He needs help.”

			She’d just nodded. She didn’t like that their conversation would have to wait, but knew Tanner’s job was always important. “When do you leave?”

			“Actually, it’s more you he needs than me. He has a killer sending some sort of live footage of the murder scene and their tech team can’t figure out from where. He’d like for you to take a look.”

			She hadn’t even been sure how to respond. The police wanted her to help with a case?

			“You don’t have to go, of course,” Tanner said when she hadn’t answered.

			“No. I want to help.” Just the thought of being at a strange police department by herself, even with Whitaker around, was daunting. She shrugged. “I just don’t do well with people. You know.”

			He pulled her against him. Thank goodness. Maybe she hadn’t broken their relationship with what she’d said earlier. “I’m going to call the sheriff and get the time off so I can go with you. I wouldn’t ever send you alone. Plus, it’s in Dallas. I don’t even like you being in the same state as Jeter, much less the same city. I don’t care how locked up he is.”

			Tanner had arranged all the flights and details. He had even been excited for her when he’d realized this was her first time on a plane, taking the requisite picture of her from the airport terminal. He’d held her hand when the plane had hit a little turbulence. He’d talked to her and given her what few details he’d had about the situation.

			Even though everything seemed okay on the surface, Bree knew it wasn’t. Because of what she’d said this morning.

			Score another point for the girl incapable of appropriate emotions. She didn’t know how to make this right, and it wasn’t going to get any easier while trying to help solve a murder.

			Richard Whitaker was there to pick them up from the Dallas airport. He shook Tanner’s hand and smiled at Bree, knowing her well enough to understand she wouldn’t want to touch anyone unless she had to. She’d learned how to act appropriately around others, but it still didn’t come naturally.

			She gave him a little wave. “Hey, Whitaker.”

			“Thank you for coming.” He walked with them out to his car.

			“So what exactly is going on?” Tanner asked as they drove into downtown Dallas.

			Whitaker took a deep breath. “We had two bodies on two different sides of town.”

			“What was the cause of death?” Tanner asked.

			“They had both drowned.”

			“Are you sure that’s even a serial killer?” Bree asked. “People can drown in just two inches of water.”

			“Believe me,” Whitaker said. “I would not have brought you out if I wasn’t sure we had a killer on our hands. Yes, the cause of death was drowning. Both victims weren’t in water when they were found, but they had water in their lungs.”

			“Definitely drowned then,” Bree muttered.

			Whitaker nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. “They were both found in boxes—almost like coffins. Both were restrained in the box by both wrists and ankles.”

			“Someone filled it with water while they were trapped there?” Tanner said.

			Whitaker nodded sharply. “Yes.”

			Tanner let out a curse. “Did you find out about them because of the footage the killer sent you?”

			“No, that’s new. Both victims were found by civilians. One in some woods off the highway about ten miles south of town. The other, Shelby Durrant, was found on the north side of town in a restaurant that had been closed for renovations.”

			“You know her?” Bree asked.

			Whitaker shrugged. “Not very well, but we grew up near each other. She was ten years younger than me, so I never actually hung out with her. She was just one of the neighborhood kids, you know? She was still chained in that damn box when they found her.”

			He cleared his throat. Bree and Tanner both gave Whitaker a minute to collect himself.

			“Any connection between the victims?” Tanner asked.

			“Nothing that we’ve found so far. Both were female, about five foot three, roughly a hundred pounds. Shelby was twenty-two, an African American college student at Dallas Nursing Institute. Victim number two was in her midforties, Caucasian, married, with no kids. Her name was Kelly Quinn. She worked as a bank teller. Nothing we’ve been able to find ties them together in any way.”

			“What do you need me to do?” Bree asked.

			Whitaker looked at his watch as they pulled up in front of the Dallas police station. “That’s going to become very obvious in about twenty-two minutes.”

			As they got out of the car she looked over at Tanner, but he just shrugged. Evidently he didn’t know any more than her. Twenty-two minutes was oddly specific.

			Whitaker signed them in at the front counter of the station and led them past a number of uniformed officers’ desks to the back section of the building, where it was much quieter.

			He opened a door leading out of those offices and everything changed.

			People were buzzing around everywhere. This was obviously command central for the case. Multiple pictures of the two dead women hung on a large bulletin board. Some of them were from when they were alive. The others, definitely more painful to look at, were the bodies in those boxes Whitaker had told them about.

			Dead.

			They kept moving past the pictures into a large conference room. The entire back wall was made out of screens and had a half dozen computer terminals sitting right in front of them. At least ten people were surrounding the terminals.

			Everybody was talking at once, vying to be heard. This was the situation Whitaker wanted her to work in? Even being in the general vicinity of this many strangers already had her cringing.

			Her discomfort didn’t get any better a few seconds later when a gorgeous blonde wearing jeans and a thin sweater—detective badge clipped on her belt—walked over to them.

			“Whit,” the beautiful woman said in, of course, a gorgeous smoky voice to match her perfect face and body. “Glad you’re back. It’s almost time.”

			The woman turned to Bree and Tanner, offering her hand. “Captain Dempsey, Miss Daniels, I’m Penelope Brickman, lead detective on this case. Thanks so much for coming.”

			Tanner shook her hand. “Hope we can help. Please, call me Tanner. Especially since I’m not here in any sort of official capacity.”

			Bree force herself to shake the woman’s hand too. “Bree, please.”

			She was a little bit proud of herself for saying something appropriate rather than shoving all five feet eight inches of the woman’s gorgeousness into a closet far away from Tanner.

			“Did you catch them up?” Penelope asked Whitaker.

			“Mostly. The footage... I figured that was just something they had to see for themselves.”

			Penelope nodded. “Yeah, explaining wouldn’t do much good.”

			“How often does the footage arrive?” Bree asked. “Is it live or prerecorded? I’m assuming it’s been rerouted through multiple channels or you wouldn’t need me here.”

			“I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not any sort of computer expert.” Penelope gave them both a rueful smile. “I can get around and do the basics with computers, but I tend more toward old-fashioned methods of solving crime and police work. Hitting the pavement and talking to people.”

			“I’m the same,” Tanner said. “People tend to give up their secrets a lot more easily—”

			“—than machines.” They both finished together, then smiled.

			Bree barely refrained from rolling her eyes. These two should just go get married and make a bunch of crime-fighting babies together. Babies, of course, who would never deign to touch the keys of a computer.

			A yell at the front of the room caught their attention. The people at the computers were getting more frantic.

			“What’s going on?” Tanner asked.

			“Everybody’s on edge,” Whitaker said. “It’s almost time for the message. Every hour on the hour the bastard sends us some footage.”

			Every hour on the hour. That was the first completely useful bit of information Bree had received.

			Without waiting to hear anything else, Bree walked over to the computers. The people surrounding them were still talking all over each other, arguing about the best way to track the message that was coming in.

			Bree just listened. Nothing coming out of their mouths was particularly complicated in terms of ideas on how to track the killer.

			“Listen, people,” the guy sitting at the main console said. “If we could catch this guy with any of those methods we would’ve damn well done so long before now. If you don’t have something intelligent to say, then stand here quietly.”

			The group grumbled but quieted. Bree might not like how the guy was talking to everyone else but she definitely had to admit he was right. None of the ways they were suggesting were particularly inspiring.

			The guy pointed at Bree. “Who are you?”

			“I’m just observing for the moment.”

			“Great. Another useless person taking up space.”

			Bree ignored him. She might be pretty hesitant when it came to a lot of things—beautiful blondes included—but her confidence in her knowledge of computers was secure. She could probably do more than everyone in this room combined. But she had no need to prove that to anyone.

			Yet.

			“How long do you think it will be this time?” the young woman next to her asked another woman sitting at a console.

			“It was three and a half minutes last time. That was the longest so far. Maybe they will keep getting longer.”

			“But the time before that was only fifteen seconds,” the first responded. “There doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to his methods.”

			A large digital clock on the wall beeped loudly and started counting down from thirty. Evidently the killer was punctual enough for them to set a clock to his transmissions.

			Another good piece of information. That meant the footage was being sent on a computerized schedule, not just when the killer felt like it.

			“Look alive, people,” Mean Guy said as he sat down at the main computer terminal. “Remember we’re still running all possible scenarios and solutions. Just because it didn’t work one time doesn’t mean it won’t work this time. Everybody do your job.”

			Sure enough, right as the clock reached zero, every screen on the wall of monitors lit up.

			The picture was just slightly blurry, enough to make it a little hazy. Bree wanted to ask if that was always the case, but didn’t want to interrupt anyone from the jobs they were trying to do. The broadcasting window was limited. She could ask questions later.

			The picture wasn’t so blurry that you couldn’t see what was going on. There was a woman restrained in a long, thin box. It looked almost like a clear coffin. The woman in the box was shown from the neck down. Her head was completely out of the shot. There was nothing distinguishing about the box itself.

			Water was dripping into the box at the woman’s feet in a regular, timed pattern. It had already filled a few inches of the container, but not enough to be very noticeable.

			Something caught the woman’s attention because she immediately began sobbing.

			“Please! Help me please. Can you hear me? Please help me!”

			Bree realized Tanner was next to her when he muttered a curse under his breath.

			Bree’s eyebrows furrowed. “Why does her voice sound funny?” she whispered to him.

			“Bastard is using some sort of voice modulator.”

			That didn’t make any sense to her, but neither did trapping a woman in some sort of coffin and slowly filling it up with water.

			They had exactly twenty-three more seconds of the woman’s hysterical crying before the feed completely cut off.

			Bree looked over at Tanner, who looked as stunned as she felt, then glanced back around her. “I should’ve been watching what they were doing rather than the screen.” She pointed to the dozen people huddled around the multiple computers.

			“It’s hard to look away from something like that.” Tanner reached over and squeezed her elbow. “And from what I understand, you only have to wait another fifty-nine minutes to get your chance and do it all over again. No wonder everyone here is such a mess.”

			Not having to wait long was a good thing. Footage coming in once an hour meant more opportunities for them to catch this guy.

			“All right, people, sound off,” Mean Guy said, like some NASA mission control simulation. “Tell me we got something.”

			“IP address was rerouted through multiple VPNs once again.”

			“Jumped to at least one public Wi-Fi, but not the same one as last time, so no triangulation.”

			“Top level was definitely utilizing a proxy server again. Encrypted coding.”

			With every announcement of unsuccessful attempts to home in on the killer, the group became more despondent. Mean Guy got shorter and shorter in his responses.

			The blonde, Penelope, walked to the front of the room. She erased the number twelve from the whiteboard and wrote down thirteen, then turned to the people around her.

			“I know you’re tired. I know you’re frustrated. We’ve been watching this happen for twelve hours now. I know seeing that woman suffering every single hour eats at all of us. But you need to focus. We’ve got less than an hour to have a new way of trying to catch this guy.”

			Mean Guy threw his hands up. “Triangulating his location just isn’t possible. Whichever way we come at him from, he’s already expecting it.”

			“Jeremy...” Penelope started.

			“It’s not impossible.” Bree hadn’t meant to cut off whatever Penelope had planned to tell mean Jeremy, but that had to be said.

			“What?” Jeremy stood up from behind his computer and took a slight step toward Bree, eyes narrowed. She immediately felt Tanner shift a little closer, ready to step in, not that she thought Jeremy was going to hurt her.

			She shrugged. “No offense—it’s not impossible.”

			“Really?” he scoffed. “You’ve been here less than five minutes, saw twenty-three seconds of footage, and now you just know everything?” He turned back to Penelope. “No offense, boss, but this is not the sort of help we need.”

			Bree wasn’t going to be cowed. Not about this. “Impossible is the term regular people use to make themselves feel safer about technology. To hide away from its fullest potential,” she said softly. “And I knew that long before I walked in here today.”

			She’d learned it the hardest way possible when she was just a teenager.

			Jeremy threw up his hands. “You think you can do better than we have? Be my guest.”

			A year ago, unable to read the interpersonal clues or tones, Bree would’ve thought that was an actual legitimate welcome to take over.

			She leaned over toward Tanner. “I don’t think he really meant that as an offer,” she whispered. “I think he feels threatened by me. But I just want to help.”

			Tanner nodded and gave her a small smile. “He’s frustrated. Everyone is. But they do want your help.”

			“Then I need everybody to get out of my way so I can get to work.” She knew others could hear her, but it was the truth.

			Jeremy let out a curse and a laugh.

			Penelope cleared her throat. “People, this is Bree Daniels.”

			There was a slight murmur as her name was recognized.

			“Yes, that Bree Daniels, who was responsible for bringing down Michael Jeter and the rest of the criminals hiding behind Communication For All,” Penelope continued. “I daresay she might have some ideas we haven’t thought of. So let’s give her some room to work.”

			Jeremy walked over to Penelope and began arguing about something, but Bree wasn’t paying any attention. She sat down in the seat Jeremy had vacated and pulled up what she needed on the system. It was time to go to work.

			Nothing was impossible when it came to her and computers.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Tanner walked away from Bree as soon as she sat down in front of the computer system. She wouldn’t be aware of him—wouldn’t be aware of almost anything—while she worked.

			Whitaker caught his eye and motioned him over.

			“Bree wasn’t offended by Jeremy, was she? He’s IT, not a cop, and he’s pretty damn knowledgeable about computers. Dude can be a jerk, but in this case it’s mostly frustration. Like Penelope said, for twelve hours we’ve been watching this poor girl lying in that damned box, terrified. The water’s getting higher.”

			“How long do we have before it’s critical?”

			“In every single piece of footage that’s been sent to us the water has been dripping at the exact same rate. Slightly faster than one drop per second. That means it’s filling up at a rate of about one gallon every three hours.”

			Tanner did some quick math in his head. “So, around two and a half days before she drowns?”

			“Could be closer to only two.”

			Tanner ran a hand over his eyes. “And your friend Shelby? Are you sure this was the same guy? There was no video of her, right?”

			“No, thank God. I’m not sure I could’ve handled it. But the box was the same for her, as well as for the other dead woman. The general consensus right now is that they were some sort of warm-up.”

			“Or escalation,” Tanner said. “Maybe he got bored killing them just for himself, decided to make it into a broadcast sport.”

			Whitaker grimaced. “Yeah, that’s possible too.”

			Over his shoulder he could hear Bree demanding people move so she could work on two different computers at once. A few seconds later he turned around and she had all the different video segments up on the multiple monitors, playing in repeat, some two or more to a screen.

			Even with no sound, it was jarring to watch the woman in the box. Bree stood for a long time, just staring at the monitors, taking it all in.

			Penelope walked over to them and turned to the screens herself. “You guys have any idea what she’s doing? We don’t need her watching the footage—we need her figuring out where it’s coming from.”

			Tanner gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Bree rarely does anything without a purpose. If she’s studying the footage, it’s because she thinks it will help her.”

			Penelope crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. But we’ve got less than forty-five minutes until the next live stream. She needs to be ready.”

			Tanner turned away from the monitor. “Believe me. Bree will be ready. That clock you have running the countdown? She won’t need it. Her brain is already keeping completely accurate track of the time without her even trying.”

			Because that’s how Bree’s brain worked. The things most people had to put conscious effort into, it did automatically.

			Like a computer.

			Penelope nodded. “Good, because like Jeremy said, our team thinks this guy can’t be traced.”

			“If it’s possible, Bree will do it,” Whitaker said.

			“And she’ll do it faster than anyone,” Tanner finished for him.

			Penelope didn’t look convinced, and Tanner couldn’t blame her. Bree was young, not very polished, and most people were going to underestimate her for that.

			“I can’t help with computer stuff, but I’d be happy to be an extra set of eyes and ears for anything else, if you don’t mind my involvement.” Tanner didn’t want to step on any toes. Some departments liked to keep investigations as close to the vest as possible.

			Evidently Penelope wasn’t one of those types of leaders. She nodded. “I’ll take every eye on this we can get. Maybe you’ll see something we’re missing. Because I’m damn tired of sitting here waiting for the top of each hour to come by just for us to be toyed with again.”

			They sat down at the conference table and Whitaker pulled up a link.

			“These are the twelve live streams in the order in which we received them. All in all, it’s a little bit less than fifteen minutes of footage.”

			Tanner played each one so he could get an understanding of the full scope, then immediately started watching again, this time pausing whenever he needed to in order to study details.

			The killer never showed up in a single shot. The camera never panned or zoomed—never moved at all.

			“The room isn’t very big,” Tanner said. “I would think the camera is mounted over the door.”

			Whitaker leaned over his shoulder to look at the footage.

			“I agree.” Penelope sat down next to him. “We can’t see the woman’s face, but we think that there’s some sort of light on the camera that switches on when it’s transmitting.”

			Tanner nodded, skipping to footage number four and pointing to the screen. “Yes. Because she’s inactive for a few moments and then sees whatever she sees, and that’s when she starts begging for help. So she’s probably not blindfolded.”

			He skipped ahead to the other footage, pointing out where she did the same thing.

			“Right,” Penelope said. “And sometimes she doesn’t seem to see anything at all. Maybe she’s sleeping?”

			Tanner and Whitaker both nodded. “There are no windows in the room,” Whitaker said. “The light is always constant. She probably has no idea if it’s day or night.”

			Tanner nodded. “And who knows how long this bastard held her before he even started sending the footage.”

			“She’s definitely more hysterical in some of the recordings than others.” Penelope put her hand over Tanner’s on the mouse, then glanced at him. “Do you mind if I...”

			He moved his hand. “Be my guest.”

			She clicked so that five different images took up the screen. “These were when she was most hysterical. Already sobbing before the live stream even came through.”

			Tanner watched each separate clip. Penelope was definitely right. The woman was already crying when the footage started, not because she realized the camera was on.

			Listening to her—fear and desperation so close to the surface—was agonizing.

			Tanner muttered a curse. “Is there any pattern that we see? Are there clips where she’s upset longer? Is he hurting her and wanting us to see it? I don’t see any markings on her body to indicate he’s hurt her.”

			“No,” Whitaker said. “When it first happened we thought maybe he was escalating. That the clips would get longer as he got more violent, or show her harmed, but that hasn’t happened. And there doesn’t seem to be any pattern to how long the clips run.”

			“She’ll be hysterical one hour then much better the next, thank God.” Penelope rubbed her eyes with her fingers. “I’ve watched these clips over a hundred times. Whit has also. But we haven’t found anything that helps at all.”

			“Just makes me pretty damn furious,” Whitaker said.

			Jeremy walked over to them. “We’re up in less than three minutes, boss.”

			Penelope nodded. “Any progress over there?”

			“Bree isn’t saying very much, but she seems to know her stuff, which isn’t surprising, given who she is. This will be the first time she’s seeing what’s happening behind the scenes as the footage comes in. No offense, but I don’t think she’ll be quite so quick to say no such thing as impossible after she really understands what’s going on.”

			“Give her a chance,” Penelope said.

			Jeremy shrugged. “At this point I’m willing to give anybody a chance. I just don’t want us putting all our eggs in one basket. Plus, she’s not making any friends over there.”

			“Why? What happened?” Penelope asked, as they all stood.

			“One of the first things she did was set up a program so it records what’s happening on everyone’s computer screen. Bree said she wanted to be able to look over what everyone was doing in case they missed anything.”

			Whitaker looked over at Tanner and they both winced. People who didn’t know Bree wouldn’t understand the kindness and gentleness that resided under her sometimes-abrupt exterior. Her actions would seem like she thought herself superior to everyone else.

			They walked over to the monitor screens to prepare for the next transmission. Bree had made herself a little command center and was typing on one keyboard as her eyes darted back and forth between three screens.

			Tanner walked over to stand right behind her.

			“I don’t have anything yet,” she said without looking at him. “There’s something weird going on that I haven’t been able to put my finger on.”

			He rubbed the back of her shoulders. “Nobody expected you to come in and solve this in an hour. Let’s give it a little more time.”

			Her disgusted grunt told him she had in fact expected to be able to solve this in an hour.

			Just a few seconds later, the countdown clock began to beep. Bree didn’t even look up from her monitor.

			The crying, sounding even more eerie because of the voice modulator, came through just a split second before the video did. The video was exactly the same as all the others. Nothing could be seen but the coffin-sized box containing the woman from the neck down. She was struggling against the metal cuffs that attached her wrists and ankles to the sides.

			Everyone’s attention was riveted to the screens in front of them, except Bree.

			Even when the woman was sobbing and begging to be freed—this was obviously not one of her good moments—Bree didn’t look up from what she was doing. Besides the crying, Bree’s fingers on the keyboard were the only thing that could be heard.

			Tanner understood Bree well enough to know what was going on. She knew the victim was not the key to finding the location to where she was being kept. The key was in figuring out the details of the transmission.

			But to everybody else it looked like Bree didn’t care at all about the suffering of this poor woman. Like Bree couldn’t be bothered to stop typing for the seconds the transmission would last and at least acknowledge the woman’s misery.

			The transmission ended as suddenly as it began. Bree’s hands never stopped moving on the keyboard. Nearly everyone in the room was staring at her, the noise from her fingers sounding throughout the room. Tanner was glad Bree was caught in her own world and had no comprehension of what was going on around her.

			“Do you mind if we play it again, Bree?” Penelope finally asked.

			“Would hate to disrupt you in any way,” Jeremy muttered.

			Bree didn’t even look up. “That’s fine. The victim is irrelevant.”

			Even Tanner had to wince a little at that one. Jeremy rolled his eyes and walked over to one of the computers and set the footage to play again.

			“Okay, people, what do we see?” Penelope asked when it was done.

			“She was already crying before the camera turned on. It was one of the times when she seemed not to be aware of the transmission at all,” Whitaker said.

			“All right, so it’s one of her bad hours. Maybe she’s tired. Maybe he hurt her.” Penelope had them play the footage again.

			There were so many things that could be happening to the poor woman to make her hysterical.

			Hearing the modulated crying caused Tanner to look more closely at the screen. He walked over and stood next to Whitaker. “Your friend Shelby and the other victim.”

			“Kelly Quinn,” Whitaker filled in for him.

			“You didn’t find any links between them?”

			“Nothing of any significance.”

			“Did you check where they shop for clothes? They were both similar build, right? I know we don’t have great perspective from this footage, but looking at this new woman, she could possibly be about the same size also. Relatively petite. Slender.”

			“Definitely worth a try.” Whitaker called Penelope over and she agreed it was worth redoubling their efforts to see if it led anywhere, and immediately got someone on it.

			They played the footage again and Tanner stepped closer to the screens. The crying was so much more jarring with a voice regulator distorting it.

			The killer wasn’t letting them see her face and wasn’t letting them hear her real voice.

			Why?

			Tanner looked over at Whitaker and Penelope. “You guys got any local celebrities missing or anything?”

			Penelope raised an eyebrow. “Not that I’ve heard. Why?”

			Tanner shrugged. “Just seems like an awful lot of work to use a voice modulator when we can’t see the victim’s face anyway. Leads me to think there might be something about her voice that’s unique. Something we’d recognize right off if we could see or hear her clearly.”

			Whitaker muttered a curse. “You’re right. I can’t believe we didn’t think of that.”

			Tanner slapped him on the shoulder. “Trying to figure out who framed me for murder gave me a better perspective on thinking outside the box.”

			Whitaker had the good grace to look sheepish, since he’d been the person most convinced Tanner was guilty. “I’m glad something good came out of that.”

			Penelope played the clip again. “Damn it. I think you’re right, Tanner. I haven’t heard anything about a well-known missing person, but we’ll put some feelers out immediately. But knowing the victim still isn’t going to help us get to her. We need the location.”

			“Give Bree time,” he told her.

			 

			BREE WORKED ALL night long on the tracking without stopping.

			Whitaker and another one of the detectives on the case, Leon Goulding, an African American man in his late twenties who’d joined the Dallas PD after Whitaker left, took Tanner to show him where the first two victims had been found.

			None of them had found anything useful in either the woods or the empty restaurant, but at least it had given Tanner a frame of reference.

			Then they’d taken him to the evidence room and shown him the boxes the dead women had been found in—identical to the one the woman from the footage was currently trapped in. The boxes were lying on a table side by side.

			“They’re made of low-density polyethylene,” Leon said as Tanner walked around looking at them. “Basically the same thing trash cans are made from.”

			Tanner nodded. “So they definitely wouldn’t have any problem holding water.”

			Whitaker was studying the boxes too. “That’s correct. We even filled one of them to capacity to double-check. The seams are reinforced with an acrylic binder.”

			Tanner took a closer look. “Like an aquarium.”

			“Yes, exactly,” Leon said. “These boxes are the same size down to the millimeter, and as best we can tell, are pretty damn close to the size of the box in the footage.”

			Tanner looked at the length of them. “There’s no way an average-sized man could fit in one of those. I think the killer might be choosing his victims based solely on their size.”

			Whitaker nodded. “Body shape and size was the only thing we’ve been able to find in common between Shelby and Kelly Quinn.”

			Tanner rubbed the back of his neck walking around the table. “He’s building a new box for each victim rather than reusing the one he has.”

			“What does that mean?” Leon asked.

			“I think the killer wants to be able to know the exact minute the victim will drown. He wants to control everything about her death. Control is his MO, and he’s left nothing to chance.”

			The footage continued to arrive at the top of every hour all night also.

			They went through twelve cycles, some where the woman was relatively calm, some where she was hysterical. Then, most disturbing, some when she began to realize the water dripping so slowly on her was eventually going to be what killed her.

			She didn’t talk about that realization in every transmission, but when she did, it was heartbreaking. She wasn’t hysterical, wasn’t crying.

			Just a whispered question. “The water. How long will it take before it fills up?” Like she was trying to work it out in her mind.

			She’d mentioned the water three times in the last twelve hours. Almost like she was resigning herself to her fate. That was the last thing they wanted. The woman giving up hope would kill her quicker than anything.

			Tanner had even caught Bree watching that footage with a frown—if Bree was stopping what she was doing to watch, that definitely meant it was pretty bad.

			Somebody played the last clip again. Tanner couldn’t help but flinch as the woman talked about the water in her stoic voice.

			Penelope came and stood next to him, offering him a cup of coffee. “Any idea how long before Bree might possibly have an update?”

			“As soon as she knows something definitive, Bree will say. Asking her for updates now just slows her down.” He gestured toward the screen. “I know this feels pretty bleak, but we should have at least another thirty-six hours before that damn thing fills with water, right?”

			“Actually, drowning is the best-case scenario. We consulted with a medical professional and unless that water temperature is carefully regulated she could die of hypothermia before she drowns.”

			Tanner let out a curse. “So how long do we have?”

			“Doc says she’s not showing any signs of hypothermia yet from what he can tell in the latest footage, so that’s good. But as the water gets deeper...”

			Tanner glanced over at Bree. “I can ask her for an update, but I promise she’s working as hard as she can. Bree only has one speed when it comes to this sort of thing, and believe me, it’s faster than you and I and probably everyone else in this room put together. As soon as she’s got something she’ll let us know.”

			Penelope looked as if she was about to argue the point when Bree called out behind him.

			“I’ve got something!”

			Everyone got quiet. Tanner just smiled.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The bastard was smart, Bree would give him that. She walked toward Tanner, frowning when she saw him talking to the beautiful blonde woman whose name she couldn’t remember, even though she’d said it when they’d met, however many hours ago. The detective in charge.

			Blondie looked excited. “You located the victim?”

			Bree shook her head. “Not yet.”

			She looked around and realized everyone was staring at her and grimaced. She never liked to be the center of attention. She felt better when Tanner slipped his arm around her.

			Talking to Tanner was easier, so Bree focused on him. “The guy is using multiple VPNs and proxy servers to hide the actual location of where he’s streaming from. Bouncing it around all over the place but keeping it local enough that I wouldn’t question it or eliminate it completely.”

			Jeremy walked over, nodding. “That’s what I was trying to tell you from the beginning.”

			Bree looked over at him. “And you were right. There’s no way to track the killer that way.”

			“Then what exactly is your breakthrough?” Blondie asked.

			“I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”

			“Penelope.” She arched an eyebrow. “I am the detective in charge of the case.”

			Bree nodded. “Right. Penelope. I know. I’m sorry, I’m not very good with names. It was actually the victim herself who got me thinking in the right direction.”

			Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I didn’t think you were even aware there was a victim given how little you paid attention to her.”

			Bree winced.

			“Enough, Jeremy,” Whitaker said from the conference table.

			Tanner’s arm tightened around her, but Jeremy was right. Bree hadn’t been even remotely as focused on the victim as she had been the computer side of things. She could’ve at least been a little more sympathetic.

			“You’re doing fine,” Tanner whispered in her ear. “Everybody here has a job, and yours was to focus on the transmissions.”

			Everybody else had a job also, and yet had somehow managed to be sympathetic to the plight of the woman. Everyone except Bree. She rubbed her fingers over her eyes. “Right. Well, the woman started talking about the water.”

			“And?” Penelope said. “You got something from that?”

			“My brain just picked out that she seemed to be talking about it every fourth set of footage.”

			Penelope looked at Whitaker and then over at Tanner. “Is that right?”

			Jeremy pulled up the footage and played the last twelve transmissions.

			“I’ll be damned,” Penelope muttered. “She does talk about the water every fourth one. Do you think she’s trying to signal us?”

			Bree shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea what she’s doing. I can’t even imagine what goes through someone’s mind if they’re trapped like that. The pattern of it just got me thinking in a different way.”

			“So, her mentioning the water didn’t have anything to do with whatever it is you’ve come up with?” Whitaker asked.

			Bree shook her head. “No, not at all. It just got me started on looking for patterns, rather than taking all the footage holistically.”

			Penelope rubbed her hand over her eyes. “Can somebody please tell me what she’s talking about?”

			They didn’t understand. Bree turned to Tanner instead. “I found a fractal pattern in the transmissions.”

			He probably didn’t understand either, but at least Tanner nodded. “How does that help us?”

			“It means that every fourth time there’s something a little bit different with how the killer is transmitting. Those times it’s a self-similar pattern with expanding symmetry.”

			Penelope snapped to attention. “Is the woman trying to tell us that by talking about the water.”

			Bree shook her head. “No. There’s no way she could know about it. I thought the transmissions were random, but not all of them are. This is something he overlooked, or thought we wouldn’t discover.”

			“Okay,” Tanner said. “How does it help us?”

			“I can use it to catch him. I don’t have to track him, just find the system using the fractal pattern. It’s very specific. But I can only do it every fourth transmission, and it has to be while the transmission is live.”

			“But now you know what you’re looking for,” Tanner said.

			She reached up and squeezed his bicep. He understood. Tanner always understood. “Yes. Now that I know what it is, it’s just a matter of time. I might not be able to get you to the actual room, but I’ll be able to get you pretty damn close.”

			Whitaker walked over and squeezed her shoulder. “You get us close, we’ll do the rest.”

			“I can’t do anything for another three hours. That’s when the next transmission that’s using the fractal pattern will go live.”

			“How many more footage segments do you need?” Tanner asked.

			“The next one will get us close, but I can’t guarantee exactly how close. We’ll need to be ready to move to where that one leads. Then I’ll need at least one more after that to pinpoint.”

			“There’s nothing you can do with any of the other footage segments? No clues there?” Penelope asked. “You’re saying we’re at least seven hours and possibly eleven or more before we have actionable intel?”

			Bree shrugged. “Yes. I can’t work any faster than the pattern he submits on.”

			Penelope shook her head. “That’s too long. The victim might not even be alive at that point.”

			Bree blinked a few times and looked over at Tanner. “I haven’t worked out the exact math in my head, but it seems like she should have at least thirty-six more hours before the water covers her. Is my math off?”

			His arm slipped back around her waist. “That’s correct, but medical experts are concerned about hypothermia.”

			“Unless that water is temperature controlled, she could die,” Whitaker said.

			What was Bree supposed to do? She couldn’t magically make the pattern work more quickly. “I’m sorry. This anomaly in how the footage is being transmitted is only occurring every fourth time. I can’t change that or speed it up.”

			“If he made an error in whatever he did with every fourth set of footage, maybe he made an error somewhere else,” Penelope said. “We just need to find it. And we need to do it now.”

			Translation: Bree needed to find it.

			Bree nodded. “Let me write the pattern recognition program I’ll need to trace him when the next flawed transmission comes in. Then I’ll do my best to see if I can find any mistakes in the other transmissions.”

			Without another word, Bree turned away from them all, giving Tanner’s hand a squeeze as she did. She’d been working on this for twelve hours. She’d already looked for any mistakes the killer might have made and hadn’t found anything.

			She wrote the program and had it ready to go, then spent the next two hours searching for another needle in the haystack. At every top of the hour when new footage came in she ran it against the pattern recognition program she’d written, but nothing showed up. She wasn’t surprised. The fractal pattern was damn near brilliant and it was just sheer luck she’d discovered it. If he was using something similar for his other transmissions, Bree couldn’t spot it.

			She was also tired, and working at a pace her brain wasn’t used to. At one time, thanks to Jeter threatening physical harm to her or her mom, she’d been able to work at this pace for days at a time.

			Not being tortured for the past ten years had caused her brain to get lazy.

			She was tired, wanted to rest. Plus, every time she looked over at Tanner, beautiful, blonde Penelope with all her appropriate emotional reactions was next to him. By all accounts Penelope had been here over twenty-four hours. Who looked that good after working twenty-four hours straight?

			Bree caught her own reflection in the monitor. She didn’t look good, that was for sure. But she didn’t even try to fix the messy bun she’d piled her hair into. What would be the use. She had a pen resting behind either ear. Both of which she’d been looking for but hadn’t been able to find.

			She was a mess. But attempting to fix her hair wasn’t going to change that.

			They were twenty minutes from the transmission Bree needed to help pinpoint the killer when she heard a phone buzzing on a desk nearby. She waited for someone to pick it up before she realized it was hers.

			When she glanced at the screen and saw it was Gregory Lightfoot, she almost let it go to voice mail. But the lawyer would just call back, and in a few minutes hopefully they would be on the road on the way to catch the killer. She might not be available.

			“Lightfoot. I don’t have a lot of time I’m helping the police.”

			“Good morning to you too, Bree,” Gregory said good-naturedly.

			She cringed. “Sorry. All my people skills have already been used up.” Such as they were.

			He chuckled. “I’ll keep this short, and hopefully this will be good news. Michael Jeter took a plea bargain.”

			Bree’s hand raised to her throat and her heart rate kicked up. “What sort of plea bargain?”

			Surely they wouldn’t let him out of jail. Would they? She felt like the room was closing in on her—the air being sucked out.

			“Freckles, what’s wrong?”

			She turned her head and found Tanner crouching on the floor beside her so his face was at the same height as hers.

			She grabbed his hand. “Jeter made some sort of deal.”

			She turned the phone so Tanner could also hear what Gregory was saying. She didn’t want to put it on speaker in front of all these people.

			“Lightfoot, what’s going on?” Tanner asked.

			“It’s good news, I promise. Yes, Jeter plea-bargained, but only to take the death penalty off the table. He’ll be serving four life sentences without the possibility of parole.”

			Her eyes met Tanner’s deep brown ones. “He won’t ever be able to get out of prison?”

			“Never,” Gregory assured her. “I think Jeter knew he was going to get the death penalty, so this was the best play he had. But he’s never getting out of prison, I can promise you that.”

			“Where will he do his time?” Tanner asked.

			“That’s a little bit more complicated. They’re transferring him tomorrow to the federal prison in Beaumont. He’ll be there probably three to six months until the details are finalized.”

			Tanner nodded and it reassured Bree—if Tanner was happy about him being at Beaumont then that meant it was a good place for Jeter to be.

			“That’s a solid max security. Definitely better than the county jail he’s been in,” Tanner said.

			“Best of all, this solves all your testimony problems, Bree. You’re not going to have to take the stand at all.”

			Finally, some good news.

			She promised to contact Gregory for more details as soon as this case was done and she was back home, and ended the call. Right now she needed to focus on catching an entirely different bastard.

			Tanner squeezed her hand. “You okay?”

			She shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. I just need time to process this. But that will have to wait until I’m done here. I’d rather stick with this. Computers, I know. Feelings are much more complicated.”

			He kissed the top of her head. “Anyone would need time to sort this out, so don’t feel bad about that. Do you have everything ready for the next transmission?”

			“Yes. I’m sorry I couldn’t find anything to make this quicker.”

			He pulled her against him and kissed her hard and brief. “You found the pattern. That’s more than anyone else did. We’re going to catch this guy and we’re going to be in time to save this woman. Because of you.”

			“Because of a lucky break.”

			He used his knuckles to knock gently on the side of her head. “Because of a pattern your giant brain figured out. Doesn’t matter what got it thinking in that direction.”

			She kissed him. “Thank you. I know I’ve been a mess. Everything I’ve learned about interacting with people seems to have flown out the window over the last few hours. I haven’t made many friends here.”

			He grinned at her—that smile that had her heart stuttering in her chest. “Eh, you’re not here to make friends. Everyone’s tension level is high. Or maybe everyone’s interaction skills have flown out a window.”

			Penelope’s interpersonal skills seemed to be working fine. Bree knew not to say anything. She was tired, stressed and not completely rational.

			But damn it, that woman should not look so beautiful. And definitely should not be standing so close to Tanner every time Bree turned around.

			“Is everyone else ready to go?” she asked. “I’m ready on my end with the equipment I need. But we’ll need to move pretty quickly once I begin to triangulate.”

			“Yes. There’s a solid plan in place. You’ll ride with me and Whitaker. Penelope will follow with Leon and a couple other officers.”

			“We’ll have to find the place and be ready and set up by the time he transmits again. Unless for some reason we get extremely lucky, and he’s extremely sloppy, the info we get from this first transmission will only lead us part of the way.”

			Damn it. Why hadn’t she figured out a way to bypass whatever rerouting system the killer would use? That would’ve been a better use of her time rather than hunting for some possible other mistake like Penelope wanted.

			“Whatever it is you’re thinking—stop,” Tanner pulled her close to him one last time. “No focusing on all the things you could’ve/should’ve/would’ve done. You did the best you could with the info you had.”

			The time began to beep, signaling the upcoming transmission.

			“I hope so. Because we’re out of time.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			It was one of the victim’s calmer moments, which didn’t necessarily make it any easier to watch. Tanner was afraid she was giving up hope. Everyone was.

			Bree’s plan needed to work more than ever.

			The footage was nearly a minute long this time and the entire room’s attention darted back and forth between Bree and the woman on the screen. Once the screen flicked to black and the transmission was over, everyone’s attention turned completely to Bree.

			She finally looked up. “I got it.” She rattled off an address and street name.

			“Are you sure?” Penelope asked.

			“Yes. That’s where this transmission was routed from. Why?”

			“If I’m not mistaken that’s a residential area. We’re going to have to get a warrant,” Penelope said.

			Jeremy was already at his computer. “Address belongs to a Patricia Webster. She’s actually retired and lives in Tampa. But her twenty-two-year-old son, Elliot Webster, currently resides at Mom’s house.”

			Penelope started rattling off orders. “Leon, I need you to get me a warrant for this address. Karen, get some local uniforms out there until we arrive. Tell them not to engage, but to check for anything that would give them probable cause to enter. Jeremy, I need to know everything there is to know about Elliot Webster by the time we roll up at his house.”

			Everyone burst into movement.

			Tanner looked over at Bree. She was walking toward him, holding a laptop in front of her, typing on the keyboard with one hand.

			“You ready to go?” he asked.

			She nodded, still typing. “I’m gathering info on Elliot Webster. In case Jeremy...misses any.”

			Meaning, in case the legal channels Jeremy was required to go through didn’t bring up all the information. But Tanner wasn’t going to give her a hard time about how she was getting her info right now. This wasn’t his case, and a woman’s life was at stake.

			“Bree,” Penelope called out. “We’ve got nearly the entire four hours until the transmission you need comes around, right?”

			Bree looked up from her computer. “Yes, but I’ve got to find the computer being used as the conduit before that time. It could be anywhere in or near that address.”

			“Then let’s roll,” the woman said. “We’ve got a judge who’s been kept abreast of the case. Getting the warrant should be fast.”

			Bree was still working at her computer when Tanner tucked her into the car and Whitaker drove toward the address she’d given them, following behind Penelope and her crew.

			Bree read from her computer. “It looks like Elliot Webster is an engineering student at UT Dallas. High GPA. Never been arrested or in any trouble at all.”

			“Anything in the unofficial version?” Tanner asked.

			“Not so far. Some clubs at school, a couple of part-time jobs.”

			“Where at?” Tanner turned to look at her in the back seat.

			“Pizza delivery a couple of years ago and one of those giant home improvement stores for the last eighteen months.”

			“Good place to get low-density polyethylene and any other materials needed to build your very own coffin-sized human aquarium,” Whitaker muttered.

			“Is this house we’re going to anywhere near where the first two victims were found?” Tanner asked.

			“Not at all. I’m as surprised as Penelope that this was where the killer was operating. It’s an older neighborhood. Not very upscale, but pretty quiet.”

			“This probably isn’t where the killer is operating,” Bree said. “He’s just rerouting through his system here.”

			Tanner rubbed his eyes. “Why would he do that at his own house?”

			“That’s a good point.” Bree’s fingers began clicking on the keyboard again. “Elliot Webster could just be a patsy, and someone is using his house while he’s not aware. But it’s also possible that Webster is the killer and he never thought anyone would figure out his pattern and break his little code.”

			When they pulled up in front of the house, Tanner understood why Penelope had been so surprised at the address. It was a nice neighborhood—small houses with well-manicured lawns. The type that had Neighborhood Watches and little old ladies peeking out their windows to see what was happening with their neighbors.

			Not the type of place to easily get kidnap victims in and out of without being seen.

			They parked and Penelope immediately knocked on the front door to make sure no one was around. While they waited for the search warrant since there was no one in the home in immediate danger, the team spread out, looking around the yard and questioning the neighbors. Bree and Jeremy continued to dig for info on Elliot Webster, including known associates.

			Less than thirty minutes later they got word the warrant had been approved.

			“Let’s move in,” Penelope said. “You want to come, Tanner?”

			He looked over at Bree.

			“Go ahead,” she said. “You’ll do more good in there than out here. I’m going to stay and see what else I can dig up on Elliot.”

			Penelope handed him a Kevlar vest and began strapping on her own. “What exactly are we looking for in there, Bree?”

			“Anything computer related. Try not to touch it if possible. He might have it rigged to notify him if someone messes with it.”

			Penelope nodded and moved quickly to the front door. Tanner joined Whitaker and they jogged up the front porch steps together.

			“Leon and I will swing around to the right,” Penelope said. “Whit and Tanner, you head to the left. Everybody stay sharp. I know we don’t expect trouble here, but that doesn’t mean we won’t find it.”

			She banged on the door. “This is the Dallas police. We have a search warrant for this property and need you to open the door.”

			Nobody answered. Penelope knocked and identified herself one more time. Everyone had their weapons raised as Leon kicked in the door with as little damage as possible a few seconds later.

			Inside, Tanner and Whitaker swung to the left as instructed, checking each room and making sure no one was hiding anywhere. Penelope and Leon did the same on the other side of the house and they eventually met up back in the kitchen.

			“We’re clear,” Whitaker said. “Nobody in the east side of the house.”

			Penelope and Leon nodded. “Nobody on our side either.”

			The all holstered their weapons. Now the search began.

			“What sort of computer are we looking for?” Whitaker walked around the living room. “Laptop? Desktop?”

			Tanner shrugged. “She didn’t specify, so keep an eye out for either.”

			Thirty minutes into searching the house and there was no computer showing up anywhere. Tanner had double-checked all the rooms in the small house himself. They’d all double-checked.

			“What kind of engineering student doesn’t have a computer at his house?” Whitaker asked.

			The kind trying to hide a murder.

			All four of them made their way back to Elliot’s room, the master bedroom. The room was neat, bed made. Different posters hung on the walls—some constellations, an Escher print and a shot of Kate Upton, the famous Sports Illustrated swimsuit model. Tanner took a look in the walk-in closet again. Small, but nothing suspicious in there either.

			It was all just vastly ordinary.

			“Nothing about this screams serial killer,” Tanner said. “And yet...”

			“There’s something about this room that’s just off,” Whitaker muttered.

			“Exactly. Too perfect, right? Staged to look like how a college student’s room should appear.” Tanner studied the poster of the beautiful woman in the bikini and where it was situated on the wall. Definitely not where a college kid would put it. “It has to be staged. The Kate Upton poster gives it away.”

			Whitaker crouched near the bed and whistled through his teeth. “I think you’re right.”

			Penelope came farther into the room behind them, staring at the poster. “Why does this give anything away? What are you seeing that I’m not?”

			Whitaker smiled ruefully. “You’ll have to lie down on the bed to understand what we mean.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “That’s creepy, Whit. You’ve gotten weird since you moved to Colorado.”

			He chuckled. “I know. Just do it.”

			Penelope lay down, looking ready to jump back up any second. “Okay, I’m down here. What?”

			Tanner stepped out of the way so that Penelope had a clearer view of the wall where the posters hung. “What do you see on the walls?”

			“The bookshelf is blocking Size DD over there. All I can see are the constellation posters.”

			“Exactly.” Tanner crossed his arms over his chest. “No twenty-two-year-old male would hang that poster of Kate Upton where it couldn’t be seen from the bed.”

			Penelope jumped up from the bed with a shudder. “Okay. But what does it mean?”

			Tanner spun around the room again slowly. “It means Elliot Webster is trying to make his mom and anyone else who might visit think that everything is normal with him at first glance. Which means he has some other place that he considers his personal space and feels more comfortable than this room.”

			“Then why did Bree’s calculations lead us here?” Penelope asked. “If this isn’t where he spends his time—and obviously isn’t where he has his computer—why are we here?”

			Tanner shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe we need to bring her in to look around. See if she sees anything we don’t.”

			They searched through the books and CDs on the shelves but found nothing of interest. The dresser drawers produced clothes, but nothing suspicious.

			The walk-in closet was as organized as the bedroom and just as innocuous. A few shirts and pants hanging in the small space. Shoes scattered along the ground. A couple boxes filled with some useless junk—more books, some camping gear, sleeping bags.

			Nothing that helped them in any way.

			Penelope let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t see anything in here. Grab some of his shoes. We’ll take them back to the lab and see if they can find traces of anything, since he’s obviously not holding a woman in this house.”

			Tanner grabbed a pair of well-worn tennis shoes closest to the door and decided to add the hiking boots that sat in the back corner.

			One came easily; the other seemed to be stuck to the floor. He tugged hard on it and watched in disbelief as the back panel of the closet clicked open.

			His weapon was in his hand in less than a second.

			“Guys!” he called, keeping his Glock pointed at the open space in front of him. “There’s some sort of secret room behind this wall. I pulled on a shoe and this door cracked open.”

			There was some sort of secret room behind the closet. No wonder the damned thing seemed so small.

			Penelope and Whitaker both rushed back into the closet behind him.

			Whitaker cursed when he saw the open panel. “Are you kidding me?”

			Tanner tilted his head toward the doorway. “Cover me. I’m going in.”

			Whitaker moved into place, drawing his weapon and holding the door open. Tanner moved slowly through the opening, ducking since it was only about half the size of a normal door, his own Glock pointed in front of him.

			It didn’t take long to realize the small room, about half the size of the closet, since that was exactly what it was, didn’t have any people in it. There was nowhere to hide anything in here.

			But there were definitely computers. A dozen of them. A comfy chair. A well-worn desk.

			This was Elliot’s personal space.

			“It’s clear. But we need to get Bree and Jeremy in here right away. We’ve definitely found our link to the killer.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Once the room was deemed secure, Penelope brought Jeremy in. He was typing on the main computer system sitting on the desk. Whitaker, Tanner and Penelope were hanging farther back, staying out of Jeremy’s way.

			“We need to get Bree in here,” Tanner said. “You heard what she said about how the killer might set up the computer system to warn him.”

			Penelope shook her head. “Not yet. We let Jeremy work. He knows what he’s doing. No offense, but your girlfriend is a civilian. She may know computers, but she’s not a forensic expert. Plus, she couldn’t even remember my name.”

			“She got us here, didn’t she?” Tanner knew how hard it could be trusting someone outside of your own department. But if it wasn’t for Bree, they’d all still be sitting watching a woman drown drop by drop.

			And despite any names she might have forgotten, Bree was the genius when it came to computers.

			“Penelope, let her observe,” Whitaker said. “Tanner’s right. She got us here. She may see something nobody else does.”

			Penelope shrugged and turned back to Jeremy. “Fine. But she doesn’t touch anything unless she’s given the go-ahead by Jeremy.”

			Jeremy gave a smug little nod, but Tanner didn’t call him on it. They were running against a clock, and egos weren’t important.

			He climbed back out of the secret room and made his way outside. Bree was leaning against the car, laptop in hand, when he got to her.

			“This isn’t it, is it?” she asked, looking around. “This neighborhood is too busy. There’s no way he could have gotten her in here without anybody noticing.”

			“The house is empty. No sign of the victim or the killer. But it’s definitely the right place. We found some sort of secret closet with all sorts of computers.”

			Her big green eyes got even bigger. “Can I come in? If I have access to his system, I’m sure I can master a backdoor entry and trace where the actual transmissions are coming from. We don’t even have to wait for him to make a move.”

			She was already heading toward the house. He quickly caught up with her. “Freckles, listen, Jeremy gets a crack at it first. This is the Dallas PD’s case.”

			The sour look on her face told him everything he needed to know about her feelings on that subject.

			“It is his job and he wants a chance to get some of the credit,” he continued.

			She rolled her eyes. “I don’t care about credit. This is not my job. This is about saving someone’s life.”

			He took her hand in his and they walked up the steps together. “Just see what you can see, but don’t take over.”

			When they got to the secret room, it was just Penelope and Jeremy. Whitaker was helping the other officers search the house more thoroughly.

			Bree didn’t say anything, but her lips were tight as she watched Jeremy work over his shoulder. Tanner was amazed that Bree was able to keep silent for ten whole minutes. She shifted and he thought she was about to make a suggestion to the other man, but instead she began looking around the room.

			“What?” Tanner whispered.

			“That’s not the right system.” Her eyes were darting rapidly to the different computers lying everywhere, at least a dozen. The main one sitting at the desk Jeremy was working on, two other desktop systems on either side and eight or nine different laptops, ranging from top-of-the-line to not much more than paperweights.

			“Are you sure? Maybe Jeremy is just missing something?” he whispered as softly as he could.

			It wasn’t soft enough.

			“Hello...sitting right here, you know.” Jeremy turned and looked at Bree. “Fine, what am I missing?”

			She didn’t look at him, just kept studying the computers on the shelves around her.

			“Nothing,” she finally said. “You’re doing everything right. That computer is a dummy system, that’s why you can’t find what we need. The real system is one of these.”

			Jeremy turned back to the computer he’d been working on. “Are you kidding me? This system would be a hacker’s dream. Why would he not use it?”

			Now Bree turned and looked at Jeremy, then at the computer system. “Actually, that’s a very good point. Why set that one up as the obvious culprit, unless he wanted someone to use it?”

			Bree crossed over to Jeremy. Tanner expected her to demand he get out of the way so she could sit down, but instead she pulled the CPU out and turned it so she could see it.

			Then muttered a curse.

			“What?” Tanner asked.

			“Too many wires.” She started following the large grouping of wires down past the desk, crawling along the floor to follow them to where they disappeared into a small fuse box.

			She cursed again, and Tanner knew they were in trouble. “Freckles, what?”

			She ignored him. “Jeremy, open a command prompt window and see if there’s a date.”

			“Why?”

			“Just do it!” Bree roared.

			“Fine. Okay.” Jeremy’s fingers clicked on the keyboard. “Okay, I’ve got it here and...oh, damn.”

			“Is it a countdown?”

			Jeremy nodded, staring at the screen. “Yes. God, Bree, it’s counting down from 5, 4, 3, 2...”

			Bree dived away from the fuse box as, not a split second later, it exploded all around them, with an ear-piercing squeal and a ball of flames. It knocked out the power, leaving the closet in darkness. Jeremy yelled out, his chair making a huge crash.

			“Bree! Jeremy!” Tanner could barely make out anything in the dark, except for the fire that was beginning to climb along the walls.

			“I’m okay,” she called.

			“Jeremy?” Penelope called out.

			“I’m alive.” The man’s voice was tight with pain. “Burned. The computer is toast.”

			Tanner found Bree’s hand and started pulling her toward the door. “We’ve all got to get out of here.”

			“Boss,” Whitaker called from the doorway. “The whole house is on fire. Every fuse box and outlet in the place just lit up.”

			“Get everybody out,” Penelope called. “Take anything you can that might help us.”

			Bree pulled her hand from Tanner’s. “I’ve got to find the killer’s operating system. It’s one of these other computers.”

			She turned on the flashlight on her phone to give more light and began looking.

			“Bree, we don’t have time for this. That fire is going to reach the door and block our way out in just a couple of minutes.”

			He pulled at her arm, but she yanked it back.

			“He knows we’re onto him now. That was his fail-safe. He may already have an alarm that lets him know we infiltrated his house. But if not, he’ll definitely know once he tries to broadcast again. He’ll shut it down. We’ll lose him.”

			Jeremy struggled over beside her, holding his arm and chest at an awkward angle.

			“She’s right. This is our only chance.” He shone his flashlight also. “Probably the Xeon, with the CoreMC, right? It’s the most powerful.”

			“Jeremy, Tanner,” Penelope yelled. “Just grab them all, and we’ll sort it out later. That fire is getting higher.”

			Tanner started grabbing the nearest computer. Penelope was right—they just needed to get the computers out. But it jerked a few inches before it wouldn’t move anymore. Frowning, he put that one down and tried a different one, with the same result.

			He let out a curse. “They’re chained. We can’t take them with us.”

			“Everybody out. Now!” Penelope yelled.

			“We’ve got time to try one,” Jeremy said. “Bree is right. This is our only chance to save this woman’s life.”

			“That one,” Bree said, pointing to the one in the lower corner.

			“Are you crazy?” Jeremy yelled. “That thing barely looks more powerful than an Atari 2600.”

			Bree was already opening it. “The Holy Grail is never the jewel-studded goblet. It’s the most plain.”

			The smoke was getting thicker in the room. They had maybe a minute left before they wouldn’t be able to breathe.

			“This is it!” Bree was already typing, bypassing the manual operating system.

			“Freckles, we are running out of time.”

			She didn’t stop typing. “I just need to see the code. I can memorize it. Two minutes.”

			Tanner looked around the room at the growing fire. “You’ve got half that.”

			He turned to the others. “Penelope, get Jeremy out of here. There’s nothing more you two can do. I’ll get Bree out.”

			“This is not worth you two dying,” the other woman responded. “We’ll find another way.”

			“Get your men out. I’ll get Bree out. I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”

			Bree wasn’t saying anything. Her eyes were riveted to the screen as line after line of computer code built in front of her. He didn’t try to interrupt. He’d only seen this one other time, when she’d been building the system she needed in order to take down Michael Jeter and the Organization.

			She considered it a flaw, the fact that her brain was so much like a computer, able to process data but not so great with emotions. Right now, that computer-type brain was going to save a life.

			He stayed at her back, watching the fire, giving her as much time as they could possibly spare to get as much info as she could. It wasn’t until the door was about to collapse in on itself that he finally turned and grabbed her. “Time’s up. I gave you as long as possible.”

			She didn’t argue, didn’t say anything. Just slipped her hand in his and let him lead her out the door.

			But once outside of the closet they weren’t any safer. They both pulled their jackets over their noses and mouths to try to block the smoke, not that that did much good.

			Finding the front door was going to be a bitch. Tanner started leading her as best he could.

			“Dempsey! Bree!” Whitaker yelled out from across the room. “Call out!”

			“Here!” Tanner returned.

			A second later a blast from a fire extinguisher shot in their direction. Whitaker was making a path for them.

			They both ran, passing Whitaker, who then turned and followed them out the door.

			Tanner could hear the sound of sirens getting closer over his own labored breathing as he and Bree stumbled toward the car.

			“Is she okay?” Whitaker got out between harsh breaths of his own.

			“Computer,” Tanner said. “She needs her computer.”

			Tanner straightened and helped Bree make it to the car, as Whitaker was getting her laptop out for her. She collapsed, sitting cross-legged on the front lawn, and began typing at a frantic pace. Tanner stood guard over her and let her work. Letting her get the code out now, while it was still fresh in her brain was critical.

			Ten minutes later Penelope walked over. Bree was still typing at a frantic pace. “You guys okay?”

			“Yeah. Just give her a chance to work.”

			“Did she get hurt? Her nose is bleeding.”

			Tanner had been watching that drop of blood leak slowly from Bree’s nose for the last five minutes. There was nothing more he wanted to do than wipe it away but knew it wasn’t a priority. “Yeah, she’s taxing her brain pretty hard.”

			“What exactly is she doing?”

			“She has a unique gift in how she sees and remembers computer coding. Almost a photographic memory. She’s re-creating what she can remember and will extrapolate the rest from what she finds.”

			Jeremy walked up beside Penelope. “Damn. I’ve heard of stuff like this, but never actually seen it.”

			Tanner shrugged. “Bree is the best on the planet. She said we’ve got to catch this guy before the next transmission goes live or else he’ll be clued in that we are onto him. He may already be clued in.”

			Penelope shot them a worried glance. “That’s less than thirty minutes. Do you have any idea how long this is going to take her?”

			“No. But I do know she’s aware of the time crunch and is doing the best she can.”

			“We won’t make the mistake of doubting her again,” Penelope said. “Let us know if there’s anything we can do to help.”

			“Just be ready to move when she is.”

			 

			BREE FELT LIKE she was coming out of a dream.

			But a dream where she had been held down and kicked in the head multiple times.

			“I’m done.” Her voice sounded much weaker than she had intended it to, reminding her of the weeks after she’d been strangled, when her voice wouldn’t work no matter how hard she tried to make it.

			She cleared her throat and tried again. “I’m done.” Much better. “The program I built is tracing his and we should have a location any minute now.”

			She tried to stand up but dizziness immediately assaulted her.

			“Whoa, there.” Tanner’s arm wrapped around her, and a water bottle was lifted to her mouth. She gratefully drank, then didn’t argue when Tanner forced a candy bar up to her lips.

			“Did everybody make it out of the fire okay?”

			It felt so good to rest against Tanner’s chest as he pulled her against him. “Yes. You, me and Whitaker were the last ones out. Bastard set the whole house to burn.”

			“We’re going to catch him. What I was able to remember was more than enough.”

			He kissed her forehead. “You’re spooky scary when that giant brain of yours gets going. Sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

			Now that was what she wanted to hear. “Then how about we catch this guy and you take me to the hotel and show me exactly how sexy you think it is.”

			“That would be my pleasure.”

			Bree’s computer chirped. She pushed away from Tanner, ignoring the dizziness.

			“That’s it. We’ve got him.” She turned the computer toward Tanner. “This general area. It will get more specific as we get closer.”

			Tanner took the computer and showed it to the blonde perfect lady. Bree didn’t even try to remember her name this time.

			The blonde nodded and called out to everyone. “Warehouse district on the south side. Let’s move!”

			Tanner helped Bree back into the car. She was having a hard time keeping her eyes open, much less focusing. Whitaker climbed into the back seat and Tanner reached over from the driver’s seat and grabbed her hand, bringing it up to his lips. “I know you’re tired. Hang with us just a few more minutes.”

			She nodded. But the next thing she knew, Tanner was squeezing her hand and shaking her awake.

			“We’re closer, freckles. I need you to give me as much detail about the location as possible.”

			Bree forced herself to focus, clicking the keys to get the information they needed. The characters were blurry and she had to blink multiple times to get them clear. Finally, she read him an address. Whitaker immediately repeated it over his phone to the other cars.

			“My program isn’t running anymore, so that should be the final address,” she said.

			“This place makes a hell of a lot more sense than a residential neighborhood,” Whitaker responded. “Much more isolated, much easier to move a kidnap victim or body.”

			Bree nodded. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open. “You guys have to be careful. At the very least he knows somebody found his secret room.”

			“But he doesn’t know you figured out what computer he was using,” Tanner said.

			“That’s true. He’ll probably still want to shut everything down, but maybe he thinks he has more time and won’t do anything drastic.”

			Like kill the victim outright.

			Bree couldn’t stand the thought that they might lose her this close to saving her life.

			Five minutes later they were pulling up in front of what looked to be an abandoned warehouse. Bree tried to focus but found herself continuously closing her eyes.

			“You rest now.” Tanner kissed her forehead. “You’ve done your part. Let them do theirs.”

			“You’re not going in?” The thought did not make her sad at all.

			“I’ll do whatever they need me to, but this is Penelope’s call.”

			Penelope. The blonde. Bree’s eyes drifted closed, a scowl on her lips at the other woman’s name.

			 

			“IS SHE OUT?” Whitaker asked as he opened the door.

			Tanner got out too. “Yes. Her body is done.”

			They jogged over to the other car parked a few yards from them.

			“SWAT wants us to wait,” Penelope said. “But they are twenty minutes out. We definitely don’t have that kind of time.”

			“Bree says the guy definitely knows we’re onto him. He might not know we’re closing in on him now, but he’s going to be much more wary,” Tanner told them.

			“Even more reason to move in now.” Penelope turned to the uniformed officer who had followed them from the house. “Kelly, you stay here. Keep an eye on Bree and make sure our perp doesn’t get away if he comes running out the front door.”

			Young officer Kelly nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Penelope looked over at Tanner and he gave her a nod. Knowing someone had Bree’s back freed him up to go inside.

			Penelope turned to them. “Okay, people, we’re going in there blind, so be careful. Leon and I will take the front door. Whit, you and Tanner take the back.”

			They didn’t waste any time. Tanner and Whitaker made their way around the back of the building, opening a rusty door as quietly as possible. As soon as they were inside, they realized there hadn’t really been any need to be quiet. Someone was screaming their head off so loudly, hearing anything was damn near impossible.

			“Please! The water! Please, he turned it up!”

			Tanner and Whitaker both darted in the direction of the voice. They both knew it could be a trap, but they weren’t going to leave a woman to die.

			Thankfully she kept screaming, leading them deeper into the warehouse, where four walls had been set up to give the appearance of a small room. There wasn’t even a proper door.

			This was where the footage had come from.

			As Tanner and Whitaker stormed inside the facade, the woman let out a terrified shriek garbled by the water that was now about to cover her face. There was no sign of the killer anywhere, and nowhere he could hide.

			Tanner kneeled down and reached under the woman’s head to lift her farther out of the water.

			“There’s a man,” she said, struggling to get in air. “I—I—”

			Tanner nodded. “Shh. Just focus on breathing. We’ll catch the guy who put you in here.”

			Whitaker already had his phone out and on speaker. “Penelope, we’ve got the victim alive, but there’s no sign of the kidnapper.”

			“We just spotted him coming out of the Northwest corner of the building.” Penelope’s voice was labored, obviously running. “Stay with the victim. Leon and I will catch him. Backup is en route.”

			Whitaker turned to Tanner, taking in the situation. “Let me get the water turned off and find something for us to bail out some of it, before it covers her face.”

			They wouldn’t be able to get her out of her shackles until more specialized help arrived. All they could do was keep her alive until then. Whitaker shut off the hose that was raining down the water then found an empty cup. It wasn’t much, but now that water wasn’t filling the box, it was enough for them to keep the woman from drowning.

			They both tried to talk soothingly to her as they got out as much water as they could. Tanner didn’t recognize her as anyone famous, but he didn’t live around here. His best guess was that she was in her thirties. She had reddish-blond hair and, like Shelby and Kelly Quinn, was about five foot three and one hundred pounds.

			Tanner reached down into the water and grabbed the woman’s hand, both to offer comfort and to stop her from pulling at the restraints. “Hey, what’s your name?”

			“Jean Adams,” she finally managed to get out.

			“You’re doing so great, Jean, okay? We’re not going to leave you. Someone is going to be with you every second until they get you out of here, okay?”

			She nodded, her breathing already a little bit steadier.

			Tanner looked over at Whitaker and raised an eyebrow. Whitaker shook his head and shrugged. Evidently Jean Adams wasn’t a celebrity to him either.

			Whitaker continued to bail out water and Tanner held Jean’s hand, talking to her about almost-nonsensical things. He didn’t want to question her about anything important or difficult and cause her to get upset again. It wasn’t long before the other members of the Dallas PD were coming through the door.

			But nothing was as good as the text Whitaker got just a few minutes later from Penelope. He turned it around so Tanner could read it himself.

			Fleeing suspect apprehended and in custody.

			It was over.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Six hours after she’d fallen asleep in an exhausted heap in the car, Bree was about to fade into oblivion again. But this time it was because Tanner was currently standing behind her in the large hotel shower and was washing her hair.

			“You fading on me again, freckles?”

			“Can you blame me this time?” She couldn’t stop her little moan as he rubbed his fingers more deeply into her scalp.

			He reached down and kissed her shoulder. “I didn’t blame you last time. You needed it. We caught Elliot Webster because of you.”

			She shrugged. “It was a team effort. But yeah, mostly me.”

			He chuckled and kissed her shoulder again.

			“Do you think Jean is going to be okay?” she asked.

			Tanner pulled her back under the spray of the water. “Physically, yes. We got to her before any real damage could be done by the water. She’s at the hospital, mostly for observation.”

			“But emotionally?”

			He cupped his hand over her forehead so no soap would run into her eyes and tilted her head back. “It’s hard to know exactly what sort of emotional scars this leaves on a person. I daresay she might not take a bath for the rest of her life.”

			Bree wouldn’t blame her. “But she’s alive—that’s the most important thing.”

			“Absolutely. Always the most important thing.”

			They finished rinsing and stepped out of the shower.

			She peeked over at him as she dried off her face, trying not to stare at his abs. Was it ridiculous that she still couldn’t get enough of looking at his body even after all these months? She finally tore her eyes away. “Did Elliot Webster admit to killing Whitaker’s friend and the other lady?”

			Tanner dried off that sexy chest, then wrapped his towel low around his hips. “Not that I’ve heard. I’m sure Whitaker will keep us posted, but as far as I know, Elliot hasn’t talked at all.”

			“I guess that doesn’t serve his best interests to admit to multiple murders.”

			“Speaking of multiple murders, you going to be okay with the whole Jeter situation?” Tanner leaned back against the vanity counter and grabbed both edges of her towel, pulling her up against him.

			She sighed and leaned against him. “Honestly, I’m just trying not to think about it. I’m definitely relieved about not having to testify. And I had never really thought about his sentencing. But I don’t guess I can blame him for working out a deal where he can’t get the death penalty. And I can’t blame the prosecuting attorneys for wanting to get this over with as quickly and inexpensively as possible.”

			“But?”

			She shrugged. “I guess it just all seems too easy.”

			“Sometimes people take the easy way out when they don’t have better options.”

			“Yeah, I know. But I think maybe I mean it was too easy for me.”

			Tanner pulled her in closer to his chest and she breathed in the warm, wet, male scent of him. “Nothing about the situation with Jeter has ever been easy for you.”

			“Maybe it was that I had accepted that I was going to have to face him when I testify, even though I was scared. I was finally going to look him in the eye and make people understand what a monster he is, not only for the terrorist stuff he did, but for what he did to me. Although, I guess in the greater scheme of things that’s really not what’s important.”

			His fingers came up to comb gently through her wet hair. “He had all the power when you were a child. He did unspeakable things to you—you’ve got the physical and mental scars to prove it. It’s more than understandable to want to finally take some of that power back. To look him in the eye and make him know that he holds nothing over you now.”

			“Yes.” All that. Tanner understood. He always understood, even when she didn’t.

			“I’m sorry you don’t get to have that. You deserve it.”

			“No. The important thing is that Jeter is going to jail for the rest of his life. He’s not going to have control over anything, especially me.” She squeezed him again, realizing how much she meant it.

			They walked into the bedroom together. Bree smothered a yawn. She didn’t want Tanner to think she was too tired to utilize the lovely-looking king-size bed here in the hotel. He got so overprotective when she did stuff like pass out from exhaustion.

			But at least he was watching her as she dropped the towel to the ground and slipped under the sheets naked. “So, I guess our part is done here since Elliot is in custody.”

			“Yeah, Penelope will take over now.”

			“Perfect Penelope.” Bree knew she was sulking, being ridiculous, but couldn’t help it. She didn’t even like to hear the woman’s name.

			Tanner climbed in bed beside her. “Not perfect, but I was pretty impressed with how she’s handled this entire investigation. It’s a lot of pressure and she seemed to manage her people pretty well.”

			“And she also happens to be blonde and gorgeous.”

			“Why, Miss Daniels, I do believe you sound a little bit jealous.”

			“What could there possibly be to be jealous of? The woman is smart, has a career in law enforcement, could be mistaken for a supermodel and is attracted to you.”

			Before she even knew what was happening, Bree found herself rolled over and tucked under Tanner’s big, naked body.

			“There’s only one person I’m interested in, and she very fortunately happens to be in this bed with me.”

			Bree’s eyes drifted closed, her breath hissing slowly out of her as his mouth found her neck and began nibbling down the side of it. This man had taught her everything she knew about pleasure. Everything she knew about trust. Everything she knew about love.

			“I’m sorry for what I said at the ranch.” Before they made love again she wanted to make sure the air was cleared from that. “I know I said something wrong and it hurt you. I’m sorry.”

			Tanner shifted his weight onto his elbows and looked down into her eyes. “We’ve got some stuff to work out, that’s for sure. Things we need to sit down and talk honestly about—plans. What we both want now, and what we both want going into the future.”

			“I want you.”

			That handsome face broke into a grin. “Good, because I want you too. And as long as were committed to each other—”

			“—and no blonde, gorgeous detectives—”

			He kissed her. “—that’s all that we need to know for sure right now.”

			“Then kiss me, Captain Hot Lips, and let’s not let this gorgeous hotel suite go to waste.”

			“Oh, I’m going to do a lot more than kiss you.”

			All she could do was hold on to him as he did.

			 

			A LOUD BANGING on the hotel door jerked Tanner completely awake. He immediately reached for his Glock on the bedside table, quickly getting his bearings.

			Bree rolled over in the bed, muttering, “Want to sleep.”

			The pounding on the door came again. Tanner slipped on his boxers and glanced at his phone. It was 4:30 a.m. He cursed when he saw he’d missed a dozen messages from Whitaker, since his phone had been on silent so Bree could get some sleep.

			Sure enough when he looked out the hotel door security hole, there was Whitaker.

			Tanner opened the door. “You do know it’s four thirty in the morning, right?”

			Whitaker didn’t crack a smile. “We need you and Bree back at the station right away. We’ve got a situation.”

			Tanner left the door open for Whitaker to enter and grabbed his jeans from the bathroom, slipping them on. “Are you sure she has to come with us? She’s still pretty wiped from yesterday.”

			Whitaker shook his head grimly. “Yes, unfortunately we need her more than we even need you. We just received more footage.”

			Shock shot through Tanner’s body. “What? I don’t understand. Could it have been previously recorded?”

			Whitaker shrugged. “It doesn’t look like it, but let’s hope so.”

			“Did Elliot Webster have a second victim somewhere? A partner?”

			“We’re trying to figure out exactly what is going on. Jeremy is still in the hospital because of his burns, and Penelope is hesitant to bring an unknown person into the case at this point. So Bree is the best option.”

			“What’s going on?” Bree said from the bed, sitting up and holding the sheet pulled up to her body.

			“I’ll wait outside.” Whitaker immediately turned and walked out the door.

			Tanner walked over to the bed. “We’ve got a problem, freckles. More footage arrived at the station. With Jeremy at the hospital they need you to authenticate it and let us know what is going on—whether it’s old or new.”

			She stretched like a sleepy kitten, then rubbed her eyes. He should’ve let her sleep last night instead of keeping them both awake half the night. But neither of them had seemed to be able to get enough of each other. It was like both of them wanted to resolidify whatever parts had become shaky over the last few days.

			And they had. Their bond was 100 percent secure. They still needed to work out the details about what their always was going to look like, but that was all it was: details. That ring was still in his jacket pocket. As soon as the time was right he was going to slip it on her finger.

			He tucked a strand of her brown hair behind her ear. “You go hop in the shower. I’ll get us some coffee. It’s time to go back to work.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			There was a skeleton crew working at command central when they got there. Penelope gave them both a solemn nod. “Thank you for coming in again. We are a little bit shaken up by this footage and just want to know what we’re dealing with.”

			Bree sat down and pulled up the footage. Tanner hated to see the pinched look back in her eyes.

			None of them spoke as they watched twenty-four seconds of what looked to be Jean Adams back in that damned water coffin. She wasn’t talking, wasn’t crying, but did seem to be lying there muttering something. With the voice modulator it was impossible to make out her words.

			When the footage shut off, they all looked over at Bree.

			She shook her head, looking confused. “I need a few minutes to see what I can figure out.”

			Tanner squeezed her shoulder.

			“Do you mind playing it again, or will that disrupt what you’re doing?” Penelope asked her.

			“No, I’ll play it again.” Bree sat down to work as the footage came back up on the screen.

			“Okay,” Penelope said. “What can we see? Anything. Different, same.”

			“The water is higher,” Tanner said. “By at least a couple of inches from the last footage we received.”

			Everybody looked closer.

			“He’s right,” Whitaker said. “But the water is still dripping at the same rate. Not gushing down like it was when we found Jean.”

			Tanner rubbed his eyes, trying to make sense of this. The footage had to be from earlier in the day, prerecorded. They watched the footage again.

			“Did we ever figure out if Jean is someone we should know?” Tanner asked. “Why Elliot was using a voice modulator and not ever showing her face?”

			Penelope shook her head. “Nothing so far.”

			“You guys,” Bree called out. “I’ve got something.”

			As soon as Tanner saw her face—and the worry in those beautiful green eyes—he knew they were in trouble.

			“What?”

			Bree looked like she wasn’t going to be able to get the words out.

			“Just say it,” Penelope told her. “Any information is better than not knowing what’s in front of us at all.”

			Bree shook her head. “There’s bad news, and worse news. This footage is definitely not on a loop. It wasn’t something Elliot prerecorded to send out later.”

			They all muttered curses.

			Bree turned to Penelope. “Did the crime lab dismantle the camera that had been used to record at the crime scene?”

			Penelope nodded. “Yes, in order to take it in as evidence it was removed from the wall. But there are plenty of pictures of exactly where it hung.”

			“So since there was going to be no more footage being sent, I assume you sent your computer team home.”

			Penelope nodded again. “Yes. They’d been working nearly forty-eight hours straight. It seemed pointless to keep them around when they had already done their part.”

			“I understand,” Bree said. But she didn’t look happy about it.

			“So what exactly is your worse news?” Penelope asked.

			Bree typed on her keyboard for a few seconds.

			“Nobody was here, but the program I uploaded that recorded all the screens captured everything we need. The program everyone was mad at.”

			Tanner could see Penelope was getting frustrated with Bree for not getting to the point quicker. Bree tended to think that everyone wanted all the details like she always wanted the details.

			“Just hit us with the bottom line, freckles.”

			Bree’s green eyes flew to his. “It’s been nine hours since you rescued Jean Adams. But at the top of each hour since then there’s been another clip that was broadcasted.”

			“What the hell does that mean?” Penelope asked.

			“It means there’s another victim,” Bree said. “And her water is already past where Jean’s was.”

			Whitaker muttered a curse under his breath.

			Bree sat back down at the computer. “I’ve got to work. We don’t have a lot of time.”

			 

			TANNER MADE SURE Bree had a steaming cup of coffee next to her keyboard, then walked over to Whitaker and Penelope.

			“I’ve called everybody back in,” she said. “Hopefully they got enough of a break to be able to look at this with fresh eyes.”

			“I don’t understand.” Whitaker scrubbed a hand down his face. “What is this, a copycat? If so, how? How could they have gotten all the details so perfectly in such a short amount of time?”

			“They couldn’t,” Tanner said. “This had to have been someone working with Elliot from the beginning.”

			Penelope walked over and poured herself a cup of coffee. “We haven’t been looking too deeply into his known associates, but that’s where we’ll start. I interviewed him briefly, but he wasn’t very talkative. He hasn’t lawyered up yet, so I figured I’d let him sweat for a little while.”

			“Now might be a good time to see if the sweating worked,” Tanner said.

			Penelope nodded. “You guys want to join me?”

			Penelope handed Tanner a file as they walked through the main section of the building toward the holding cells. “A refresher course on Elliot. Twenty-two-year-old engineering student. Straight As through high school and college. No priors. No known affiliation with any groups or people that would raise red flags.”

			Tanner nodded. He remembered this much from what Bree had told them before they’d infiltrated the building. He handed the folder back to Penelope. “You’ve talked to him. What’s your take on him? We all know a file is only going to help so much.”

			Penelope opened the door and they walked into the observation room. On the other side of the two-way glass sat Elliot Webster.

			“Tends to think he’s the smartest person in the room,” Penelope said. “Hell, he probably is most of the time. I’m sure we’re talking Mensa IQ and damned if the kid isn’t afraid to let everybody know it.”

			Tanner studied Elliot through the window. The kid definitely didn’t look scared. Bored maybe, but not frightened.

			There wasn’t too much impressive about him, at least physically. Blondish-brown hair that looked like it needed a cut. Eyes too close together on a face too pointed and angled. He was probably about five foot nine and 160 pounds.

			Basically, quite ignorable.

			“And he hasn’t asked for a lawyer?”

			Penelope shook her head. “Nope.”

			“Definitely a cocky bastard,” Whitaker muttered. “Guy does remember that we caught him right smack in the middle of attempted murder, right?”

			“I’ll be honest.” Penelope leaned in closer to stare at him. “I think this is all just part of a game to him, the same as sending the footage. I think he plans to lawyer up, but wants to play us as long as possible.”

			Tanner nodded. “We can use his own conceit against him. He hasn’t asked for a lawyer because he’s sure we won’t be able to trip him up with our questions. And that may end up being true, but I say we work his own plan against him for as long as possible.”

			Whitaker looked at Penelope. “Do you mind if Tanner and I try to talk to him? He’s met you, but doesn’t know who we are at all.”

			“Be my guest. I’ll watch from out here and see if I catch anything from him.”

			Tanner and Whitaker walked into the room. Elliot straightened up slightly in his chair. “Finally,” he muttered.

			“We understand you’re denying your right to counsel,” Whitaker said as he sat down across from Elliot. Tanner remained standing, leaning against the wall.

			Elliot raised one eyebrow. “Yeah, that’s right. I think I’m doing just fine without one.”

			Definitely a cocky bastard.

			“That’s your choice, of course,” Whitaker confirmed. “As long as you know you can request one at any time.”

			Elliot tilted his head to the side. “Plus, you only have a few more hours before you’re required to charge me, or let me go.”

			Cocky bastard who knew the law.

			Whitaker nodded. “That’s right. And you will be charged, seeing as how we caught you in the act of attempted murder.”

			Tanner’s eyes narrowed. That’s what Elliot was waiting on before calling a lawyer—an official charge. But why wait if he knew it was coming?

			Tanner decided to see if he could find out what made Elliot tick. He pressed up from against the wall. “We got your videos.”

			Elliot straightened slightly, for the first time not looking completely bored. “Never doubted you would. Is that how you found me?”

			Bingo. That was why he hadn’t called his lawyer. He knew once he did he wouldn’t get his answers. He wanted to know how he’d gotten caught.

			“Yep. Was able to trace them right to you with no problem.”

			Elliot’s eyes narrowed. “I know that’s not true.”

			Tanner raised a brow. “Because you’re too smart for us to trace them?”

			“In this case, yes. Smarter than you guys, at least.”

			Whitaker leaned back in his chair and glanced over at Tanner. “I don’t know about that. I’m a pretty smart guy. Or at least my mom always says so.”

			Tanner grinned at him, glad that Whitaker had caught on so quickly. “Me too, you know. I wasn’t surprised when we were able to track Elliot here to the warehouse so quickly.”

			The kid crossed his arms over his chest. “There is no way you two were able to track me.”

			Time to see what Elliot was willing to spill. “Maybe we didn’t have to track you. Maybe your partner gave you up. Told us who you were and where you’d be.”

			A smooth smile fell onto Elliot’s face. “Is that right?”

			Tanner kept his face neutral. “You sure that’s not what happened? Do you trust him so much that you’re sure he won’t betray you even to save his own skin?”

			The kid’s smile got bigger. “Something like that.”

			Whitaker looked over at Tanner, eyes narrowed just a little bit. He was thinking the same thing Tanner was. Elliot was way too relaxed in his answers about a partner to be truly concerned that someone might have betrayed him.

			Nobody involved with a crime like this would be that secure a partner hadn’t flipped on them in order to save their own skin.

			Tanner wasn’t sure how it was possible with this new footage showing up, but it didn’t look like Elliot was working with anyone.

			He just continued to sit there, smug, strumming his fingers on the metal table.

			Whitaker didn’t get flustered. “Okay, you caught us. Not a partner. Maybe you just got sloppy with your encoding. All the VPNs and routers in the world can’t hide a mistake if we’ve got someone just as good as you.”

			If possible, Elliot just got more superior in his seat. “Yep, I guess that must be how you did it.”

			Tanner decided to give Elliot a little bit of what he wanted. See if that got a reaction. “Fractal pattern.”

			When it came down to it, the kid didn’t have much of a poker face after all. He sat bone straight in his chair at Tanner’s words, realizing for the first time that maybe they did have someone just as good as him. “What?”

			“You were using a fractal pattern in your transmission, right? Still think we’re stupid now, Elliot?”

			He was shaking his head. “How did you—”

			A knock on the door stopped Tanner from saying anything further. Penelope stuck her head in. “Tanner, can I talk to you for a moment?”

			Elliot was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that they’d figured out his precious code. Whitaker gave him a nod and Tanner walked into the observation room.

			“What is it? We’re just starting to make headway on—” He stopped when he saw Bree standing there.

			“I think I’ve figured it out,” she said. “Can I ask Elliot a couple of questions about codes?”

			Tanner looked over at Penelope. “Your call.”

			Penelope gave a slow nod. “Two minutes. Keep it short and remember all of this is being recorded.”

			Bree nodded and they walked back into the room together. Elliot had regained a little bit of his composure.

			“What?” he sneered. “Are you bringing in the pretty good cop to be the yin to your bad cop’s yang?”

			“No, Elliot,” Tanner said smoothly. “You were right before when you said you were smarter than Whitaker and me. I’ve brought in the person you’re not smarter than. The one who figured out your little code. Figured out which computer was yours at your house and got the info she needed before the fire could burn the place to the ground. Figured out how to get you locked up in here now.”

			Elliot’s eyes narrowed on Bree. He was close to her age so didn’t make the mistake of discounting her out of hand just because she was young. “Is that so, sexy? Are you smarter than me?”

			Bree crossed over to the table before Tanner could stop her. “Matrix grid pattern torus.”

			Tanner had no idea what she was talking about—it sounded more like she was trying to cast out demons than ask Elliot a question.

			But evidently the casting out worked. Every bit of color drained from Elliot’s face. He turned to Whitaker.

			“I’d like to call my lawyer now.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Bree wanted to ask Elliot more about the torus, to get him to admit that was the new pattern even though she was almost positive it was. But Tanner immediately ushered her out of the interrogation as soon as Elliot mentioned a lawyer. Whitaker followed right behind them.

			As soon the door closed, Tanner turned to Penelope. “You heard the request for counsel?”

			She nodded. “Yes. I’m glad you left right away. We don’t want to risk any chance of Elliot getting off on a technicality.”

			“Besides, Bree got what she needed,” Tanner said.

			Bree looked at him. “I did? Elliot didn’t answer my question.”

			“You wanted to know if the matrix torus thing meant something to him.”

			“Yes. But he didn’t answer.”

			Tanner smiled gently at her. “It meant something to him, freckles. Something enough to scare him into calling for his lawyer when nothing else had. So whatever it is you’ve found? You’re on the right track.”

			She looked around at the three of them. “I don’t think you’re going to like what I found.”

			Penelope sighed. “Tell us anyway.”

			“We have three more victims. Jean Adams was only one of four.”

			Whitaker cursed. “He does have partners. I’m going back in there to talk to him. Get some answers.”

			Penelope put her hand against the door. “No. Not until he has a chance to call his lawyer.”

			“It will probably be easier for me to show you everything back in the command room,” Bree said. “I think you’re going to want to watch all the footage again. Once I figured out the pattern, I certainly did.”

			“Are you sure there are more victims?” Penelope asked. “And how do you know that there are three more?”

			“I found another code,” Bree said after Penelope assigned another detective the task of making sure Elliot was able to call his lawyer. They practically ran back toward the command center.

			“I thought you had already looked for other codes but hadn’t found any,” Whitaker said.

			Bree nodded. “This one wasn’t here yesterday. This new code started once we rescued Jean Adams.”

			Tanner rubbed his eyes. “I don’t understand all this code stuff. Why utilize it?”

			“It’s complex. But I’m not surprised about this because of Elliot’s engineering background.”

			As soon as they made it back to the command area, Bree walked immediately over to the whiteboard. She drew a large square. She wrote Jean Adams at one corner. Then she took a different color and connected the three remaining corners in a triangle.

			“The matrix grid pattern torus is a pattern found all over nature. It’s studied in mathematics. Some scientists argue that it will eventually be used to create renewable energy. But for our purposes, it’s important because it’s a pattern based specifically on the number three.”

			She was about to go into more about the codes, but Tanner put his hand on her shoulder and rubbed it gently. She needed to get to the main point more quickly.

			She closed her eyes and regrouped. Focus just on the victims.

			“The voice modulator. That should’ve been our first clue that there was something going on. Jean Adams isn’t famous. Nobody would’ve recognized her face or voice. But we all might’ve recognized that we were looking at four different victims on the footage if we could’ve heard or seen them clearly.”

			Whitaker nodded. “That makes more sense than anything else we’ve come up with.”

			“Yes,” Bree said. “Like I said before, the footage never stopped coming in even after you rescued Jean. We just weren’t expecting it, so didn’t realize it. And the water in the new footage is still rising at the same rate. We’re still on the same deadline we were with Jean. The dripping water with all four victims started at the same time.”

			Tanner looked over at the clock. “So we have what, less than twenty-four hours before these other three victims drown?”

			Whitaker nodded. “About that. If you don’t take hypothermia into account.”

			“Tell us what you know about these other three victims,” Penelope said.

			Bree grimaced. The matrix torus pattern had shown her there were three victims, but it didn’t give the sort of details the detective was going to want to know. “The killers all started at the exact same time and have created rooms to look exactly alike. That’s how they fooled us with the footage.”

			Tanner looked around at the screens. “So the pattern helped you distinguish which footage belongs to which victim?”

			Bree nodded. “I’ve already got the footage clips lined up so you can look at them together holistically. Once you understand that it’s four different people we’re looking at, you can’t help but see it.”

			Bree played the grouped footage for them. She started with the most obvious, and the most heartbreaking: the woman who was crying all the time. They watched it in silence.

			“It wasn’t that she was upset sometimes,” Tanner whispered. “This victim is upset all the time.”

			Bree nodded, then showed them the second grouping of footage—the victim who never tried to communicate with them at all.

			“I think maybe she can’t see any indication of the camera,” Whitaker said after they watched the clips all the way through twice. “Everyone else got more hysterical or louder when they knew the camera clicked on, but not her. Maybe she doesn’t even know she’s being recorded at all.”

			The rest of the team was trickling back in and Penelope was briefing them as they did. Everyone was now studying the footage in their proper groups. It at least helped make sense out of the behavior of the women.

			Fifteen minutes later Whitaker confirmed that they did in fact have multiple victims when he spotted a tiny tattoo on the foot of the second victim they’d given the name Jane B.

			“It’s right above her pinkie toe on her left foot,” Whitaker pointed out. “I don’t know how we missed this before.”

			“Because we assumed we were looking at the same person,” Tanner said. “We weren’t comparing them to each other.”

			Penelope called the chaos to order. “People. I know this is a lot, but we’ve got to get organized and focused.”

			Everyone immediately quieted down. Penelope turned to Bree. “Can you track these transmissions the way you did Elliot Webster?”

			It was the question Bree had been dreading. “No. The pattern doesn’t have anything to do with how they’re transmitting, just the order and the length of the clips.”

			“But they are partners with Elliot, right?” Whitaker asked.

			This was a little harder to explain. “I’m not sure partners is the right word. Obviously this was planned out together to some degree. They all had to have been using the same schematics. To fool us for this long they each had to build the room with the same dimensions, with the cameras set at the exact same angle and height. They had to choose women whose body types were similar enough that we would mistake them for each other.”

			“Sounds like partners to me,” someone muttered.

			Bree shrugged. “Maybe they are. They all obviously agreed to use the matrix torus pattern for which victim is shown in what order and for how long. But they were left to their own devices for the actual encryption and encoding of the footage.”

			“So, not partners,” Tanner said.

			Bree rubbed her forehead. “Almost like competitors, but that’s not right either.”

			“Elliot is an engineering student. So maybe not partners or competitors. They’re collaborators in an experiment.” Penelope said.

			“That would make sense.” Bree thought back on everything she’d found. “It’s twisted, but it’s like they all had the same set of instructions and just had to build it to the specifications.”

			“It’s all great to know the why,” Leon said. “But how do we stop them? If Bree can’t track them, we’re basically back to square one. Every hour we’re getting footage, and granted this time we know we are looking at three different women, but how do we find them?”

			Penelope moved everyone over to the conference table. “We start with what info we do have. We need to do a statewide missing persons search. We have a definite MO when it comes to victims. Female, five foot three to five foot four, no more than 110 pounds. That can’t be a very big list.”

			Leon nodded and stood up. “I’m on it.”

			Penelope turned to Bree. “We have a warrant for anything Elliot saved online. Whether these guys were partners, colleagues or competitors, they had to have had some sort of interaction with each other.”

			Bree nodded. Depending on how much Elliot had saved, and what safety defaults he had when he realized his defenses had been triggered, the information they found in his online data storage might or might not be useful. But it was definitely worth a try.

			“Absolutely. I’ll start searching through it, ghosting and rebuilding as much as possible for any missing data.”

			“What about us, boss?” Whitaker asked. “What do you want Tanner and me to do?”

			“We’re going back to see if Elliot’s lawyer is here yet. Elliot is the one person who has answers and we’ve got to get them from him.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Bree was already starting to sort through the data Elliot had saved to the cloud when Tanner walked over to her five minutes later.

			“I’m going with Penelope and Whitaker to interview Elliot again.” He kissed the top of her head. “Are you okay? Do you need a break?”

			It was impossible not to be concerned about her. Bree was a civilian. Law enforcement wasn’t her job. She’d already put in long hours yesterday and that didn’t even include the havoc she’d wreaked on her body trying to remember the coding at Elliot’s house. It was unfair of them to ask her to continue to work at this pace, but the lives of three women were at stake.

			“I’m okay. My mind is starting to readapt to this pace. Jeter used to work me like this.” Her fingers never stopped tapping on the keyboard even as she spoke. “Not just me, all of his prodigies. He pushed us hard, way too hard, and then we were punished if we couldn’t do it.”

			Tanner had seen some of the scars on her body from Jeter’s punishments. The thought that they were doing the same thing to her now made him physically ill.

			He crouched down beside her. “Freckles, look at me.”

			She did, but just for a second.

			He reached up and cupped her cheek with his hand, forcing her to look at him. Her hands stilled on the keyboard. “This is not the same. You can take a break whenever you want to. If you need to go sleep for a couple hours, get up and stretch, hell, go take a shower? All of those are okay and everyone would understand.”

			She twisted her head and kissed the inside of his palm. “I know that. I can tough it out. I like that, for once, what Jeter did to me is leading to something good, rather than something painful. Like you said, I don’t get to take any of my power back in court. Maybe this could be the next best thing.”

			Any doubt that he’d had—and there really hadn’t been any—about whether he wanted to spend the rest of his life with this woman was erased in that moment. “I love you,” he said.

			Hell, he was already down on one knee, he was halfway tempted to ask her to marry him right now. But that wasn’t the story he wanted her telling their grandkids. He would wait until the right time.

			“I love you too, hot lips. Now go get some information on Elliot. We’ve got lives to save.”

			He kissed her quickly and stood. She was already clicking away on her keyboard again.

			Tanner jogged to catch up with Whitaker and Penelope as they headed toward the door.

			“Bree okay?” Whitaker asked.

			“She’s running on empty, but she’s strong.”

			“No doubt about that.” Whitaker nodded, then turned to Penelope. “You know Elliot’s lawyer is not going to let him talk to us. Even if he’s not here yet, he would’ve given that instruction when they talked on the phone.”

			Penelope pressed her lips together as she nodded. “We’re actually going to do this all off-the-record. Right now I care more about saving those other women’s lives than I do about making sure Elliot goes down. We’ll deal with the ramifications when we have to.”

			“What’s your plan?” Tanner asked.

			“I’m going to get into the room where the interrogation cameras are kept. I can probably buy us a window of ten minutes. Nothing will be recorded in that time. I’m not saying to hurt him—I’m just saying be as persuasive as possible.”

			Whitaker stopped walking and grabbed Penelope’s arm. “Pen. If you get caught, that could mean your badge. At the very least you won’t ever be doing detective work again.”

			She shrugged. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take, especially if it means we’re not going to watch three women drown in some sick water coffin. That’s why I brought you guys rather than anybody else on the team. If I get caught and you two get busted, you’re going to get a slap on the wrist and sent back to Colorado. I didn’t want to take a chance with anyone else.”

			Tanner nodded, understanding. He believed in the justice system, but sometimes when your hands were tied, you had to use whatever tools you could reach. They weren’t always the best, but they were the only option. “You buy us ten minutes. We’ll get as much as we can out of him.”

			They came to a fork in the hallways.

			“Wait for my text, then move as quickly as you can.” Penelope took the turn to the left, and he and Whitaker continued down to the interview room.

			“I hope this doesn’t blow up in our faces,” Tanner muttered as they arrived at the outside door.

			Whitaker shrugged and opened it. “Penelope has the most to lose. But yeah, I don’t want to see Elliot walking free because of a mistrial.”

			They could see Elliot through the two-way mirror, picking his nails. He definitely looked less confident than when they’d interviewed him before. Bree’s words had spooked him.

			A few seconds later Whitaker’s phone chimed. “That’s Penelope. Let’s do this.”

			They walked inside.

			“Where’s my lawyer?” Elliot asked.

			“I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.” Tanner sat down across from Elliot this time and Whitaker stood up against the wall. “We’re not here in any official police capacity.”

			Tanner took his badge out and slid it across the table.

			Elliot studied it for a second. “That says Colorado.”

			Tanner nodded. “That’s right. Whitaker and I both work in the Grand County Sheriff’s Department in Colorado. We have no jurisdiction here. We just want to talk person to person before your lawyer gets here. Nothing you say here is going to be admissible in court.”

			“Look,” Whitaker added. “If your partners kill those women, you’re going down with them for conspiracy to commit. The only way to save yourself that charge is to tell us who and where they are.”

			Elliot crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t know.”

			Tanner put his elbows on the table. “Don’t know who or don’t know where?”

			“Both, okay? I met them online. I don’t know who they are and they don’t know who I am. We all agreed to some rules—patterns we all had to follow—and thought it would be a cool game.”

			Whitaker took a step closer. “You thought it would be a cool game to drown women slowly in a coffin-sized box?”

			Elliot shook his head wildly. “I wasn’t ever going to let her drown. She never saw my face. I was going to let it go on as long as possible, then let her go.”

			Tanner slammed his hand down on the desk. “You turned the water on high when we infiltrated the building.”

			“That was an accident, man!” Elliot squirmed in his seat. “I was trying to turn it off when I found out you guys were coming but you got there quicker than I expected. I panicked and ran. I never wanted that woman to die.”

			Whitaker walked forward and leaned all the way across the table into Elliot’s space. “What about Shelby Durrant and Kelly Quinn? Did you accidentally kill them too?”

			Elliot’s eyes grew big. “Who? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t kill anyone, man! I just wanted to mess with the cops. Get in and out of their system without them being able to trace me. That was how this all started. I wasn’t going to let her drown.”

			Tanner glanced over at Whitaker. Damn it, he almost believed the kid.

			“The other people, Elliot, your partners. Who are they?” Tanner demanded. “This is your one chance to do the right thing before your lawyer gets here and stops you from talking to everyone. Who are the other three people you’re working with?”

			“I promise I don’t know. I don’t know their names or what they look like or where they’re doing their part of this. We met in an online chat room and—”

			Whitaker’s phone chimed multiple times in a row. “That’s Pen. She must have—”

			The door burst open and a uniformed police officer escorted a man in a suit inside.

			“Are you talking to my client without his representation present?” The suited man raised an eyebrow so far it looked like it was about to find a new home in his hairline. “I’m going to have a field day with this.”

			Tanner crossed his leg and Whitaker leaned back casually against the wall. “No, no questioning. We aren’t even Dallas PD, just fellow officers consulting from Colorado. So of course we wouldn’t be questioning Mr. Webster, especially not once he’d asked to call you.”

			“Absolutely.” Whitaker gestured to the camera. “I’m sure the recordings from this room will back us up. We were just in here keeping Elliot company. If he wants to make any sort of official statement, he’ll need to make it with the Dallas PD, with you present, of course.”

			The lawyer glared at both of them, then turned to Elliot. “Is this true? They weren’t harassing you into talking?”

			Elliot studied his hands. “Everything’s cool. But I should tell them—”

			The lawyer held out a hand. “No. You say absolutely nothing.”

			“Tell us what, Elliot?” Tanner pushed. It would be worth the cost to save three lives.

			“Do not talk to my client. If you have questions, you can refer them to me and I will advise him as to whether—”

			“It’s a chess game, man.” Elliot ignored his lawyer and looked right at Tanner. “Chess.”

			“Mr. Webster!” the lawyer screeched. “I highly advise you not to say anything at all.”

			Elliot nodded. “Don’t worry. I’m done.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			They were barely outside the room when Penelope came rushing around the corner.

			“We’re okay,” Whitaker reassured her. “Elliot actually covered for us a little bit when his lawyer arrived.”

			Penelope let out a sigh of relief. “When I saw the lawyer was Curtis Lowman I nearly had a heart attack. He’s known for getting clients off the hook on technicalities. Did you guys get anything from Elliot?”

			“Not anything of consequence,” Whitaker said.

			Tanner looked over at him. “I don’t know about you, but I kind of believe the kid when he says he never planned to let Jean Adams drown.”

			They began walking back toward command central.

			Penelope turned to them. “Did he have anything to say about the first two victims?”

			Tanner ran a hand through his hair. “Look, he could be totally playing us, but I don’t think he knew anything about them. I think for him this entire thing has been about seeing if he could get away with taunting the police. Some sort of game.”

			Whitaker nodded. “I think you’re right—I don’t think he ever planned to kill Jean Adams.” Whitaker glanced at Penelope. “And unfortunately, I think he was telling the truth when he said he didn’t know who or where his ‘partners’ are.”

			Penelope let out a curse. “Another dead end.”

			“We know Elliot met them online. Maybe Bree will find something.” Tanner hoped it was true because they were running out of options pretty quickly.

			“Leon is checking missing persons. Maybe that will get us something,” Whitaker said.

			Penelope reached for the door of the command area. “Let’s see if we’ve gotten anywhere here. If not, I think we’re going to need to question Jean Adams. I’d hoped to be able to wait—God knows she’s been through enough. But we’re running out of time.”

			The command center was still bustling with activity. Tanner’s eyes automatically found Bree. He wasn’t surprised to find her still working frantically at the computer like she had been when he’d left.

			Leon met them as soon as they made it through the door.

			“I found two other missing persons who fit the size and weight description. One—Betty Neighbors—actually lives in Waco. She’s forty-five years old, divorced, lives alone. Her friends are not exactly sure how long she’s been missing but definitely more than three days. I’ve already sent Morris and Gonzales there to interview.”

			Penelope nodded. “Good. Who’s the other one?”

			Leon grimaced. “Twenty-one-year-old Christina. We don’t have a last name. She’s been residing at a women’s shelter out near Arlington and is working for tips at a local bar.”

			“Are you sure she’s a legit missing person?” Whitaker asked. “Homeless? No real job? Maybe she just took off.”

			Leon nodded. “That was my thought at first, but evidently one of the ladies who works at the shelter has become close with Christina. Watches her eighteen-month-old daughter for Christina when she works.”

			They were all silent. Damn it, this case just kept getting worse.

			“The lady at the women’s shelter said there’s no way Christina would’ve left the baby behind,” Leon continued.

			Penelope nodded. “Good. You and Whitaker head over there and see if you can get any further details. And keep searching for other possible victims. Search outside state lines if you have to.”

			Leon nodded and walked over to the whiteboard, adding the pictures and details of Christina and Betty Neighbors.

			Identifying possible victims was good for the case overall, but definitely didn’t make it any easier to bear. Maybe in both cases it would end up being a mistake and the women would be found unharmed.

			But Tanner had been in law enforcement long enough to know that wasn’t likely.

			“I think it’s time to go visit Jean Adams,” Penelope said.

			Tanner nodded. “Anything she can remember might help. It’s probably a good idea for you to talk to her. She might not be interested in being near any man right now.”

			She nodded. “Why don’t you come with me? If there’s any male she might want to talk to it would be you and Whitaker since you two saved her life.”

			Tanner didn’t really want to go. He didn’t want to leave Bree in case she needed him. But he also wanted to do everything in his power to get these other victims home safely.

			“Let me just check with Bree and make sure she’s okay.”

			Penelope raised an eyebrow, but just nodded. He jogged over to Bree’s computer station.

			“Any luck with Elliot?” she asked.

			“No. I don’t think he knows who or where the other victims or suspects are. He said he met them online. How’s it going for you?”

			She let out a frustrated sigh. “I thought I was going to have to do a lot of extrapolating and rebuilding. That Elliot would’ve destroyed data and not left it available online. But I was wrong. He left damn near everything there.”

			“You mean there’s more information than you thought?”

			“Exactly. Actually, it’s kind of smart. There’s so much for me to sort through that it would be easy to overlook something important.”

			“Do you want us to get you some help?”

			She shook her head rapidly. “No. I have a system.”

			He knew much better than to try to make changes in any system she’d created.

			“Plus,” she continued, “I’m building some programs right now to help me filter through stuff. It’s not foolproof, but it’s propelling me through information quicker than sorting it all myself.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes, I have all the equipment I need.”

			Tanner trailed a finger down her cheek. “I mean, are you okay, freckles?”

			Her shoulders slumped. “They think one of the victims is someone from a women’s shelter,” she whispered. “Someone with a baby.”

			“I know.”

			“That’s like the women Cassandra and I help. As a matter fact, Christina reminds me of Marilyn, the lady Cass and I have been talking to about living at and running New Journeys once the renovations are done with our new building.”

			“She’s going to live there, not you?”

			She gave him a look that said she obviously found him deranged. “I live on the ranch. It never even crossed my mind for me to live at New Journeys. Unless you don’t want me on the ranch any—”

			He reached over and kissed her before she could finish the word. Kissed her hard, claiming her mouth in the most thorough of fashions. He didn’t care that it was probably inappropriate or that they were in the middle of an important investigation.

			“I want you there. Every single day, I want you with me,” he said when he finally eased back from her lips.

			“I’m not going anywhere.”

			“Good.”

			She glanced back at her computer. “Marilyn would never ever leave her kids. I don’t think this Christina lady would either. I’ve got a really bad feeling that she might be one of our victims.”

			“We’re going to get to her in time. To all of them in time. You just keep working. Penelope and I are going to go talk to Jean Adams. One way or another we’re going to help these women.”

			 

			“WE DO APPRECIATE all your help you know,” Penelope said as they pulled up at the hospital thirty minutes later. “You, Bree and Whitaker.”

			Tanner nodded. “Thanks, although I’m not doing anything anybody else on your team couldn’t do. Bree is the one with the true talent here.”

			They got out of the car and walked toward the entrance. “She’s something else.”

			Tanner couldn’t stop his smile even if he had wanted to. “That, she definitely is.”

			“I know you guys are together, but after that kiss at the station... I’m assuming it’s pretty serious.”

			Tanner gave a one-shouldered shrug. “She’s it for me. From the first moment I saw her, I knew she was my one.”

			Penelope gave a half smile. “Yeah, I get it. But Bree just doesn’t seem like your type, you know? You guys are pretty opposite.”

			He and Bree were opposites. But that just made them stronger. “She’s not my type. She’s my everything.”

			Penelope stopped walking for a second. “Wow. That’s pretty firm.”

			“Yes.” But firm wasn’t even the right word. His feelings for Bree were completely unmovable.

			She smiled and started walking again. “Can’t blame a gal for double-checking.”

			They got Jean’s room information and a doctor met them outside the door.

			“How is she doing?” Penelope asked.

			Dr. Yang looked at them with narrowed eyes. “Ms. Adams is doing well, physically. Emotionally, it’s a different story. Are you sure this can’t wait?”

			“Believe me, we don’t want to drag her through these details,” Penelope explained. “And wouldn’t if we had better options.”

			“We’ve got three other women’s lives at stake,” Tanner added. “And we’re on a pretty tight deadline. No physical problems we need to know about? We understood hypothermia could be an issue.”

			“No, the water Jean was submerged in was actually temperature controlled. Lukewarm so as not to affect the body one way or another. She has pretty severe bruising on her wrists and ankles, and we’re keeping her overnight to make sure nothing else pops up we need to be concerned with.”

			“And emotionally?” Penelope asked.

			Dr. Yang tilted his head to the side. “About what you can expect from someone who’s been through what she has. She’s frightened. Angry. Her family is flying in from the East Coast but they haven’t arrived yet. They weren’t even aware she was missing.”

			“We’ll be as brief and sensitive as we can. Tanner was the one who kept her above water until they could get her out of the box, so we’re hoping she’ll remember him a little fondly.” Penelope reached for the door.

			“And believe me,” Tanner said, “we feel like we’ve gone through this with her. We’re definitely sensitive to her suffering.”

			Dr. Yang walked in and introduced Penelope and Tanner.

			Jean stared at Tanner. “I remember you. You were the one who helped keep my head out of the water.”

			Tanner smiled gently. “We’re all very glad we made it in time.”

			Penelope took a step closer. “Jean, we normally would give you much longer to work through some of this before asking questions, but unfortunately you weren’t the only victim. There are some other women, still trapped in situations exactly like yours. We’re trying to do whatever we can to get to them.”

			Jean blanched, visibly shaking. “It’s not that I don’t want to help them, I’m just not sure I know how. I never even saw the guy who took me.”

			Penelope pulled up a picture of Elliot on her tablet. “This is the man who took you. Elliot Webster. Do you recognize him at all?”

			Jean glanced at the picture, then looked away, staring over to the side. Tanner took a step closer. “He’s currently in a holding cell, Jean,” he explained gently. “There’s absolutely no way he can hurt you. Just take a look at him and see if you recognize him from anywhere. That could help lead us in the right direction.”

			She finally glanced back at the tablet. “I—I’m not 100 percent sure, but he looks like a guy who has come by my coffee shop three or four times. Honestly, I never really paid much attention to him.”

			If he was just picking victims based on height and body size, seeing her at work a few times would’ve been all Elliot needed. He’d probably studied her a lot more than she was aware of, but there was no purpose in telling her that.

			“Does that help?” she asked in a small voice.

			Tanner smiled. “Absolutely.”

			Penelope brought up another couple of pictures on the tablet. Of Christina and Betty Neighbors. “Do you happen to recognize either of these women?”

			Jean studied these much more carefully. “No, I’m sorry.”

			“How about these two women?” Penelope showed her a picture of Shelby and Kelly when they were alive.

			“No. Are they the other victims?”

			Penelope shrugged. “They meet the potential criteria. That’s all we know.”

			Jean’s eyes found Tanner. “That’s been driving me crazy. Trying to figure out why he took me. Why he put me in that box. Was it revenge? Was I mean to him? I try not to be rude to people, but maybe I was and I don’t remember.”

			Jean’s voice was becoming louder and more urgent. “Was it because of bad things I did? I cheated on my high school boyfriend. I lied in an interview for a job. Was it karma? Is that why he took me and put me in that box? What were the criteria?”

			Tanner leaned down so he was face-to-face with Jean, stopping her tirade. “Do you want me to tell you what the criteria was? I’m afraid you might be a little bit disappointed, to be honest.”

			“Yes. Please tell me.” Her voice was small.

			“It’s your size, Jean. Nothing more and nothing less than that. Nothing cosmic, no karma or revenge. It’s the fact that you are five foot three and weigh 105 pounds.”

			“What?” Disbelief blanketed her features.

			“He’s telling the truth,” Penelope said. “That’s the common factor among all the victims. They all had to be roughly the same height and weight. Has nothing to do with anything else.”

			“You mean if I let myself put on the twenty pounds I wanted to over the last couple months he might not have chosen me? All I had to do was not work so hard at the gym?”

			Tanner smiled at her. “Let it be a lesson to us all to have seconds of our meals as often as possible.”

			For the first time since they’d walked in, Jean actually smiled. “This helps. I’m still mad as hell and more than a little afraid of everyone I see, but at least knowing it wasn’t something I did makes it all a little more bearable.”

			Tanner smiled back at her. “Good. Because it wasn’t something you did that got you kidnapped, and definitely not anything you can be held accountable for.”

			“I feel like I haven’t helped you at all. Do you have more questions for me?”

			Penelope nodded. “Can you walk us through what happened the day you were kidnapped?”

			Jean took a deep breath. “There’s not a lot I can remember. I was closing the coffee shop with my manager. I decided to run by the bookstore before it closed. I was getting in my car when I felt a prick in my arm. I turned around to figure out what was going on, but everything got dizzy and none of my muscles seemed to work.”

			“Probably Midazolam or ketamine,” Dr. Yang stated. “There weren’t any traces left in her system, but that would be my bet.”

			“When I came to, I was in that box. It took me a while to realize the water was more than just annoying.” Jean swallowed hard. “Eventually I realized the water was going to be what killed me. Then I couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

			Jean talking about the water had been what had caused Bree to recognize the pattern, so that was a good thing.

			They asked Jean some more questions, trying to see if she remembered anything that would help them, but the hours had all been a blur for her.

			Tanner looked over at Penelope. Jean might have been able to help them if they were trying to catch Elliot. But if Elliot didn’t know anything about the other suspects, it was doubtful Jean did either. They didn’t want to upset her for no reason.

			Finally, Penelope placed a business card on the table beside the hospital bed. “If you think of anything else, anything that you even get an inkling might be relevant, no matter how small, please call.”

			“Dr. Yang said your family is on their way,” Tanner said. “Will you be okay until they get here?”

			She nodded. “I just want to put all this behind me.”

			Tanner squeezed her hand as he and Penelope got ready to leave. “You will.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Bree had spent the last twelve hours filtering through all Elliot Webster’s online data and was barely making a dent in it. The guy was a digital pack rat.

			She’d passed the point of exhaustion hours ago. Now she was barely staying a half step above despair. Particularly because the victims, still being broadcasted at the top of every hour, were growing more and more desperate.

			Bree was buried under data. It was so bad she’d even agreed to allowing help. Three of the people who worked under Jeremy were currently digging through Elliot’s information also.

			Bree had gone through all the critical data herself. For example, she’d found where Elliot had created a separate identity and credit card and used it to buy the ketamine he’d used to render Jean unconscious. Hell, she’d even found where he’d worked out the best way to encode and send the transmissions. How he’d arrived at the plan to use the fractal pattern.

			It would all be great if they were trying just to convict Elliot. But it didn’t do them much good in finding the other kidnappers or their victims.

			Going through all this was like trying to find a needle in a haystack of needles. And now she needed to report in to Tanner and Penelope again and let them know she wasn’t even a bit closer to finding anything useful.

			Nobody cast any blame in her direction when she joined the team sitting around the conference room table fifteen minutes later and told them what was happening. But the frustration level was high.

			“Elliot said he met these people online,” Whitaker said.

			Bree rubbed a hand across her face. “I’m sure he did considering he’s been a part of roughly four thousand online conversations and has archived every single conversation in his data storage.”

			Penelope whistled through her teeth. “We need to get you more help to sort this information. Or maybe get you somewhere quieter to work. Or at least some damn headphones with music.”

			Bree shook her head. “No, I don’t like music. I like the bustle of people around me, so I can ignore it. More help would be good, but I’ve already written programs to go through the chat rooms and look for a series of key words. That will be more efficient anyway.”

			“What sort of key words?” Tanner asked.

			“Anything to do with the police, water, drowning. I put in the dimensions of the boxes they built and polyethylene, in case that would trigger something. I put in Jean Adams’s name, Christina’s name, Betty Neighbors’s. I put in fractal code and matrix grid pattern torus.”

			She’d put in every single thing she could think of but so far there had been no results whatsoever.

			She turned to Tanner. “I could’ve missed something. I had to have missed something.” But for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what it was.

			Those women were going to drown because she couldn’t figure out how to find the necessary data in all Elliot’s virtual junk.

			I don’t think you’re working hard enough, Bethany. Obviously you’re lacking an incentive to do your best work. Maybe this will help you.

			“No, Mr. Jeter. I can do better. Please don’t hurt Mom.”

			Michael Jeter just shook his head and tsked. “Your brain is stronger than this, Bethany. You just don’t want it badly enough. You’re allowing yourself to be unfocused and overwhelmed by superfluous details. I need you to focus.”

			He nodded his head to the man holding her mother. Bethany tried not to vomit at the sickening sound of her mother’s arm being broken, followed immediately by her screams.

			“No!” Twelve-year-old Bethany tried to rush to her mother, but Jeter’s heavy hand on her shoulder wouldn’t let her move. He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Now, are you ready to concentrate, or do you want to continue to make excuses? I need your best, Bethany. Is your best good enough?”

			She nodded.

			“It’s time to think outside the box. If everything was simple, anyone could do it. The answer isn’t where you expect it.”

			“I’m telling you, she’s done. I’m taking her home.”

			Tanner was crouched beside her holding both of her hands in his, yelling at Penelope and Whitaker as Bree blinked her eyes open.

			What the heck had just happened?

			“Tanner?”

			“Yeah, freckles, I’m here.” He smiled at her before turning to glare back at the people sitting at the conference table. “You need some rest and to get away from all this.”

			She’d been having some sort of flashback. Everyone around the room was staring at her.

			“No. I’m okay.”

			Tanner shook his head. “No, you’re not okay. This is not your job, and pushing yourself this way isn’t healthy.”

			She shook her head, sitting up straighter in the chair. “I can have a breakdown later, then. Right now we need to do whatever we have to do to get these women out.”

			“Bree.” Tanner’s brown eyes were right in front of hers. “We all want to do our best, but there’s one thing that we’ve all had to learn the hard way. Sometimes our best isn’t good enough to save the victims.”

			“But...”

			He trailed a finger down her cheek. “You’re pushing yourself too hard if it’s causing you to black out and have flashbacks.”

			“Tanner’s right, Bree,” Whitaker added. “About all of it. But especially about the fact that we can’t always save the victims. None of us like to talk about it, but it’s always a possibility.”

			She shook her head. “No. My best is good enough. It’s time to think outside the box.”

			As much as she even hated the thought of it, Jeter had been right. He’d been right then and he was right now. Bree was being weak. Not properly motivated.

			These women were going to die if she couldn’t figure this out. Much worse than anything Jeter had ever done to her or her mother.

			The answer isn’t where you expect it.

			But where? Where was it? There was something she was missing. “I haven’t been looking in the right places.”

			“What do you mean?” Penelope asked.

			“These guys met online, so we’ve been focusing our search in clubs, classes, chat rooms from the last two years. They would’ve had to communicate regularly.”

			Tanner stood beside her. “Yes, that’s true.”

			“I’ve written half a dozen programs to look for key terms in any of those places. The people helping me have looked over it themselves. But we haven’t found anything. He just left us with so much information. It feels like it’s impossible to wade through it all.”

			“That probably means something is there,” Tanner said.

			She nodded. “You’re right. And it’s smart of him. It’s the best sort of camouflage he could’ve picked. He’s got hundreds of chat rooms about codes, engineering, patterns... And we haven’t found anything there.”

			Penelope let out a sigh. “Maybe we need to talk to Elliot again. We won’t get much because of the lawyer, but maybe I can bring the DA in on this super quick. See if we can strike a deal if Elliot is willing to talk right now.”

			Tanner shook his head. “That’s not going to be an easy process even if you have the DA on speed dial.”

			“It’s like that little bastard said. It’s a chess game,” Whitaker said. “But we don’t even have all the pieces.”

			Something clicked in Bree’s mind. “Elliot said it was like a chess game? Specifically that?”

			Tanner nodded. “Yeah. He mentioned chess when we were talking to him. Why?”

			“Of course,” she muttered. Elliot was smart. It made sense.

			“What?” the other people in the room all asked at the same time.

			“There’s a chat room from his middle school chess club. I wanted to kill Elliot when I saw it. Why would anyone keep a chat room from a middle school chess club? We did a preliminary search of it, then immediately filed it as nonessential.”

			She turned to Tanner. “I have to go.” It was time to think outside the box.

			 

			THE MIDDLE SCHOOL chess club chat room was the key.

			It took Bree a few minutes to determine their code words and what they meant, but once she established that baseline, everything about the kidnapping plans was broken open.

			“This is definitely it,” she said.

			Everyone was huddled around her workstation in a way that would have normally driven her crazy. It drove her a little crazy now, but she forced herself to ignore it. They all just wanted to finally hear some good news.

			Bree was happy to be able to give it to them. When she knew what she was looking for, it wasn’t difficult to find everything they had planned. They had discussed—using coded terms to make it seem like their discussion was about chess—the particulars about everything from the sizes of the boxes to the dimensions of the rooms where they would be held. The physics behind exactly how long it would take to fill the water coffins had been discussed at length.

			“Damn,” Whitaker muttered. “That’s more details than Noah had building the ark.”

			Bree nodded. “Yes, their plans had to be exact. Otherwise we would’ve noticed right away that the boxes or the water levels were different. They know exactly when the victims will drown.”

			And it was six and a half hours from now.

			“Get it on a timer,” Penelope said. “That’s our countdown clock. I’m going to trust their math.”

			Bree agreed. They hadn’t left anything to chance.

			There was some talk about victims, but not enough detail to give them positive IDs. That was disappointing for everyone.

			But there was good news. The perps had all been checking in to the chat room regularly. They were starting to wonder where Elliot, or Number 3 as they called him, was, but no one was worried enough to panic yet.

			“All we need is for one of them to hop in one more time,” Bree said. “Once they do, I’ll be able to decipher their location pretty quickly. I should also be able to clone their username and try to draw the others into coming online so that we can trace them too.”

			She felt Tanner’s kiss at the top of her head. “We’ll be ready.”

			“It’s important that we move quickly, once I start to trace them. If we move too slowly, they may be able to warn one another.”

			“Got it,” Penelope said. “We’ll have to keep this on pretty tight radio silence. If the press gets hold of it they could tip off the killers.”

			Bree winced. “If that happens, the killers will go to ground. They would know better than to get back on the chat room.”

			And that would be it for the victims.

			Everyone dispersed to get ready to go when Bree had a location.

			“Why don’t you take a break?” Tanner said. “Someone else can watch for entry into the chat room. I promise we will wake you up immediately if there’s any activity.”

			“No, I can do this. I’m okay.” She turned to look at him and could see the worry in his eyes. “Honestly. I know my little blackout incident was bad. Probably scary—”

			“Not scary because I think you’re weak. But scary because you shouldn’t be pushing this hard. You were taught to work past your breaking point.”

			She reached up and grabbed his hand. “I haven’t reached my breaking point yet. Having you here makes me stronger. I’m okay, I promise.”

			He studied her for a long moment, looking like he wanted to say more.

			“I’m strong. I want to do this. I can do this.”

			He kissed her tenderly on the lips, just the softest of touches. “Good. Then let’s catch these bastards and go home. We’ve got our own lives to get on with.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“Someone’s in the chat room.”

			The command room fell completely silent at Bree’s words. Tanner didn’t move either. He knew the next few minutes were critical in getting the jump on the killers.

			God, he couldn’t be any prouder of Bree and how she’d handled herself and kept it together over the past few hours if... Hell, he just couldn’t be any prouder.

			The sooner he got the ring on this woman’s finger and had them bound to each other for the rest of their lives, the better.

			The grin that spread on her face a few minutes later just confirmed it all for Tanner.

			“I’ve got him,” she whispered. Once again, she rattled off an address.

			“This isn’t like last time,” she said. “He’s logging in live, but it has nothing to do with his transmissions of the victim. That means he might log back out at any moment. And there’s no guarantee he’s logging in at the same place he’s keeping the victim.”

			Tanner turned to her. “You’ve been studying their interactions. Do you think you could fool him into getting him to tell you where he’s holding her?”

			“Maybe. But it might tip the others off. I could invite him into a private chat and see if I could get him to spill some details. I could act like I’m Elliot and I’m concerned about some mechanical or equipment issue.”

			Tanner looked over at Penelope. This was her call. If they spooked this guy and caused him to go to ground, they may not get another chance. And she already didn’t trust Bree completely.

			But Penelope nodded. “Do it. We’re out of time.”

			Bree nodded. “I’ll coax him into a private chat, clone this chat room so he can no longer see the real version and pretend to be him to the other two.”

			“That sounds a bit complicated,” Whitaker said.

			“It is. It’s basically a shell game. We try to keep them distracted and our hands moving too fast for them to see what we’re really doing. It’s risky.”

			“Risky is better than nothing,” Tanner said.

			Bree didn’t waste any more time. She immediately turned back to her computer and started doing what she needed to. Penelope sent Whitaker and Leon out to the address Bree had provided them. Maybe they would get lucky and be able to tail the guy the old-fashioned way.

			Tanner moved to sit down by Bree in a show of silent support.

			“He took the bait,” she said a few minutes later, fingers still moving on the keyboard. “He’s going into a private chat. I can’t ask him questions outright, or he’ll get suspicious. But I can at least clone the other chat so that he’s locked out of that.”

			“Instead of asking him questions about his location, can you ask him if he’s having problems with his water box? He doesn’t have to tell you where he is. Just get him to go to the location and log in from there.”

			“You’re brilliant, Tanner Dempsey. He has no idea I’m tracing him.” She bit her lip. “Of course, if it was me, I’d already have multiple IDs with which I could log on. I’d never use the same one twice.”

			“That’s why you’re the smartest hacker on the planet, and this guy is just a bastard trying to get his jollies by tormenting as many people as possible. He wasn’t expecting you. There’s a difference between thinking you’re the smartest person in the room and actually being the smartest person in the room.”

			She typed rapidly. “I’m telling him that I’m Elliot and that I’ve been offline because I’m having a problem with the water box. That I’ve been manually filling it according to their calculations, but that I think there’s a flaw in the building plans.”

			They waited a few seconds to see if their prey would fall for it.

			He did.

			“Okay, he’s logging out of the main chat room and logging into the private one. I’m cloning the private one so if he goes back in, unless he specifically looks to see if it’s a clone, he won’t realize anything has changed.”

			“So Leon and Whitaker are free to pursue?”

			“Yes, but they need to be careful not to spook him.”

			“They’ll stay back, just keep him in sight. In case this plan doesn’t work, we need a backup.”

			She nodded and began typing again. “Okay, I’m asking him if he’s noticed a problem with the box. Telling him that I almost missed it and that he needs to double-check as soon as possible.”

			She stopped typing and stared at the screen.

			“Do you think he bought it?”

			“Honestly, I’m not sure. I dropped my message and left. I figured it looked less suspicious if I wanted to talk even less than him. If the roles were reversed it would reassure me a little.”

			He squeezed her hand. “Smart.”

			“Okay, he’s dropped out of the private chat. This is good. We need to be ready to go. Hopefully he’s going to get back on in a few minutes to say that his box did not have the same problem as mine. And when he does that, we’ll have a location of the victim.”

			Now it was a waiting game.

			Penelope walked over to them a few minutes later. “Bad news. The address was empty by the time Leon and Whitaker got there.”

			“Then this is our only shot,” Bree said.

			Tanner nodded. “It’s going to work.”

			She didn’t have to say anything for him to know she wasn’t so sure about that. But just because it wouldn’t trick her didn’t mean it wouldn’t fool damn near everybody else on the planet.

			“It’s going to work,” he said again. “Let’s be ready to go.”

			Bree nodded. “I’ll come with you, if he gets back in the chat room. Just in case we need to reel him in further. Or if not, I’ll be working remotely on the other two.”

			The silence fell heavy over the room for nearly twenty minutes.

			Bree finally slammed her hand on the desk. “Yes!” she shouted. “He just logged in and said he checked the water box. That should mean he’s at the location.”

			She rattled off an address.

			This time Penelope didn’t look confused. “That’s on the outskirts of town. A lot of abandoned buildings. If I was going to try to keep a kidnapping quiet, that’s where I would do it. Let’s go. We’ll have Leon and Whitaker meet us there.”

			Bree grabbed her laptop and was right behind Tanner as he followed Penelope to the car. As soon as Bree got into the back seat she began typing away again.

			“I’m working on the other two,” she said. “If they are open for the same sort of trick we used with this guy then this could be easier than I thought.”

			Penelope was on the phone with Whitaker, working out details. The building was an abandoned motel and SWAT was meeting them there. It was too big for the four of them to canvass on their own.

			They were reaching the edge of town, only a couple of miles from their location, when Bree spoke again.

			“According to GPS, there’s a coffee shop at the corner of the next block. You should leave me there. You don’t want to have to worry about me as you’re doing your bad-guy stuff, and the coffee shop will have Wi-Fi, which will allow me to work faster.”

			Penelope glanced over at Tanner and he gave a nod. He wanted Bree kept clear of all this.

			“Fine, but we have to keep moving.” Penelope responded.

			Tanner turned and shot Bree a concerned look in the back seat. He’d rather get her settled himself.

			Bree just rolled her eyes. “I’m more than capable of walking myself into a coffeehouse without getting into any trouble. Go do what you need to do.”

			Sure enough, when Penelope stopped the car a block later Bree was out the door with a quick “Good luck.”

			The door had barely shut behind her before Penelope was taking off again.

			“We’re dealing with a much bigger area than we were with Elliot, and we don’t have any details,” she said. “We’ll have SWAT, but the guy may kill the victim outright if he gets spooked.”

			“How do you want this to play?”

			“Room by room search,” she said. “Methodically and orderly.”

			A few seconds later his phone beeped. He looked down at the message and smiled.

			“Bree just sent us the building plans for that address.”

			“I have to admit she is pretty damn useful.”

			Tanner laughed as he studied the plans. “That and a lot more.”

			They parked at the spot where Penelope had told Leon and Whitaker to meet. They were already there. Tanner got out of the car while Penelope answered a call.

			“We just got building plans from Bree,” Whitaker said.

			“Knowing her, the entire SWAT team got it too,” Tanner said.

			Penelope finished her call and turned back to them. “Chief doesn’t want anybody who is not official Dallas PD going into the building, in case things get ugly. Sorry guys.”

			Tanner didn’t like it, but he could understand it.

			“We can still be used strategically. There are a lot of exits to this place.” Tanner pointed to the building schematics on his phone. “I can camp out in the alleyway in case the perp slips past you and runs like Elliot did.”

			Whitaker nodded. “And I can cover the fire exit in the back in case he makes a run for it that way.”

			Penelope nodded. She handed them walkie-talkies. “Yeah. If this guy gets away, the first thing he’ll probably do is warn the others.”

			“Roger that. Priority is to stop him before he makes contact. And hopefully by the time we’re done here, Bree will already have the location of the other two victims,” Tanner said.

			The SWAT team showed up, parking a block away, and they all took their positions. Tanner made his way to the alley he’d be covering. He’d much rather be part of the action inside the building, but knew this case was going to be delicate enough without having unauthorized personnel as part of the takedown. Better to do as much as possible by the books. Unless it came down to truly dire situations, he would stay out of it.

			He was in the alley, finding the best vantage point for the exit that led his way, when his phone buzzed in its holder. He glanced down to see the caller, thinking it might be Bree, but it was Gregory Lightfoot.

			Tanner press the receive button. “Greg. Kind of a bad time. Can I call you back?”

			“Tanner, this is an emergency. I just found out the prison bus transferring Michael Jeter crashed pretty badly a couple of hours ago. It was chaos. Some prisoners killed, others hurt bad.”

			“And Jeter?”

			“Right now no one is exactly sure where he is.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Tanner let out a vile curse. “What exactly are you saying? That Jeter escaped?”

			Because two hours was definitely more than enough time for Jeter to have gotten to where Bree was right now alone.

			“I’ve already made some calls.” Greg’s voice was rapid and hoarse. “I’ve explained the situation and the prison warden on-site at the crash assures me that no prisoners are missing. The issue was, with the multiple injuries, some of them severe, they had to send prisoners to multiple hospitals. But all of them went in handcuffs and all the hospitals are aware of their criminal status.”

			That made Tanner feel marginally better, but not enough to be willing to leave Bree alone. Not until he knew for sure that Jeter wasn’t out in the open.

			“Why weren’t we notified right away?”

			“I was in court, and my assistant couldn’t get ahold of me. The moment she did, I called you. I’m staying on top of it as much as possible and will report back to you as soon as I have any more details.”

			“Do.” It wasn’t a request. When it came to Bree’s safety Tanner was not going to worry about being polite. “Immediately, Greg. No matter how big or small.”

			“I will.”

			Tanner disconnected the call without another word.

			He immediately called Bree and tried not to panic when the call went to voice mail. She never answered her phone if she had an option.

			He texted her instead.

			Problem with Jeter. Stay inside the coffeehouse until I or an officer comes for you. Call me.

			He waited a few seconds for a response, fighting back a little more panic when there was none. She was focused. Might be in a situation talking to the other kidnappers online where every second counted and couldn’t answer him.

			Tanner tried to focus on the facts. The prison warden had assured Greg no prisoners had escaped. There was no reason to think that wasn’t true. And even if Jeter had managed to escape unnoticed, how would he even know where Bree was? Until thirty minutes ago they didn’t even know where Bree would be, so there was no way Jeter could’ve set a trap for her.

			Somehow none of this reassured him.

			He placed a call to Whitaker. He couldn’t leave here, since he didn’t have a car anyway, but he needed to get eyes on Bree immediately.

			Whitaker picked up on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

			Whitaker knew Tanner well enough to know that he would not be calling in the middle of an important operation if it wasn’t important.

			“I just got word that Michael Jeter is currently MIA. There was a prison transfer bus accident with multiple injuries and right now we’re not exactly sure where he is, although there is no report of any escapees.”

			“What do you need?”

			“I can’t get to Bree myself, but I’d feel much better knowing we have eyes on her. I know there’s no reason to think Jeter is anywhere nearby, but...”

			“I’ll get a couple of uniformed officers over to the coffeehouse right away. Better safe than sorry.”

			“Thanks, man. I didn’t want to leave my post, but Bree didn’t answer my text and everything about Jeter makes me uncomfortable.”

			“No need to explain,” Whitaker said. “Not to mention, we need Bree more now than ever. I’ll have somebody on her in less than five minutes.”

			Tanner disconnected and immediately tried Bree’s cell again, biting back a curse when the call went straight to voice mail again and his text still went unread.

			He was about to try again when the walkie-talkie in his hand clicked on.

			“The perp is on the run,” Penelope announced. “Repeat, perp is on the run. He sneaked out some back door and is probably headed in your direction, Tanner.”

			“Roger that. I’m ready.”

			“No weapons unless you perceive a direct threat to you.”

			“Got it.” Definitely didn’t make things easier, but it wasn’t Tanner’s policy to shoot a fleeing suspect in the back unless he was a direct threat to those around him.

			Less than thirty seconds later Tanner heard the door open in front of him. He immediately brought up his weapon. He wasn’t going to shoot the guy, but the guy didn’t need to know that.

			And, damn, this one was definitely much bigger than Elliot Webster. Guy looked like a linebacker.

			“Police,” Tanner shouted. The perp didn’t need to know that Tanner wasn’t Dallas police. “Stay where you are and put your hands where I can see them.”

			The guy didn’t even slow down. He was running at Tanner at full speed.

			Damn it, Tanner did not have time for this. He didn’t want to chase this guy down the block and waste valuable time that could be used making sure Bree was safe. He didn’t care if the guy looked like he was going to run over Tanner. Tanner had played some football in his time too.

			He knew how to take a hit. And he definitely knew how to keep an opponent from reaching his objective. In high school that had been keeping a running back from scoring a touchdown.

			Now it was keeping this guy from escaping the alley.

			Tanner bent his knees and braced himself for the impact as the guy paid no heed to the warning of the gun and continued to barrel toward him. At the last moment Tanner dropped even lower in his stance and flew toward the guy, tackling him low in the legs.

			The guy wasn’t expecting the move from Tanner, obviously betting on the fact that Tanner wouldn’t shoot and never considering Tanner wouldn’t just get out of the way.

			The bigger they are the harder they fall was a saying for a reason, and this guy hitting the ground hard just further proved it.

			Penelope had asked him not to shoot the perp, and Tanner didn’t. But that didn’t stop him from clocking the guy in the jaw with his elbow when he tried to stand back up and get away again.

			“You have the right to remain silent. You’re under arrest, you son of a bitch.”

			The guy grunted and threw a punch at Tanner. He saw stars as the guy’s meaty fist caught him on the jaw.

			Tanner returned the favor with a blow of his own, flipping the guy over while he was dazed. “You have the right to remain silent, although I personally hope you’ll sing like a canary.”

			Tanner didn’t even care that he was making a mockery of the Miranda rights. Somebody was going to have to reread them to him when they arrested him for real. Tanner was basically babysitting until then. Babysitting a six-foot-two, two-hundred-pound baby struggling to get away from him, but babysitting nonetheless.

			It was only a few more seconds before some members of the SWAT team burst through the door and ran up to Tanner, taking over the arrest process. Tanner was more than happy to let them do it.

			Whitaker came rushing around the corner, weapon drawn. He holstered it when he saw the SWAT team had the situation well under control.

			Whitaker brought his walkie-talkie closer to his mouth. “Penelope, we’ve got the suspect in custody.”

			“Good,” the woman responded. “We’ve got the victim. She’s alive and still out of danger with the water. We’ve got it turned off, but evidently this guy didn’t know we were coming like Elliot did.”

			Tanner brought up his own walkie-talkie. “Penelope, I’ve got to go. I have reason to think Bree might be in danger.” He looked over at Whitaker.

			The man shook his head. “The officers should’ve already been in contact with her and reported back. I haven’t heard anything.”

			The walkie-talkie clicked back on. “You two go. There’s nothing you can do now anyway. I think we caught this guy before he could contact the others, so we definitely need to find Bree to figure out our next move.”

			Tanner and Whitaker were running for the car before she even finished the sentence. As soon as they got inside, they were both on the phone—Tanner trying Bree’s cell again and Whitaker calling the officers who should have found her already.

			Tanner once again got no response and whatever Whitaker heard had him cursing.

			“Well, did you talk to any of the employees and ask if they’d seen her?”

			Whitaker didn’t like whatever the officer answered and Tanner could feel his heart begin to hammer.

			“We’ll be there in less than five minutes. Make sure you’ve checked every possible spot in that café that she could be. Bathrooms. Storage room. Bree can sometimes want to have privacy, so check the places that might seem unusual to you.”

			What Whitaker was saying was right, but why would Bree be hiding when it had been such a short time? Why would she leave the safety of the coffeehouse at all?

			She wouldn’t. She’d be working.

			It was all Tanner could do not to yell at Whitaker to drive faster. The man was driving as fast as he could. Instead, Tanner redialed Greg’s number.

			Greg didn’t waste time when he answered. “Tanner. I’m still working on it. The last thing I heard was that Jeter was sent to Parkland Hospital. I’ve sent one of my people over there to confirm. But the word is still that none of the prisoners escaped. Is Bree okay?”

			“We can’t get ahold of her and she’s not where she’s supposed to be.”

			Greg let out a curse. “As soon as my guy arrives at the hospital I’ll give you a call back.”

			“Thanks.” Tanner disconnected the call as they pulled up in front of the coffeehouse and he rushed inside. The uniformed officers were talking to the staff behind the counter. Tanner and Whitaker double-checked all the possible rooms where Bree could be.

			She wasn’t there.

			Fear emptied into him like an icy downpour.

			He pulled a picture from his phone and held it up in front of the manager. “Her. Was she in here? Did she leave with anyone?”

			“Yeah, I remember her,” the manager said. “She was mad because the internet hasn’t been working right today.”

			The tightness in Tanner’s chest eased just slightly. Not having working internet would be one of the few reasons why Bree would have left of her own volition. He pulled out his phone and dialed hers again.

			It was only because the rest of the room was so quiet that they heard the vibrating of a phone in the back corner as Tanner called. Whitaker ran back there.

			“It’s her phone.”

			The manager nodded. “Yeah, that’s where she was sitting.” Tanner disconnected the call and walked over to the corner. He and Whitaker both looked around.

			“There’s no sign of a struggle,” Whitaker said. “And somebody would’ve seen if Jeter was here and tried to take her out.”

			Tanner nodded. “And no internet here means she could’ve left on her own. It’s the one reason she would.”

			They both looked up as the bell chimed on the door as someone entered.

			The ball of ice around his heart eased when he saw it was Bree, laptop held in one arm, typing with the other hand, screen up to her face, completely unaware that everyone in the coffeehouse was looking at her. She literally nearly ran into Whitaker before she even looked up.

			“Excuse me, I left my phone and I—” She finally realized it was them. “Oh, hey. What are you guys doing here?”

			Tanner scrubbed a hand over his face. This was Bree. He’d seen her get lost more than once while working on computers. Couldn’t remember to do even the most basic of tasks like feed herself or go to sleep. He couldn’t get frustrated with her for being herself.

			The most important thing was that she was safe and he was going to make sure she stayed that way.

			“We caught the bad guy and got to the victim. The victim is going to be okay and we don’t think the perp was able to get word to anyone else,” Tanner said, taking the computer from her, setting it on the table and pulling her against his chest.

			She was fine. Thank God, she was okay.

			Bree didn’t question his actions, just snuggled against him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Good. I’ve sent separate messages to the other two. As long as they are not conferring with each other separately, I think they both will eventually take the bait.”

			She finally reached back and took a good look at him. “Are you sure you’re okay? I thought you said the woman was alive.” She reached up and smoothed her small thumb across his brow. “Why so worried?”

			He couldn’t hide this from her. They’d come too far in their relationship, in their trust in one another, to keep something as critical as Jeter’s whereabouts from her. Tanner respected her too much for that.

			But damn he didn’t want to tell her that her worst nightmare was unaccounted for.

			“It’s Jeter. There was a crash of the prison bus and no one is completely sure where Jeter is.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Bree felt like the entire world was falling out from under her. Tanner was saying other stuff, stuff meant to reassure her that Jeter wouldn’t get to her.

			If Michael Jeter was out, there was nowhere on earth that he couldn’t get to her.

			She’d spent much of her life running from him and the Organization, and that was before he’d known for sure she was alive. Now that he knew for certain she was and she’d helped get him arrested, he would never stop hunting her.

			Her first inclination was to run. She was far from the emergency bug-out bag she had stashed at the ranch house, but she knew enough to know how to make herself disappear in a crowd. She could get completely off the grid and maybe find a way to evade Jeter long term.

			She was actually turning toward the door, instinct to flee riding her harder than anything else, when Tanner’s hands came up and cupped her face.

			“Breathe, freckles.”

			Bree sucked in air and realized she had, in fact, been holding her breath.

			“You’re not going to run,” he continued. “You’re not alone anymore.”

			Her hands wrapped around his wrists like they were her lifeline. “Tanner, I know I’ve talked about Jeter, but you really don’t know the truth of it. I’m putting everyone in danger if he’s out. You. Your family. Everyone in Risk Peak. He’ll hurt them all.”

			He brought his face closer to hers so it was the only thing she could see. “You’re not alone in this. Never again. No running, especially not until we have all the facts about Jeter.”

			He stayed there, blocking out everything else, surrounding her with his presence until the panic finally melted just enough that she could process what he was saying.

			He was right. They didn’t have all the information. They didn’t even know for sure where Jeter was.

			And she couldn’t run now. If she ran, there were two women who would die. Bree was the only one who could find them.

			She sucked in a shaky breath. “I know—you’re right. I panicked. I won’t run.”

			His forehead dropped against hers. “Nobody blames you for a little bit of panic. But whatever we decide to do, we do it together, okay? No running.”

			She nodded. “And I’ve still got to do whatever I can to help these women. I can’t leave them to die.”

			“And I’m going to be with you every single minute. When I say you’re not alone, I’m not just talking about the long-term, big stuff. I’m talking about everything.”

			And this was why she loved this man. Because she knew everything he said to her was the truth. She nodded again and he kissed her gently.

			“Let’s get you back to the police station. That will definitely be the safest place for you.”

			She grabbed her computer as he led her out to the car, Whitaker handing her the cell phone she’d left behind on the way. She winced at the multiple missed calls and texts from Tanner.

			Whitaker and Tanner kept her between them, both looking out for possible threats as they stepped outside and walked quickly to the car. Tanner’s firm hand on her arm—the other one resting close to his weapon—told her exactly how much this Jeter thing was weighing on him.

			The uniformed officers gave them an escort back to the police station. Once again, Bree was quickly ushered inside.

			Tanner didn’t let down his guard even once they were inside the building. He was taking the threat of Jeter seriously. If Jeter was out and had access to a computer, he could hack into the Dallas PD system and make it look like he was employed there. He could have a badge and access pass within minutes.

			The thought had her panic inching back up. Jeter could be anywhere.

			Tanner was probably afraid the man would try to kill her. Bree wasn’t. Jeter wanted her for himself. Alive.

			Once they made it back to the command room Tanner relaxed a little bit. At least here all the faces were familiar. A stranger would be much more noticeable.

			The clock at the front of the wall caught Bree’s attention. It was counting down the minutes until the last two women would be covered in water and drown. Less than three hours.

			Bree was going to have to trust Tanner to keep her safe from Jeter. She was going to need every spare minute to figure out where these last two women were.

			“I’ve got to work. We’re out of time,” she whispered to him.

			He gave her a brief nod before his eyes moved back up, gauging the room. “You work. I promise I will keep you safe.”

			Tanner had always done that. Even from that first moment when he’d caught her shoplifting formula and diapers, and had no idea who she was or what she needed, he’d always protected her. He protected her when it meant putting his own life in danger and he’d protected her even when it meant he might lose everything. There was not one bit of her that had any doubt he would protect her now.

			She sat down and placed the laptop next to the desktop computer she’d been working on here. Her life was in Tanner’s hands.

			The lives of two other women were in hers.

			 

			IF TANNER HAD thought the circumstances under which Bree was working before were bad, it was nothing compared to watching her trying to work with the threat of Jeter hanging over her.

			The killers couldn’t have done anything more to split her focus if they had gone and broken Jeter out of prison themselves. It was one of the very few things that would slow Bree down.

			But it still wasn’t slowing her down much.

			She was writing code faster than most people could write their name. And she was doing it on the fly, coming up with ways to try to trap the kidnapers, backing them into a virtual corner.

			She’d explained just a little bit as the first program she wrote was uploading, then had warned him he probably didn’t want to know exactly what the program was going to do.

			She was right. He didn’t care if the program was illegal, not with that clock counting down the minutes those women had left.

			The first thing Bree had had to do was reconfigure the live footage that was to come from the victim they’d just rescued. If it didn’t go live, the other two kidnappers would know the police were onto them.

			The suspect they’d arrested—the linebacker—was proving quite a bit more interesting than Elliot Webster.

			The man’s name was Rory Gresham. He was thirty-four years old and pretty much a laundry list of trouble. When he was twenty-one he had applied to work for Dallas PD, but had been rejected when he couldn’t pass the psychological profile test. He’d gone on to attend Texas A&M, like Elliot, also studying engineering, and had held a good job at the City Planner’s office until about a year ago when he’d been fired for aggressive behavior against his colleagues.

			After the tackle they’d shared in that alley, Tanner felt quite familiar with Rory’s aggressive tendencies.

			Rory had spent the last year with time on his hands and revenge on his mind.

			Based on the information in the chat room Bree had found, it looked like Rory was the mastermind behind most of this plan. He definitely wanted to stick it to the Dallas PD and to the Dallas city government in general.

			He was in custody now, Penelope questioning him with his lawyer present. His victim, Alice Cornick, had been taken to the hospital but, like Jean Adams, didn’t seem to have any serious physical injuries.

			If Tanner had to bet, he would say that Rory was probably the one responsible for the deaths of Shelby and Kelly Quinn. The man wanted to make sure everything was perfect, that there was nothing in the late stages of the game that he would have to factor into consideration. By all accounts, in both his college classes and at his job, he’d been considered brilliant, if not able to work with others.

			According to Penelope, all he’d said so far was that the Dallas PD could go to hell. They should have hired him when they had the chance.

			Bree’s shoulders were getting more and more tense as she worked. He’d hoped that the victim they got to next would be Christina, the woman from the shelter who reminded Bree so much of her friend. That would take at least a little of the pressure off her.

			When his phone rang in his pocket and he saw it was Greg Lightfoot, he stepped away from Bree’s desk so he wouldn’t disturb her.

			“Talk to me, Greg.”

			“Tanner, I’m at Parkland Hospital myself. I can confirm that Michael Jeter is in custody.”

			Tanner felt the pressure that had been sitting on his chest like a rock ease at Greg’s words.

			“You have eyes on him yourself?”

			“That’s an affirmative. Jeter’s face was burned pretty bad. But I personally sat there and watched the US Marshals run Jeter’s fingerprints. And then I had them do a match to a physical print, not a computer match. I’m well aware of what Jeter can do to all things computer.”

			“Damn fine thinking, Greg.”

			“It’s him, Tanner. And given the state he’s in, Bree does not have to worry about him coming after her anytime soon.”

			“The hospital is notorious for less security. Make sure whoever is standing guard is aware that any remaining friends Jeter has might use this opportunity to try to break him out.”

			“Will do. Are you and Bree working this drowning case?”

			Tanner swallowed a curse. “Did news break about it?”

			“Yeah. Not a lot of details, but that’s some messed-up stuff.”

			“Believe me, you don’t know the half of it. Thanks for going to the hospital and checking yourself, Greg. Let me know if you learn anything else.”

			Tanner discussed a few more details with Greg, then disconnected the call. He immediately walked over to Bree.

			“I just got off the phone with Greg. Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

			Her head tilted to the side. “Good news.”

			“Greg went to the hospital himself and confirmed that Jeter was indeed there. He’s got some burns on his face, but Greg watched as they ran his fingerprints and compared them to a physical copy. No computers.”

			For the first time, Bree actually stopped her typing and gave him her full attention. “It was really him? The prison bus accident was really just an accident with really crappy timing for us?”

			He nodded. “I know it’s hard to believe, but in this case, yes. I think it might have all just been a coincidence. Of course, I’m making damn well sure everyone knows what a danger Jeter and his remaining friends are. But right now it looks like he’s in pretty bad condition anyway. Couldn’t be much of a risk to you even if he wanted to.”

			She nodded and let out a deep breath. “Okay. Then Jeter is officially a problem for another day.”

			“Yup.” He cupped her cheek. “But whatever day Jeter decides to show up I’m going to be right next to you waiting for him.”

			Her smile made him want to pull her into his arms, but they had the bad news to deal with first.

			“But that was the good news. Bad news is, word is out about the drowning cases.”

			Bree turned back to her computer. “Actually, that was me that leaked it. Now that we have a little information about Rory Gresham, I’m using the press to play off the last two kidnappers. I’m talking to both of them separately, pretending with each to be the other one.”

			“Are you sure they’re not going to kill the victims outright and just make a run for it?”

			She let out a little sigh. “That’s my biggest concern. Right now, I’m in discussion with both of them on the pros and cons of keeping the women alive.”

			He whistled through his teeth. Not that he didn’t trust her, but that was a lot of pressure and if it went wrong, could mean a lot of guilt for Bree. He didn’t want that for her. “What can I do to help?”

			“I’m hoping the news report of Gresham’s arrest will spark some sort of panicked action. It’s the only play I have left. We’re down to the last forty-five minutes.”

			Damn it. That was so little time. “Freckles, listen.”

			She held up a hand. “No, don’t give me the consolation talk now. Not while we can still save them. I’m going to damn well try everything in my power to get them out.”

			She was right. He should not be treating this as if they’d already lost these women. “I’m sorry. It’s not that I don’t have faith in you...”

			“I get it, hot lips. You’re you and want to protect me. And I love you for it. But right now...” Her eyes grew big. “I’ll be damned.”

			“What?” She had diverted her attention from her main computer back over to the laptop.

			“It worked. One of them just panicked and made a pretty rookie mistake. I set up a side channel attack on the very slim chance that someone would panic and one of them did and just triggered it.”

			“English, freckles.”

			She typed for a few seconds. “I know where victim number three is.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Everybody flew into action the moment Bree had an address. Whitaker immediately got Penelope from where she was still interrogating Rory Gresham.

			Nobody recognized the address because it was so far out of town. By the time Penelope came rushing into the room Leon had it pulled up on a map.

			“What do we got?” Penelope asked.

			“Looks like a damn farmhouse,” Leon answered. “Definitely not industrial like the warehouse or the empty hotel.”

			“Perp doesn’t need that big of a space,” Tanner said. “Just somewhere where he could get the vic in without people noticing. A barn would definitely work.”

			Whitaker looked over at Penelope. “It’s going to take every bit of thirty minutes just to get out there. And we’ve still got the fourth victim.”

			“I’ve got our fourth kidnapper talking to me,” Bree said. “He’s a little more guarded. Prickly. He didn’t like finding out who Rory Gresham was. I think the fourth guy feels like he’s been used for someone else’s agenda.”

			Whitaker rolled his eyes. “That’s what happens when you jump into bed with people you don’t even know. Might want to find out a little bit more about them before committing to their sick little experiments.”

			Tanner couldn’t help but agree.

			Bree shrugged. “I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not great at reading people, but it’s like this fourth kidnapper feels personally betrayed by Gresham. Scorned almost. Wait, I...” She faded off. “Let me try something.”

			Bree sat down and began typing on her laptop. Penelope looked over her head at him.

			“We’ve got to leave right now or we won’t make it to that farm in time to save the third victim. Whitaker and I will head to the farm, you and Leon keep working number four and move as soon as you’ve got actionable intel.”

			Tanner nodded. “I’m not leaving Bree alone.”

			Penelope let out a frustrated sigh. “Do you think she’s not safe here in the middle of the police department?”

			“Nothing against any sort of security here, but Bree stays with me.”

			He wasn’t still on full alert, but until he had a chance to check on Jeter himself and make sure the people guarding him knew what they were dealing with, Tanner wasn’t letting Bree out of his sight. Not that he didn’t trust Greg, but he’d seen Jeter’s Organization at work and he wasn’t willing to risk Bree’s life on anything, particularly at this.

			“Fine.” Penelope turned to Leon. “Make sure you bring extra backup then.”

			She and Whitaker were rushing out the door without another word.

			There were twenty-eight minutes left until the victims drowned.

			Bree was frantically pounding away at her keyboard.

			“There it is.” Bree pointed to a chat room window that popped up on her screen.

			“What is that?” Leon asked. “It looks like something from a dating site.”

			“That’s exactly what it is,” Bree responded. “And it predates their group getting together. And it’s with Rory Gresham and kidnapper four.”

			“I totally don’t understand what we’re talking about here,” Leon said, studying the screen. “Two of them were dating? So Gresham is gay?”

			Bree shook her head. “No. I think suspect number four is a woman. On the dating site, Gresham talked about wanting to prove himself. That once he pulls off this little operation, he would get taken seriously and would be able to move forward with the relationship. But now the fourth suspect realizes Gresham never really had any plan for them to be in a relationship. Rory was just using her—using all of the kidnappers—to get his revenge on the city of Dallas.”

			Both Tanner and Leon shook their head.

			“What I don’t know is how to use this information to get her to tell me where she is,” Bree continued.

			“Are you relatively sure she only knows Rory Gresham and not the other kidnappers?”

			Bree shrugged. “Honestly, she probably didn’t even know Rory. Just what he told her online. There’s no indication that she knows the other two outside of their main chat room. I’ve tried everything I can think of to get her to tell me where she is. Now that the information about Rory has come out, she has receded even further.”

			Bree rubbed a hand across her face. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to get to her, or the victim, in time. She doesn’t want to talk about anything to do with the plan or the box or anything.”

			“That’s because right now none of that stuff is what’s important to her,” Tanner said. “She’s got her mind on other things. Things of the heart.”

			Bree’s green eyes pinned him. “She does?”

			He pointed to the chat room box. “She’s thinking about the fact that the man she spent a lot of time talking to and investing in, lied to her. Try talking to her as a woman. Remember how you felt when you thought maybe Penelope was attracted to me?”

			He was right. Bree needed to talk to her woman to woman. Her hand began flying over the keyboard again. “If I pretend to be kidnapper three and tell her that Rory made those same promises to me? Maybe that will get her to drop her guard. I’m going to have to say it in the public room, but she’s the only one left checking that.”

			Bree’s hands flew across the keyboard. “For the record, if you have been promising yourself to both me and Penelope, I definitely would be willing to stop what I was doing and make sure you felt my wrath.”

			Tanner chuckled. “Let’s hope it’s true with this person too.”

			“I’m telling her that I can’t believe what I just heard about Rory. That he had made me feel special and that it was all a sham. That I had agreed to this plan for personal reasons with him, not for his agenda.”

			Tanner nodded. “Good. That’s good.”

			A few seconds later Bree smiled. “She’s on.”

			They all watched the screen as the suspect typed.

			I feel like Rory lied about everything.

			Bree was quick to respond.

			I thought he wanted to be in a relationship with me. I feel like he was just using me.

			You female irl?

			“She’s asking me if I’m female in real life,” Bree explained.

			“This is it. You need to get her to move into a communication with you that we can track,” Tanner said.

			Bree muttered a curse. “I need two minutes to write a shell program that will bounce off a private chat room and lead us to her. Talk to her while I write it.”

			Bree sprinted over to her desktop computer and Tanner sat down in her place, praying he wouldn’t say something to scare the suspect off.

			Yes. Female irl. Rory and I met on an online dating site. I thought he was into me.

			Same. Bastard has been using all of us.

			“Hurry, freckles,” Tanner muttered. “I’m running out of things to say to her.”

			“Forty-five seconds.”

			Tanner strained to find something to say.

			Did you meet Rory irl?

			It felt strange to use the initials, but it would be a dead giveaway if he wrote out the words.

			No. We agreed to meet after. U?

			Bree came sprinting back over. “I’ve got it. Let me talk to her.”

			Bree’s fingers flew over the keys.

			Mind if we switch over to pm? I don’t trust this chat anymore.

			Bree put the link out for the private chat.

			“Now we see if it works.” Tanner looked up at the clock. They had less than twenty minutes left. It was going to be close, and that was if the suspect was actually with the victim.

			Two minutes that seemed like an eternity ticked by.

			“I don’t think she’s falling for it. I made it look real but if she pokes at it too hard, she’s going to see what it really is.”

			Another minute went by. And Tanner began to worry Bree was right. She had the open chat room right in front of her. “All I need is for her to get on one time and we’ll have her.”

			Finally some words popped onto the screen.

			I’m here.

			Bree’s hand flew over the keys once again. And a dozen seconds later she had an address.

			“That’s fifteen minutes away,” Leon said.

			Once again they were dashing for the door.

			Leon drove, siren blazing, cutting off traffic everywhere he could in order to make up time.

			Both Tanner’s and Leon’s phones buzzed at the same time. Leon didn’t even gaze at his, eyes focused on the road.

			It was a message from Whitaker. Tanner couldn’t help but smile as he read it.

			“Whitaker and Penelope made it to the third victim in time. It was Christina. She’s safe.”

			Bree let out a little sigh of relief. “I know no one’s life is worth more than another, but I’m glad a baby girl is not going to grow up without her mother because of this.”

			Tanner squeezed her hand. “How about we spoil everything for Rory Gresham and rescue this last woman too?”

			“Has anything changed about the location?” Leon asked.

			Bree typed for just a couple of seconds then a frown marred her features.

			“What?” Tanner asked.

			“The channel is still open, but she’s not talking. She hasn’t said anything since letting me know she was there. It’s just odd that she would get in there and then not say anything else. Even when I asked her a question.”

			Tanner looked over at Leon. “This could be a trap.”

			He gave a brief nod without taking his eyes off the road. “It doesn’t matter. We are out of time for stealth.”

			In less than two minutes they were screeching to a halt in front of a small house. It backed up to the woods, which was probably what had allowed the kidnapper to get the victim inside without being seen. It wouldn’t have been easy, but not impossible.

			Bree was climbing out the door as soon as the car stopped.

			“Where are you going?” Tanner asked.

			She looked at him like he was crazy. “There’s no way you’re sending Leon in there by himself, especially after what you guys just said about this possibly being a trap. And I know you’re not letting me stay by myself in the car, so I’m coming with you.”

			Tanner bit off a curse. “Do you really think it’s safer for you inside there?”

			“I refuse to be a liability to you. I know you have an extra weapon. Let’s put all the lessons you’ve given me shooting out at the ranch to good use. I’ll either stay here and defend myself or be right behind you when you go inside the house.”

			Leon crossed to the trunk, opened it and tossed an extra Kevlar vest to Tanner. “We’ve got to move.”

			Tanner didn’t like it but he was completely out of time and options. He slipped the Kevlar vest over Bree’s head and strapped it tight, then reached for the weapon at his ankle and handed it to her. “Just like we practiced at home. And if anybody comes at you, you don’t hesitate to pull the trigger. In the meantime, you stay right on my ass.”

			She actually smiled. “Nowhere I’d rather be.”

			They jogged toward the house. “You guys head around back,” Leon told them. “Text me when you’re in place. I’m going to go in hard through the front door. This place isn’t very big, but maybe it has some sort of secret hidey-hole like Elliot’s.”

			An alarm went off on Leon’s watch. “That’s it. We’re at zero hour. She’ll be underwater any second now.”

			Tanner shook his head. “Then I say we breach the front door. Getting to the victim is more important than catching the perp if she decides to flee.”

			The two men nodded at each other and Tanner grabbed Bree’s hand, pulling her right behind him.

			“On your ass. I got it.”

			At the door, Leon turned to them. “Ready?”

			Tanner nodded. “Let’s do this.”

			Leon counted it down and kicked the door in. Bree kept one hand at his waist, under his vest so he’d know where she was. Both he and Leon kept their weapons raised, announcing their presence and moving quickly through the small house.

			It didn’t take long to realize there was no one here.

			“There has to be some sort of secret room like you said.” Leon was already looking around the closet, but nothing about it suggested that there was any sort of extra space.

			“Bree,” Tanner said. “Are you sure this is the place?”

			“I’m positive this is where she was when she got into the chat room I set up. But there’s no guarantee this is where the fourth victim is.”

			“You guys,” Leon called out. “There’s a shed out back. It’s small, but it could possibly be our spot.”

			They rushed out the back door to the shed. Tanner immediately pushed against the door but it only moved about a foot before getting stuck.

			They all three looked down and saw the blood leaking out from under the door.

			Tanner glanced at Leon and they both jammed their shoulders as hard as they could into the door. It finally moved enough for Tanner to slip inside.

			He immediately saw what was blocking their entrance.

			A woman’s body.

			Tanner pulled the body away from the door so Leon and Bree could enter behind him. A wall had been raised inside the shed, creating a narrow hallway. He felt the wrist of the woman on the ground.

			“No pulse.” As soon as he flipped her over, he saw why she didn’t have a pulse.

			She’d shot herself in the head. The gun was still in her hand.

			“We got a body. Looks like a suicide.”

			Leon nodded and moved farther inside the shed, weapon still raised.

			They all heard a strangled scream from behind the wall. Tanner dropped the dead woman’s wrist and both he and Leon sprinted toward the small door at the end of the hall, Bree right behind them.

			Once inside they all immediately recognized the scene from the footage. They’d found the fourth victim.

			And the woman was drowning.

			They all rushed over, Tanner scooping his hand under the woman’s head to help her sit up as far as possible, Bree and Leon using their arms to splash out water as quickly as they could in huge strokes.

			When the woman finally coughed out the water she’d swallowed and was able to take a breath, they all relaxed a little bit, although Bree and Leon kept shoveling the water out. Tanner reached in his pocket and grabbed his phone, calling 9-1-1 to let them know they needed an ambulance at this address. Then he took over shoveling water so Leon could call Penelope and give an update.

			Bree was talking to the woman, wiping her hair back from her face, reassuring her it was going to be okay. It was Betty Neighbors, the woman from Waco.

			He met Bree’s eyes over Betty’s face. Bree had done it. She’d done the impossible: saved all four victims.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			As soon as the paramedics and uniformed officers showed up and took over to help Leon, Tanner got Bree out of there. They had done their part. Bree had very definitely done hers, even under the most trying of circumstances.

			Suspect four, Kelly Braun, had killed herself. Maybe she’d realized there was no way she wouldn’t be going to jail or was distraught to have been used by Rory Gresham. They were all just thankful she’d sent that one last message in the private chat room Bree could trace or they never would’ve found Betty Neighbors in time.

			The rest of the case would be handled by Penelope and Leon. Bree and Tanner might have to come back and testify for the trials, but the work was done for them.

			By the time the rest of the team arrived, Bree was swaying on her feet. Now that the action was over, her body was shutting down. Tanner let Leon know he was leaving and immediately took Bree back to the hotel.

			She was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.

			Tanner got them booked on a flight home for much later that evening. He wanted to get her out of here, back to Risk Peak where she belonged—where they both belonged—but had something he needed to do first.

			Check on Michael Jeter himself. See for himself that it was, in fact, Jeter in that hospital. Make sure everyone surrounding him was truly aware of the danger he posed, not just to Bree but the world in general. Even injured, he was dangerous.

			Tanner needed to see Jeter with his own eyes. He’d been there when Jeter had been arrested, but things between Tanner and Bree had been tentative then.

			They weren’t tentative now. Tanner was about to ask Bree to marry him. To be his forever.

			He looked down at her asleep next to him from where he sat on the bed. He stood and walked over to his jacket and took out his mom’s ring. Soon to be Bree’s ring. He slid open the box and looked at it.

			It didn’t belong in his pocket anymore. It belonged on her finger. Noah had been right all along, he’d been overthinking it. The important part wasn’t in the how or where Tanner asked her to be his bride, not for Bree.

			The important part was that she understood that there was nothing in this world that could tear him away from her. That no matter what decisions they had to make—they would figure it out.

			Together.

			Michael Jeter also needed to understand that. That Bree was no longer alone. Would no longer need to run. Would no longer face any challenges that came her way with no backup.

			Tanner would be right there standing between her and whatever danger thought it could get to her. So if Jeter had something planned, he should be aware of that.

			Tanner had already put a text into Whitaker. He was going to hang out with Bree at the station in a few hours, so Tanner could go to Parkland Hospital. He wasn’t trying to keep his meeting with Jeter a secret, but neither did he want Bree to feel like she needed to come with him.

			He closed the ring box and slipped it back into his jacket pocket. He knew he wasn’t going to ask her to marry him in a hotel in the middle of Dallas when they were both exhausted.

			He lay back down on the bed beside her. She didn’t stir as he pulled her into his arms, just fit against him the way their bodies had learned to do instinctively.

			As soon as he got her back onto the ranch, he’d be down on one knee.

			A few hours later Tanner awoke to Bree’s bright smile. After spending an hour giving them both even more reason to smile, they packed up and headed to the station.

			Bree was excited to be going home, but was more than happy to make sure Penelope understood the details of what she’d done to help stop the killers. Detailed reports would help make prosecuting the case that much easier.

			Penelope and Leon were both looking a lot more relaxed, although Tanner doubted either of them had gotten a chance for much rest yet. But just knowing the worst was over was enough for now.

			Whitaker walked up to shake Tanner’s hand as he entered control central—now being returned to just a normal set of conference rooms—to a scattering of applause for Bree, which did nothing but make her embarrassed.

			Jeremy was back and immediately had questions for Bree. She was obviously glad to have someone who understood and could appreciate what she’d done with the case, since she immediately turned and walked to the terminal with Jeremy without a word to Tanner or Whitaker.

			Both men let out a chuckle. The behavior was so typically Bree that neither of them could be offended. The woman had a one-track mind. That had just saved four people’s lives, so no point getting bent out of shape about it now.

			“I called Sheriff Duggan and let her know we’d be on our way home today. Thankfully all has been quiet on the home front,” Tanner said to Whitaker. “I know you like this sort of big-city action, but I think I’ll stick with Risk Peak and our small-town stuff.”

			The other man clasped him on the shoulder. “Me too, brother. I’m glad we could help out here, but I think I’ll stick with small town too. Although, we’ve had our share of action over the last few months.”

			That was the damn truth. “Hopefully we can have some excitement of a different type from here on out.”

			Whitaker raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? Got something in mind?”

			Tanner grinned. “Seems like wedding planning could be dangerous enough. I just need to get that woman home and out of danger long enough to ask her.”

			“A feat in and of itself.” He chuckled and held out his hand to shake. “Congratulations. I knew you two were perfect for each other from the moment I tried to arrest you both for murder.”

			Now Tanner chuckled. “I’m just glad that didn’t stick. Thank you for keeping an eye on Bree today. I just want to double-check on the Jeter situation myself while I’m in town.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? I think it would take more guts than even Jeter has to try to get to Bree in the middle of a police station.”

			Tanner shook his head. “But if anyone would try, it’s him. I won’t take a chance with her safety. You’re the only one I can trust to take this threat seriously. Until we know for sure Jeter is firmly locked away in prison, I consider him an outright threat to Bree.”

			“I’ll be sure she’s safe. But you watch your back too. Jeter is not just a danger to her.”

			Tanner would much rather him be a target than Bree, but he knew the truth. Bree was Jeter’s obsession. Especially now after she’d put him in prison. Tanner was of no interest to the other man.

			Bree was still deep in conversation with Jeremy, so Tanner said his goodbyes to Whitaker and headed to the hospital.

			He wasn’t able to get any information about Jeter at the hospital front desk, even after showing his badge. That was actually a good thing. It meant someone was doing their job right. Finally, Tanner asked for a representative from the US Marshals, the law enforcement group in charge of transferring prisoners, to meet him there at the front desk. He had to wait nearly fifteen minutes before a man in his early fifties, hair cut short, with a hard, cynical look in his dark eyes finally approached him.

			“You the fellow looking for information about Michael Jeter?” the man asked, fingers never far from the holster at his waist.

			Tanner gave him a brief nod and slowly reached for his badge. “I’m Deputy Captain Tanner Dempsey out of Grand County, Colorado.”

			The man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re one of the arresting officers in the Jeter case.”

			Tanner nodded. “That’s right. I’m a little surprised you know that.”

			“When I found out it was Michael Jeter my men and I were responsible for guarding, I made it my business to know. I’m Aaron Pinfield.” The man held out his hand and Tanner shook it. “You’re a long way from home, Deputy Dempsey.”

			“Tanner, please. I was in town with my friend Bree Daniels, consulting on a completely separate case.”

			Pinfield nodded again. “Bree Daniels is in Dallas? That’s an interesting coincidence. I read a lot about her too.”

			“Then you can understand why it was important to me to come over here myself and check out the situation. Jeter has a lot of powerful friends. Or did. We’re not entirely certain exactly who or what he has left now.”

			“But no matter who it might be, Jeter is much less secure in this hospital than he would be in a prison.” Pinfield finished for Tanner.

			Tanner nodded, relieved the older man not only shared Tanner’s concerns, but wasn’t offended or threatened by them. “Bree Daniels has suffered a lot at Jeter’s hands. Much more than what is written in any report. I have no doubt he is still obsessed with her and will do anything to get her back under his control.”

			Pinfield gave Tanner a solemn nod. “Well, that’s just one more reason to make sure we don’t let him out of our sight.”

			“I’d like to talk to Jeter. I’m taking Bree back to Colorado later this evening. I’d like to be able to tell her I saw Jeter with my own eyes. Reassure her a little bit.”

			Pinfield raised an eyebrow. “And I’m sure you might have a couple of things you’d like to say to the man while you’ve got eyes on him.”

			Tanner shifted a little bit, uncomfortable. Yeah, he damn well definitely had things he wanted to say to Jeter concerning Bree. “I’m not trying to disrupt your operation in any way—”

			Pinfield held out a hand. “I’m not going to stop you from saying anything you have to say. If that bastard had hurt my woman, I’d also want to make sure he understood that wouldn’t be happening again.”

			Pinfield pointed down the hall and they began walking. “Well, I can get you in the door to give your message, but the truth is Jeter is not in much shape to hear anything. The burns on his face, neck and chest are pretty severe. We’ve been told by the doctors that this will be a long-term assignment. They expect Jeter to need all sorts of skin grafts and surgeries.”

			Tanner winced. “No offense to you or your team, but that’s not the news I wanted. The longer Jeter is out in the open, the more people involved with his recovery, the more of a chance there is somebody working to break him out.”

			“No argument here. But we are aware of the situation and we’re going to be on top of it the entire time.”

			“I would consider it a personal favor if you would keep me posted concerning any changes or concerns you have. I have friends in law enforcement throughout the country, both state and federal. We are willing to help out any way we can.”

			Pinfield reached up and squeezed Tanner’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m committed to making sure that man spends the rest of his life in prison. That bastard lying in that hospital bed is not going anywhere. I’m going to make damn sure of it.” He then stopped outside the door that had two guards stationed at it.

			Tanner nodded and reached for the door. “Thank you.”

			“Thank you for getting Jeter here in the first place. I’ll give you a few minutes to say your piece. Like I said, I don’t think he can hear you. But everything in this room is recorded anyway, so I’d be more than happy to play it back for him later.”

			Tanner walked into the room and closed the door behind him. Immediately he could see why Pinfield had warned him that Jeter wouldn’t be providing Tanner any sort of discussion.

			The man lying in the bed was barely alive. He had so many tubes and monitors attached to his body it was almost impossible to notice the restraints that kept both wrists attached to the bed. Honestly, the cuffs seemed like overkill. The idea that Jeter could inflict harm on others was almost ludicrous. In this state he didn’t look like he could even get out of bed.

			Tanner reached into his pocket and pulled out the small fingerprinting kit. Greg Lightfoot said he had watched the officers do it, but Tanner couldn’t see any harm in doing it himself to be sure.

			It took him less than a minute to manipulate the fingers of the unconscious Jeter into the formation he needed to get the prints. And less than another minute after that to be comparing them to the set he’d brought with him. He even used a magnifying glass.

			It was definitely a match.

			Tanner wiped off Jeter’s fingertips and folded the set of prints he’d taken and put it in his back pocket. Maybe they would reassure Bree. In some ways he wished he’d brought her. Seeing Jeter like this—so hopeless and pathetic—might help heal something in her.

			Jeter let out a groan like somehow even under all the drugs he was still in pain.

			However much pain he was in, it wasn’t enough.

			“Did you ever give her anything when she was in pain, you son of a bitch? When you broke her bones or cut her or didn’t let her sleep for days at a time?”

			Jeter didn’t answer. Tanner hadn’t expected him to. “I hope part of you can hear me, although I’ll still get Pinfield to deliver the message later just to make sure. Bree—Bethany—she’s not yours anymore. She’ll never be yours.”

			Tanner’s hands balled into fists. “She’s not alone and she’ll never be alone again. If you want her, you’ll have to go through me. And that’s not happening. So I hope you live a nice long life in your prison cell. Not for what you did as a terrorist, but for what you did to her.”

			He stared at Jeter’s unconscious form for a long minute.

			There was more he wanted to say but he realized that he’d rather get back to Bree and start their future than spend time here fighting ghosts of the past.

			“I’m going to ask her to marry me,” Tanner whispered. “I’ve got the ring right here. She will never be alone and defenseless again. So remember that if you decide you’re coming for her. People have her back now.”

			He turned and walked out the door. Pinfield was still standing outside.

			“Say everything you needed to say?”

			“Yep. I suppose I should feel bad about what shape he’s in. But I don’t, not even the smallest bit.”

			“I assume you fingerprinted him with that kit you had in your pocket?”

			Tanner raised an eyebrow. “You don’t miss much.”

			“That would be why I am a US Marshal. And also, this.” Pinfield pulled out a file and handed it to Tanner. He opened it and found multiple sets of fingerprints, which had been taken by hand and run against a master set that was attached to the inside of the folder.

			“We take fingerprints at the beginning of every shift, after any sort of medical procedure where Jeter is taken out of this room, or if anybody just gets the heebie-jeebies. We’re all aware that the first thing someone trying to assist Jeter would do is change his fingerprints in the system. So we always use the hard copy. Those fingerprints have not changed since that prison bus accident. And we’re going to make sure no one tries to switch them out under our watch.”

			Tanner shook the man’s hand. “Thank you. Thank you for taking this seriously. Thank you for making it so that I can sleep a little better at night.”

			Pinfield smiled. “Just doing my job.”

			Tanner left the hospital feeling much better than he had when he’d arrived. He shot a text to Whitaker letting him know that he was on his way back.

			Pinfield had this under control. Tanner wasn’t sure there was anything he would be doing differently if he was in charge.

			But more important, it was good news for Bree. Soon Jeter would be in prison where he belonged.

			He opened his car door and got inside. They still had a few hours before their flight. Maybe he would see if Bree wanted to come back here. She hadn’t gotten her closure on the stand like she wanted. Maybe this could be the next best thing.

			He was about to pull out of his parking spot when a knock on his window stopped him. All Tanner could see were the scrubs of a doctor. He rolled down his window a little.

			“Can I help you?”

			“I’m sorry. I’m Dr. Arnold. Are you Tanner Dempsey? Deputy Tanner Dempsey?”

			Tanner rolled his window the rest of the way down. “I am. Is everything okay?”

			“Oh, yes. I just wanted to see...”

			The doctor shifted and Tanner felt a sharp pinch at the side of his back. He was reaching for his weapon as everything began to blur.

			The doctor leaned down so that he was now gazing directly into Tanner’s window and Tanner could see his face.

			“You...” His voice sounded distant and foreign to his own ears. The fingers reaching for his sidearm wouldn’t seem to work.

			“What were you just saying about how if I wanted to get to Bree I was going to need to go through you?”

			Michael Jeter’s face without any burns at all smiled out at Tanner.

			And then everything faded to black.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Tanner knew he was in trouble as soon as he woke up. He was in a box, not unlike the ones Rory Gresham and his cronies had used on their victims.

			But this one was wood. Basically a plain coffin, just not yet closed.

			“Don’t worry, Tanner. I can call you Tanner, right? Deputy Captain Dempsey seems so formal.” Jeter waved from a few feet away. “Either way, don’t worry, I’m not going to drown you. You had enough drowning excitement for one week, right? Plus, who has time to figure out all those details about how many drips of water it will take. That’s just nuts.”

			Tanner blinked, trying to clear his mind. “Who is that man in the hospital and how does he have your fingerprints?”

			How was it possible that Jeter was standing here right now without a scratch on him?

			Tanner’s hands were tied at the wrists and resting on his chest. He tried to move his legs but they were restrained also inside this casket-shaped box.

			“I’m going to be honest with you, and this might make you think I’m a bad person, but I honestly don’t know the name of the guy in the hospital. Believe it or not, I’ve been prepared for something of this measure to occur for the last ten years. That man lived a wonderful life of luxury and all he had to do was be roughly my same height and build, have the same blood type as me and have his fingerprints removed and mine lasered onto his fingers.”

			“He’s your double.”

			“Yes, exactly! But honestly, I didn’t even come up with the idea myself. You’d be surprised at how many political leaders have doubles in case their death is the only option for escaping a situation, and yet they don’t actually want to die.”

			Tanner shook his head, still trying to shake away some of the cobwebs. This couldn’t be happening.

			“I know, right?” Jeter said. “It’s all such cloak-and-dagger craziness. Hard to believe it’s true.”

			“So you’ve been planning this from the beginning,” Tanner said. He kept his eyes on Jeter but glanced up behind him and around whenever he could. “I can’t believe you don’t have a whole army here.”

			Jeter threw his arms up. “I have been around people—so many damn people—every day for months. I needed time alone for a while. But don’t worry—I still have my loyal followers I’ll band together eventually.”

			Tanner followed Jeter with his eyes as the man walked around. Why did this place look familiar?

			“Between you and me, I’m not cut out for prison. The man taking my place will do much better, plus his family will live in complete luxury for the rest of their existence. But me? I have other, better things to do than sit in a cell every day. I need to be able to move around. Some people aren’t meant to do nothing, you know what I mean, Tanner? I can’t be someone who does nothing.”

			“Why didn’t you just kill me in the parking lot?”

			“Why, Bree, of course. My Bethany. You are the only way I can get her to come to me of her own accord. If I didn’t use you, she would go to ground, hide. And we both know how good she is at that.”

			“Do you expect me to just call her and lead her here to slaughter? I’ll die first.”

			Jeter actually winked at him. “Don’t worry—you’re going to die anyway. I mean, hell, Deputy, you said so in that hospital room. If I wanted her, I had to go through you.”

			“You were listening in the hospital room?”

			Jeter rolled his eyes. “I feel like all I’ve been doing for the past twenty-four hours is listening. Listening in the hospital room. Listening to your investigation.”

			“What?”

			“Oh, come on. I even helped you with the last one. Bethany got a little sloppy making that shell program to trace the chat room. Your suspect wasn’t going to fall for it. And that woman in the box was going to die. I stepped in, shot the suspect in the head and sent you a little message. I would think you’d be a little more grateful for that.”

			Jeter had been a step ahead of them this whole time, waiting for the right moment to strike against Bree.

			Tanner shifted slightly and finally realized why this place seemed so familiar. They were inside the restaurant where Shelby’s body had been found. One of the first places Whitaker had shown him when he and Bree got here—in his old neighborhood.

			“You’ve been inside the police files,” Tanner said. “Otherwise you would’ve never known about this place.”

			He shrugged. “I’ve just wanted to be close to Bethany, and this case has been her sole focus the last couple of days. She’s really just so wonderful, isn’t she? Her brain. I want to say it’s the sexiest thing about her, but now that she’s all grown up I can’t say that anymore.”

			Tanner began to fight against his restraints.

			“Come on now, Tanner. You’re about to be her fiancé, right? You can’t tell me you don’t think she’s sexy.”

			Jeter began tossing something casually in his hand. It didn’t take Tanner long to realize it was the ring box.

			“You stay away from her, Jeter. Just disappear and leave her alone. I’m not going to let you take her.”

			Jeter tilted his head to the side with a condescending smile. “Like I said, you’re not going to be alive to have a say-so. Your case has actually been pretty helpful to me overall.”

			Tanner stopped his struggles. There was no way out of this box the way he was restrained. He needed to work smarter, not harder.

			And do it before Jeter got Bree here.

			“How did the case help you? Besides getting us to Dallas.”

			“I have to admit, that was quite fortuitous. I thought I was going to need to travel all the way to Colorado before seeing Bethany. But instead, the case brought her here. But it did so much more than that.”

			Tanner felt the slightest give in the zip tie around his wrist. Would it be possible to work his hand out? He could feel his backup weapon still in his ankle holster, but had no way to get to it, restrained like this.

			“Once I hacked into the Dallas PD system, I was able to see everything you all—and Bethany—were seeing. She was so busy trying to figure out how to follow the broadcasts, she didn’t even try to fortify her computer actions against possible outsiders. So I was able to know exactly where Bethany was and what she was doing every minute. It was quite refreshing, I tell you, to be following someone as brilliant as her.”

			Tanner let Jeter continue to monologue. Anything to buy him time to try to get his wrist loose.

			“Plus, your case provided me with the ketamine I needed to knock you unconscious. And most important, it made me realize how I could get Bethany’s attention.”

			“I thought you said you weren’t going to drown me.” Tanner kept trying to twist his wrist to loosen the zip tie but it wasn’t working.

			“No.” Jeter asked, “Who has time for that sort of drama? No, I have a much better plan. I’m going to suffocate you.”

			Suddenly the box Tanner was in seemed much smaller.

			“I’ll add a little carbon monoxide to make sure the job is well and truly done, thus our stay at a restaurant—but yeah. I thought suffocating you would get Bethany here pretty damn quickly.”

			“Bree is too smart to show up here just because you threaten her.”

			“Well, that’s where the case comes in once again... How about some live footage of you dying? That’ll be pretty damn motivating for our girl, don’t you think?”

			 

			“YOU REALLY ARE BRILLIANT,” Jeremy said as Bree finished showing him everything she’d done to track the killers. “I can’t believe you wrote that shell program to track number four in under ninety seconds.”

			Bree shook her head. “Honestly, I can’t believe she fell for it. Obviously she must have been really upset or she would’ve quickly realized it was a trap.”

			Of course, obviously she’d been really upset since she killed herself.

			“Thank God it worked,” Jeremy muttered. “After all that, I can’t believe none of the victims died.”

			“Except the first two,” Bree reminded him. “The ones that were never broadcast.”

			“Penelope is concentrating on Rory Gresham for those two, since he was the ringleader. Looks like he was practicing on them. Making sure it would all work before he brought the others in.”

			Bree stretched her back. “I hope she can get a confession out of him.”

			Jeremy smiled and stood up. “If anyone can, it’s Penelope. And if she can’t, he’ll still be going away for a long time. At least four counts of conspiracy to commit murder.”

			“I hope that’s a long time.”

			Jeremy patted her shoulder with his nonburned hand. “I’m sorry I was a jerk to you before. If it wasn’t for you, all four of those women would be dead.”

			She shrugged. “I got lucky for some of it.”

			“Yeah, well, your luck is still based in skill. So just take the compliment. I hope we’ll get to work together again, Bree.”

			Bree looked around after Jeremy went over to talk to Penelope, searching for Tanner. She hadn’t seen him since she’d started talking to Jeremy and that had to have been twenty or thirty... She looked at her phone. Crap. Make that two hours ago.

			Maybe he’d gotten tired of waiting for her to finish with Jeremy and decided to grab some lunch or something.

			“You looking for Tanner?” Whitaker walked over to her.

			“Yeah. I had no idea Jeremy and I had been discussing my methods for two hours. Where’d Tanner go?”

			“Um, he had some things he wanted to look into with the case.”

			“Is there a problem? Oh, no, there aren’t more victims or anything, right?” The thought that she might have missed something ate at her.

			“Oh, no, nothing like that. Actually I think this had to do with another case.”

			“What other case?”

			Whitaker looked down at his phone. “Look, you haven’t heard from Tanner? He texted me over an hour ago. He should be back here any second. I’m sure he’ll explain everything then.”

			Bree’s eyes narrowed. “What would he need to explain, Richard? Where is he?”

			Whitaker shifted on his feet. “I think it’s better if you hear it from him. I’m sure he’ll—”

			Bree’s phone chirped in her hand. She looked down and saw a text from Tanner. She shooed Whitaker away with her hand. “You’re off the hook, poker face. I’ll get him to tell me what’s going on.”

			“Good,” Whitaker muttered, and took off in a hurry.

			I need something from you.

			Bree’s brows furrowed at the message. Tanner usually started texts with a greeting when they hadn’t been around each other. She shot back one of her own.

			Everything okay? What do you need?

			I need you to sit down at the air gap system and make sure no one is paying attention to you.

			Bree froze and stared down at the phone in her hand. If she’d had to have guessed she would’ve said that Tanner wouldn’t even have known what an air gap computer system was, much less that they had one here. It was an internal system, not connected to the internet.

			Are you there?

			The terse words had her moving quickly to the terminal. Tanner needed something from her and if she could give it, she would. She could ask questions later.

			A few seconds later she was in front of the system, using the DOS operating function to get to a workable spot on the computer. She typed back on her phone.

			Okay, I’m on. What do you need?

			She waited, but nothing came back up on her phone. Finally a near-silent beep on the computer itself got her attention.

			And two tiny words.

			Hello, Bethany.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Bree stared at the screen. How was Jeter contacting her through this system? It was a closed system, not utilized for communication outside of the Dallas law enforcement department.

			Had Jeter somehow found a way to hack into their system from the hospital? She thought he was still unconscious, but obviously not.

			Her cell phone buzzed in her hand, a video call from Tanner. She needed to let him know that Jeter was somehow in the law enforcement system. God only knew what he could do from there.

			She was still staring at the computer screen when she pressed the receive button for Tanner’s call. Was there any way to trace Jeter through the air gap system?

			“Tanner, we’ve got a problem. Jeter has somehow—”

			Her stomach dropped as she finally looked away from the computer and at the screen of her phone. It wasn’t Tanner’s brown eyes looking back at her. It was the face from her nightmares.

			She stared at the picture in silence, unable to even force any words past her throat that seemed suddenly completely closed. If she could figure out anything to say anyway.

			Why did Jeter have Tanner’s phone?

			The computer screen beeped softly in front of her.

			Put in headphones. If you’re interested in seeing Deputy Dempsey again alive.

			Bree couldn’t stop the small cry that escaped her. She reached down into her bag and pulled out the headphones, placing them in her ears.

			“Bethany, you look well,” Jeter said. “It’s so good to see you. I chose this computer for a reason. I want you to set your phone against the screen and keep your hands resting on the front of the keyboard, but not typing anything. This way I can see you and your hands, and I can hear you.”

			“What do you want?” she said softly.

			“Right at this moment I want to make sure nobody knows that you’re talking to me. So I’m going to turn off the video feed on my end—” the phone screen went black “—but I can still see and hear you. Now, put the phone where I said and your hands on the keyboard. I know what you’re capable of, and we’ll not have any of that.”

			She did as he asked.

			“Good. That’s very good, Bethany.”

			Bile curdled in her gut and her fingers began to shake. This was just like when she’d been a child. He’d always been behind her back, looking over her shoulder, where she couldn’t see him. All she’d ever been able to do was hear his voice.

			“How do you have Tanner’s phone?” she finally got out.

			“He lent it to me.”

			“I find that hard to believe.” The best possible scenario would be that Jeter had somehow stolen Tanner’s phone without him being aware of it. The worst... Bree couldn’t even stand to think about the worst.

			“How about you just ask him yourself.”

			Tension flooded her body. “What?”

			Instead of a picture on her phone, a small video box opened on the computer screen.

			It was Tanner, lying in a box—a casket. His hands were bound and crossed on his chest. He had a gag in his mouth.

			Bree couldn’t hold back the little sob that escaped her.

			“Quiet now, Bethany. If you let anyone know you’re talking to me, you’re going to watch your boyfriend die pretty brutally. After all, he’s already in a casket. Makes cleanup pretty easy.”

			“You son of a—”

			Bree’s words were cut off as Whitaker walked up to her. Instantly the video box containing Tanner disappeared from the screen.

			“Everything okay?” Whitaker asked.

			Bree’s fingers grasped the end of the keyboard hard. Jeter was watching. If she moved to warn Whitaker she had no doubt Tanner was a dead man.

			“Yeah. Just wrapping things up. Ready to get home—you know how it is.”

			“What did Tanner say when he called?”

			Bree swallowed hard, struggling not to give herself away. “Not much. That he would be back soon and we would talk.”

			Think. She had to figure out a way to let Whitaker or someone know Jeter had Tanner.

			“All right. I’ll let you finish up here. I’m not going to fly back to Risk Peak for another couple of days. Just want to make sure Penelope doesn’t need any further help.”

			“I’m sure she appreciates that.”

			Whitaker gave her a smile and walked off. Bree wanted to scream out for him to come back.

			“See, you handled that quite well.” Jeter’s voice came back on in her ear. The picture popped back on the computer screen. “Now maybe if you continue to follow directions so well, your Tanner will live to see another day.”

			It was all she could do to stop herself from reaching up and touching the screen. Touching Tanner. As if her touch could somehow make this all go away.

			“It’s like the case you’ve been working, isn’t it? I’ve been watching. I can’t help but be proud of what you did there. Helping arrest Gresham, Elliot the others. Those people were reasonably adept. The Dallas Police Department would’ve never caught them without your help. The women in the boxes would be dead.”

			“Were you a part of all this?” Bree didn’t know how it was possible, but if it was, Jeter would be the one to accomplish it.

			“Oh, no. I can’t take credit for that. But it did make it very easy and convenient to follow you the last day.”

			She was sure it had been. She’d been trying to work as fast as possible, only hiding herself from the killers. She’d never dreamed somebody would backdoor their way into what she was already backdooring into.

			“But the prison bus accident. You orchestrated that.” She already knew it was the truth, she didn’t have to ask it as a question.

			“Come on now, Bethany. You had to have known I would get out. You’ve always known I would come for you.”

			Bree shut her eyes. He was right. She hadn’t wanted to admit it, even to herself, but she’d always known Jeter was going to find a way to come after her.

			She’d let herself become so soft. Someone her mother—who had given her life trying to protect Bree and teach her how to best combat the dangers posed by Jeter and the Organization—wouldn’t even recognize now.

			Bree had let herself fall prey to the magic of her and Tanner’s love. Like that was some sort of protection. As if it was some sort of talisman able to protect them from the reality of the evil of the Organization.

			She’d let herself believe that the law would be able to control Jeter, someone who’d fooled the entire world for decades.

			She should’ve known better.

			She studied the video of Tanner on the screen once again. He didn’t look panicked. The only way someone would even know that he was scared at all—and he had to be, sitting inside a casket with a madman standing over him—was by the frantic movement of his finger against his chest.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			She should’ve never allowed herself to stop permanently in Risk Peak. She’d brought this danger straight to Tanner.

			“Why all the theatrics?” she finally asked Jeter. “Are you trying to outdrama the case we just worked on?”

			“Don’t worry I’m not going to drown Tanner, not when suffocation will work just fine. Or if we need to speed things up, I’ve always got some carbon monoxide.”

			Bree swallowed another sob, looking at Tanner again.

			His finger was still moving in overtime. She wanted to reach out and grab it, just to calm it. To...

			His finger was moving in a pattern.

			Bree fought to keep her face neutral. To keep this news away from Jeter.

			What are you trying to tell me, hot lips?

			Because he definitely was.

			Tanner must know where he was. Why would Jeter gag Tanner? It was just as much overkill as using the voice modulator.

			She watched his fingers more carefully. Yes. He was using Morse code.

			W-H-I-T. Pause. S-H-E-L-B-Y. Pause. S-C-E-N-E.

			The message repeated from there. When they’d first gotten here, Whitaker had taken Tanner to the crime scene where the girl from his neighborhood had been found. Where was that? Bree wasn’t completely sure, but knew it was somewhere on the south side of town.

			If Jeter had hacked the Dallas PD system, he would definitely have knowledge of that location.

			The question was, how did Bree let anyone else know where Tanner was without alerting Jeter.

			“What do you want, Jeter?”

			“I want a lot of things. I want you to not have run away a dozen years ago. I want you to have not betrayed me a few months ago. But for right now, I’ll settle for you trading yourself for Tanner’s life.”

			She would do it. She would do it in a heartbeat, every single time. She would give herself over to Jeter a thousand times if it meant Tanner lived.

			“Fine. I’ll do it. I—”

			Before she could say anything else, Penelope walked over and stopped directly in front of Bree’s computer station. “Everything okay? Where’s Tanner?”

			Jeter’s voice came on in her ear as the picture disappeared once again from the computer screen. “Get rid of her, Bethany. We’ll go ahead and close the casket so Tanner can get a taste of what it might feel like in a few minutes if you don’t cooperate.”

			“Um...” Bree looked up at Penelope trying not to sweat. “You’ll have to ask Whitaker. They were hanging out together last time I saw them. I’m sure Tanner’s around here somewhere.”

			Penelope’s eyes narrowed. She glanced down at Bree’s hands then back up to her face.

			The woman suspected something, or was at least noticing something was off. Bree could do nothing to warn the other woman. If Penelope said the wrong thing it would cost Tanner his life.

			“Well, I just wanted to come by and say thank you for all the work you did with the case. We wouldn’t have been able to get those women out, without you.”

			Bree gave a little nod. This was the last time she was going to be able to signal to anyone that Tanner was in trouble. How could she do it?

			“I’m glad I could help.”

			Penelope was still studying her. “And I’m really glad that you and I got to spend some time together and get to know each other so well. All the one-on-one time we spent together.”

			Bree kept her face completely neutral. She and Penelope very definitely had not gotten to know each other. Bree had forgotten the woman’s name more than once.

			“Um, yeah. That was nice.”

			“You listening to music like you always do when you’re working?” Penelope continued.

			“Get rid of her, now, Bethany.”

			“Yeah. Music. You know how I love music when I’m working.” Bree nodded.

			“You’ll be sure to get me that footage you set up before you leave, right? The special recordings you set up? Sorry we were so hard on you about that. I guess even I get territorial sometimes when it comes to cases.”

			The monitor footage. Yes, it would still be running even now. If Penelope checked it she would be able to see what Jeter was sending her right now.

			And even better, Jeter had no idea it existed since Bree didn’t use an official Dallas PD system.

			“Yes.” Bree nodded enthusiastically. “You will very definitely want to look through that for the case. Jeremy knows how to access it. You’ll want to do that first thing. Thanks, Penelope.”

			Penelope nodded and said a fast goodbye.

			Bree prayed the woman had understood exactly what she meant and was checking to get the necessary screenshots right now.

			“She’s gone. Where do you want me to meet you?”

			Jeter rattled off an address and Bree knew right away it wasn’t where he was holding Tanner. It was nowhere near Whitaker’s old neighborhood.

			“That’s where Tanner is? And if I come there and agree to stay with you, you’ll let him go?”

			“That’s the deal. He’ll be right here beside me. And the moment you agree to go away with me, you can send a message to one of your little cop friends and have them come rescue our Tanner. If everyone moves quickly enough, maybe Tanner will get out of this before he suffocates. You have my word.”

			Bree barely refrained from rolling her eyes. Jeter had no intention of letting Tanner out of that casket alive.

			“Put the picture back on. I want to see him one more time. If I go away with you this will be the last time I’ll ever be able to.”

			She needed to make sure Penelope got the message about where Tanner was. Saw that it was his fingers moving.

			Jeter put the video of Tanner back up on the screen. Bree bit back a sob as Jeter had to pry open the casket cover in order for her to be able to see him. Sweat was running off his forehead and his eyes were a lot more apprehensive now.

			His finger still kept beating the same Morse code pattern. Tanner knew he was in trouble, but was not panicking.

			Bree brought her fingers up to her mouth and kissed them and then placed them on the screen. Hopefully to Jeter it would look like she was saying goodbye to Tanner. But once she got her fingers to the screen, where she was out of Jeter’s view, she pointed to Tanner’s finger tapping the code. She pointed three times, praying it would be enough.

			They had to get to Tanner.

			“Fine, I’m coming. Leave the casket open. I can meet you at that address in fifteen minutes.”

			“I don’t think so. I think the casket being closed gives you more incentive to move more quickly. How long do you think it takes for someone to suffocate in a casket? An hour? Thirty minutes? I bet you’d like to Google that, wouldn’t you, but you can’t because you’re going to leave your phone on video with me the whole time. If at any point I can’t see your hands or I think you’re trying to warn someone about what’s going on, your boyfriend dies.”

			Bree got up, keeping the phone so Jeter could see what she was doing. She was going to need to get a car. She knew how to steal one, but doing it in a police department parking lot was not the best of circumstances. But what other choice did she have?

			She was almost to the door when Whitaker’s voice called out.

			“Bree, where you going?”

			She grimaced and turned back to him, keeping the phone at an awkward angle where Jeter could still see everything.

			“I, uh, just needed some fresh air. And thought I might grab a bite to eat or something. I’ll be back in just a few.”

			“I think you ought to wait until Tanner gets back. I don’t think he would like for you to be wandering around by yourself even if Jeter is in the hospital.”

			How was she going to get out of here without making this a huge deal? “Yeah. But I—”

			“Or I can come with you,” Whitaker offered.

			Damn it. She tightened her grip on the phone. “No I—”

			“Hey, Whit, can I talk to you for a second?” Penelope walked up to them and placed a hand on Whitaker’s shoulder.

			“Sure. But—”

			“This can’t wait. It’s about one of the victims.”

			Whitaker looked torn. “It’s not a good idea for Bree to be going outside on her own.”

			Penelope studied Bree. “You still listening to your music?”

			Bree touched her headphones. “Yeah. Helps me relax.” The woman had to have remembered her earlier comment about how music distracted her.

			“Here’s the keys to my car. It’s parked right out front. Go do what you need to do. We’ll see you soon.”

			Bree turned and walked away, leaving Penelope behind to calm the blustering Whitaker and hopefully figure it all out.

			Bree prayed it was enough.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Tanner watched from his definite disadvantage point as Jeter put the call on mute. He could see Bree’s face, taut with worry, as she got up and made her way toward the door.

			“Do you have something to say, Deputy?” Jeter pulled the gag out of Tanner’s mouth.

			“You’re not going to get away with this.”

			Tanner wanted to say more. Wanted to say that Jeter was underestimating Bree once again. Wanted to say that she was smarter than he gave her credit for, and should learn his lesson since she’d bested him twice already.

			But Tanner knew better than to interrupt his enemy when he was making a mistake.

			“Actually, I think I am going to get away with it. Don’t you see? Bethany is coming back to me. It didn’t take much.”

			“She’s coming back to you because she has a kind heart and didn’t want to see me die.”

			Jeter sighed. “She always did tend to lean toward being too soft. I tried to correct that in her. Would have succeeded if she hadn’t run away. But don’t worry, I’ll succeed now. I’m the one she was always meant to be with.”

			Jeter took out the ring box and began tossing it in the air again. “Honestly, Tanner. What could you give her? I am the one who always challenged her. I’m the one who helped her find the strength within herself.”

			“You tortured her and her mother, isolated her and made her life a living hell. Bree Daniels is a woman of exceptional strength and beauty despite you, not because of you.”

			Jeter’s eyes narrowed. “Her name is Bethany. She may have forgotten it, but don’t worry, by the time I’m finished with her she will never forget who she is or who she belongs to ever again.”

			Tanner looked at the phone showing Bree leaving the police station. Had she figured out his clues? Tanner had to believe she had. Because there was no way in hell Jeter was going to let Tanner go free.

			Jeter stuffed the gag back in Tanner’s mouth. “I don’t think anybody’s going to be around to hear you if you yell, but just in case. It’s time for me to go meet our girl. Ironically, I’m meeting her at a place just a couple blocks from here. Someday I’ll tell her how close she was to where you died. We’ll have a good laugh about it.”

			Jeter rested his arms on the side of the casket and winked at Tanner. “See, I think there’s something you don’t really understand about Bethany. She can be molded. It might take a little more pressure than when she was a teenager, but I have no doubt I can do it.”

			Tanner fought down panic as Jeter began to close the lid. “And just in case I underestimated Bethany once more—because honestly, fool me three times then I’m just a damned idiot—know that I’ve made certain that if she doesn’t choose me, she’ll never choose anyone else ever again.”

			The lid of the coffin closed, and blackness surrounded him.

			“Sorry it had to be this way, Tanner.” Jeter’s voice was distant through the thick wood of the casket. “But Bethany and I are meant to be together. It was always supposed to be this way.”

			Some sort of lock clicked on the outside and Tanner was trapped by the darkness and his own helplessness.

			 

			JETER ALLOWED BREE to pull up the GPS on Penelope’s car, but made her turn the phone so that he could see exactly what she was doing. Smart. Because given two minutes, Bree could probably get a message sent to someone through the GPS. Of course, Jeter could do the same thing, which was why he’d circumvented that option.

			Bree was a little surprised when the address he’d given her brought her to a popular lunchtime sandwich shop. She would not have thought that Jeter would show his face in public, given how well-known he now was.

			“Park the car and take the white Honda Civic.” A picture of a license plate filled her screen.

			Bree did as she was directed. It was actually a smart move on Jeter’s part. If Penelope tracked the GPS in her car, it would just show that Bree was at a restaurant like she’d said she would be.

			Maybe Jeter really was bringing her to where he held Tanner and planned to let him go unharmed once Bree showed up.

			But she knew better. The best she could hope for right now was that Tanner wasn’t already dead. That Penelope and Whitaker figured out the clue and got to him in time.

			“Okay, I’m in the new car. Where do you want me to go?”

			An address popped up on the GPS of the car and Bree began following the directions. At least this time it was leading her closer to where Tanner had indicated he was being held.

			“You’re never going to be able to live a normal life, Michael. Too many people know you. There will be a reward out for your capture.”

			Jeter’s face filled the screen once more. “Sadly, this face will have to go. You’re right, it’s much too noticeable. Yours will have to go too, Bethany, darling.”

			Bree drove the rest of the way in silence, gripping the steering wheel so hard her knuckles were white.

			Was she really driving toward this madman who had made her life a living hell for so many years? And all for the possible but unlikely chance that Tanner was still alive?

			She tried not to think about what Tanner would want her to do because she already knew.

			Tanner would never want her to put herself back into Jeter’s clutches. Not just because of the price she would pay personally, but because of what Jeter would accomplish once he eventually wore Bree’s resistance down and she cracked.

			Bree and Jeter working together unchecked would become an unstoppable force. Law enforcement would never be able to capture him again.

			Tanner would definitely not want Bree to be giving herself to Jeter, even to save his life. If he could communicate with her right now he would tell her to turn the car around and drive the other way.

			The only reason she didn’t was because she knew the other side of that truth too.

			If the roles were reversed and Tanner could put himself in jeopardy for the chance that it might save her life, he would do it in a heartbeat.

			That’s what love was.

			So she kept driving in the direction Jeter indicated.

			A few minutes later she pulled up outside what looked like an old strip mall with adjoining shops. It might have been a thriving part of this neighborhood at one time, but had long been abandoned.

			“Just come in through the pawnshop door,” Jeter said in her ear.

			Bree got out of the car and marched slowly toward the entrance. Each step got harder and harder, like a prisoner walking to execution.

			It wasn’t much of a metaphor if it was happening in reality.

			She opened the door and walked inside. The interior of the building had been completely gutted. All the windows were blacked out, leaving the inside barren and completely dark.

			Bree waited a few seconds for her eyes to adjust, then walked a little farther inside the building.

			“That’s right,” Jeter said. “Just keep walking straight. You’ll find my little office.”

			Bree used the light from the screen to guide her toward the only thing she could see inside the building besides boxes—a small room in the back corner.

			It wasn’t completely unlike the rooms that had been used to hold the kidnapped women.

			“Let’s go, Bethany. We don’t have all day.”

			Bree gritted her teeth and reached for the doorknob, then pushed the door open. There stood the man she’d been running and hiding from half her life, smiling with his arms outstretched like they were old friends.

			“I’m here.” She shut the door behind her, but stayed close to it. “Now where’s Tanner?”

			Jeter gestured at one of the multiple monitors sitting around the room. There were at least half a dozen different computer systems, although Bree wasn’t the least bit surprised. Jeter would always be surrounded by computers.

			“Deputy Dempsey is right where I left him.”

			“We had a deal. I came here, and you let Tanner go.”

			Jeter just smiled. “It’s so good to see you, Bethany. The last time we met, when you betrayed me, the circumstances weren’t optimal. I’ve had a lot of time to think about you the last few months. About you and I and how we fit together.”

			He took a step closer as he continued. “About how we can’t allow things to stand in our way even when methods might sometimes seem cruel. About ends justifying the means.”

			“You’re not going to let Tanner go, are you? You never planned to let him go.”

			“Come over here and look at your Tanner.”

			Bree didn’t want to move away from the door, but had no choice when Jeter picked up the gun on the table and pointed it at her.

			“Come look.” He gestured with the gun.

			She wasn’t going to move. She knew firsthand there was a lot worse he could do to her than to kill her quickly with a bullet. If Tanner was going to die anyway, then Bree wasn’t going to subject herself to a life of horror with Jeter. Wasn’t even going to subject herself to one single touch from him.

			And then she saw just the slightest bit of movement on the monitor with Tanner. Something was happening over there, around the closed casket. Maybe Penelope had figured it out.

			She had to keep Jeter distracted. Gritting her teeth, she took a step away from the door.

			“There’s a good girl.”

			“You know I’ll hate you forever. For killing Tanner? I’ll never forgive you.”

			Bree forced herself to hold completely still as Jeter closed the distance between them and reached over to touch a strand of her hair. “We both know I can break you,” he whispered. “You’ll be whatever I mold you into.”

			She glanced at the monitor again while Jeter was obsessed with touching the side of her face. There was definitely something happening.

			“But I’m not a complete monster. I’ve attached a canister of carbon monoxide to Tanner’s casket. All I have to do is flip the switch and he’ll die without any pain within seconds.”

			He stepped back from her a little and she knew he would be turning to the monitor. She couldn’t allow that to happen. With a scream she pounced toward the table, sweeping her arms across it and dumping everything, including the monitor with the picture of Tanner’s casket, onto the floor. Screeching, she dived for more of the computer equipment, ready to drag it off the table also. She kicked everything her feet came in contact with for good measure.

			An arm wrapped around her waist and slung her back into the far corner of the room.

			Bree was breathing hard, blood boiling. She’d never thrown a fit like this in her life and it actually felt a little good. But God, she hoped it was enough. For Penelope and Whitaker to get to Tanner and get him out.

			But even if they did, they weren’t going to be able to help her. They had no way of knowing where she was.

			The best thing Bree could hope for might be to get Jeter to kill her here.

			Jeter shook his head and made a tsking noise. “I’m so disappointed in you, Bethany. Now your would’ve-been fiancé will die much more slowly and painfully, all so you could have a little temper tantrum.”

			“What?”

			Jeter took a ring box off the table and began tossing it in the air.

			“This. Your boyfriend has been carrying it around. Seems like our Tanner was planning on proposing.”

			He tossed the ring box to her and she caught it out of automatic reaction more than anything else. She opened it and tried to bite back her sob.

			“Oops,” he said. “I guess I spoiled the surprise. But since Tanner will be dead in a few minutes anyway, there’s no real harm done.”

			Bree ignored him, reaching out to run her fingers over the ring. This had been Tanner’s mom’s engagement ring. Bree remembered it from when the older woman had shown her over dinner one night.

			Had Tanner really been planning to ask her to marry him when she’d been afraid he was going to ask her to move out of the ranch house?

			Jeter reached over and snatched the ring out of her hand. Bree bit back another cry.

			“Please. You’ve taken Tanner. Just let me keep this.”

			Jeter tilted his head and studied her. “You really did have feelings for him, didn’t you?”

			Bree was surprised when he lifted her hand and placed the ring box back on her palm. “I will let you keep this. Because someday you will readily give it back to me. The way you just ran your fingers so lovingly over it will be how you rub them over the ring I give you instead.”

			Bree forced herself not to cringe. The important thing was that she had the ring.

			Jeter crossed back over to the second table Bree hadn’t knocked over. He picked up a syringe lying there and turned back to her.

			“I got this from one of the kidnappers in your case. The same one I helped you catch. You didn’t really think she was going to fall for that shell program did you?”

			“Actually, no. I was pretty surprised when we got her message.”

			Jeter held up his arms. “That’s because it was me. That lady in the bathtub thing would’ve definitely been dead by the time he found her, if I hadn’t killed the kidnapper and sent a message to you. See, I’m not such a terrible guy.”

			Bree looked around the room. There’s no way she was going to make it to the door without him catching her and injecting her with whatever was in his hand.

			There were no windows and no other way out.

			There was nothing nearby for her to throw at him, and if they had hand-to-hand combat, there wasn’t much chance of Bree winning.

			She backed farther into the corner, trying to figure out what she could do, and felt her shoulder get snagged on something.

			The fuse box.

			It wasn’t a great option but it was at least something. No windows meant no power would bring total darkness.

			She glanced at the room trying to memorize where everything was. She would have to dive behind the table, crawl and reach for his gun. Of course, he’d probably be doing the same.

			Jeter was still talking. The man had always loved the sound of his own voice. “Surely you know we were always meant to be together, Bethany. Tanner said you would run. That you would never come to me, not even to trade yourself for his life. But I knew the truth. You and I, no matter what shape or form these faces end up in, belong together.”

			Jeter was staring at the syringe, lost in his own words. She knew she wouldn’t have a better chance. She snatched open the fuse box, and immediately saw the master fuse. It looked like there was some sort of set of wires hanging off it, but Bree didn’t care even if it shocked her.

			“No!” Jeter screamed.

			Out of the corner of her eye she saw him dive for her. She grabbed the master switch and yanked it over.

			Everything went black. She dived for the back of the room like she’d planned.

			Then screamed as everything began to explode around her.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Tanner wasn’t a particularly claustrophobic person, but trying to keep calm minute after minute inside a casket was difficult even for him.

			He wasn’t sure why Jeter hadn’t used the carbon monoxide like he’d threatened, and at this point Tanner was beginning to think that might be less of a blessing and more of a curse.

			Maybe Bree hadn’t gotten his message. She had to have been scared out of her mind to interact with Jeter. She wouldn’t have known that Tanner knew where he was and that he was trying to signal in some way.

			If he was going to die here, he was going to die praying Bree had done the smart thing and had run in the opposite direction. That she’d made her decisions with that computer brain of hers, and known that there was no way Jeter was ever going to let him go.

			A year ago that’s what she would’ve done. Hell, maybe even a few weeks ago. But he knew the truth now. Bree loved him the way he loved her and she would never leave him here to die if there was any possible thing that she could do.

			Now he just wished he’d asked her to marry him any of the times he’d had the chance, even if the situation hadn’t been perfect.

			He began to fade in and out of consciousness. It wasn’t so bad. When he was out he could hear Bree’s sweet voice talking to him. And sometimes others, like Whitaker and Penelope. Although he’d much rather hear Bree.

			“Tanner! Are you here?”

			Tanner opened his eyes. Whitaker’s voice sounded a lot louder this time.

			“Tanner. Call out.” Penelope.

			“Hey!” Damn it. His voice was too weak. Instead, he brought his elbow as hard as he could against the side of the casket. At least that cheap bastard used wood.

			“Everybody shut up. I heard something,” Whitaker yelled. “Do it again, Tanner.”

			Tanner continued to thump. The effort was excruciating. He was definitely running out of oxygen in here.

			“I’ve got him!” Tanner heard something on the top of the casket. “There’s a lock. Get something to cut it with.”

			There was a lot more commotion, and he tried to focus on that rather than the dwindling air. Finally the casket flew open.

			The light was blinding, but the air... Oh, the precious air. Tanner took great gulps of it while Whitaker and Penelope helped get him out of his restraints and sit up.

			Somebody pressed a bottle of water into his hands as Tanner took in the scene around him. “You got my message.”

			“Actually, Bree got your message and then made sure we saw it,” Penelope explained. “But we don’t know where Bree is. I gave her my car thinking we’d be able to track it, but she changed vehicles for some reason.”

			Tanner stood all the way up. “Jeter would’ve thought of that. But he’s close by with her. He’s set up some sort of headquarters around here.”

			“If Jeter kidnapped you, then who is the guy in the hospital?” Whitaker asked.

			“Somebody willing to lose all his freedom to make sure the real Jeter gets his. It’s a plan they’ve had in place for years. It was always just a matter of time before it was implemented.”

			“We’ve got every Dallas PD officer available nearby,” Penelope said. “And Jeter is on the top of everybody’s most-wanted list, so we can have everyone from the FBI to Homeland Security here within the hour searching for him.”

			Tanner shook his head. “An hour will be too late. And Jeter is crazy when it comes to Bree. He told me he set it up so that if he can’t have her, nobody will. If we go on a door-to-door hunt, he’s going to kill her.”

			“I can have Jeremy pull up the building plans from around here and send them to us,” Penelope said. “There are only so many places where Jeter can keep himself hidden. He’s too well-known to be out in the open.”

			“No.” Tanner shook his head. “That’s sure to tip Jeter off. He would have some sort of alarm set if someone pulls the building files. That’s what Bree would do. And like it or not, Jeter taught Bree a lot when it comes to computers.”

			“We don’t need a computer to tell us what’s around here,” Whitaker said. “I grew up in this neighborhood. I can provide you with at least a basic layout.”

			Tanner nodded. A basic layout would get them pretty far. Within five minutes, they’d gotten Whitaker some papers and he’d sketched out a three-block radius of his neighborhood.

			“If I was looking to set up shop somewhere I wouldn’t be noticed, I’d head to one of these two places.” He pointed to two different sections of his crude map. “Either here, which was a pawnshop and shoe repair, but has been deserted for at least half a decade. Or these storage units. A lot of shady stuff happens around there, and nobody’s going to study anyone else too carefully.”

			Either place would probably work for Jeter.

			“This is your call,” Penelope said. “We can go in stealth, or we can go in guns blazing. If he’s in one of those storage units, it could take a little bit of time to find him. He’d have the advantage.”

			Tanner couldn’t disagree with that. “Let’s concentrate there. Jeter would definitely want the advantage.”

			They were out the door and headed toward the storage units along with most of the uniformed officers just a couple minutes later. Tanner was riding with Whitaker when a feeling in his gut stopped him.

			“Whit, wait. I don’t think this is right. I know the storage units would give Jeter the advantage, but that bastard is so conceited, I don’t think he would even consider that he needed an advantage.”

			“You sure?”

			“Plus, he’s been sitting in a cell for months. I don’t think he’d be quick to put himself back in a box with his first taste of freedom.”

			Whitaker spun the car around right there in the middle of the street. “I’ll let Penelope know we’re going to check out the pawnshop.”

			Tanner swallowed a curse. “I could be wrong. I did spend the last couple hours trapped inside a coffin.”

			“When it comes to Bree, I’ll take your gut feeling no matter how many hours you’ve been buried.”

			There was only one car parked in front of the abandoned pawnshop. A white Honda Civic. One of the most popular cars on the road today. And one that would never draw attention. It was the same type Bree drove because it was so nondescript.

			“I think she’s here. Let’s get inside.”

			Tanner checked the weapon Penelope had given him and the one in his ankle holster. He and Whitaker got out of the car.

			“Let me stick my head in,” Whitaker said. “If Jeter is in there, he may not recognize me, but he’ll definitely recognize you.”

			Tanner nodded reluctantly and followed Whitaker to the front door. He opened the door without hesitation, keeping his weapon down at his side, looking more like someone interested in the pawnshop that used to be there than a cop.

			Tanner waited, letting the door almost close before catching it. If something went wrong in there he wanted to be able to get in quick.

			A moment later the door opened again and Whitaker motioned him inside.

			It was dark.

			“Vacant except for some sort of office in the back corner,” Whitaker whispered.

			Weapons drawn, they moved quickly toward the office area. The blacked-out windows made it hard to see. But it didn’t take them long to hear both a woman and a man’s voice.

			“That’s Bree.” Tanner had never been so relieved to hear a voice in his whole life. “I’m going in.”

			Whitaker grabbed him. “Think. She’s still alive, they’re still talking. You storm the castle, and things might go to crap quick. Jeter is smart, Tanner. Be smarter.”

			Tanner nodded. Whitaker was right. They began looking around the outside of the thin walls of the office. Maybe there was a different, better way of getting in than the door.

			The entire far side of the wall farthest from the door was lined with wooden boxes. Tanner didn’t think anything of them until he remembered what Jeter had said about if he couldn’t have Bree, nobody could.

			“Whit, shine a light over here for second,” Tanner whispered. Whitaker aimed the beam of light at one of the boxes and Tanner pried it open silently. Both of them let out a curse when they saw what was inside.

			Explosives.

			“Surely, Jeter won’t set those off with him still in the building.”

			“I don’t know. He’s obsessed with her. He might be willing to die rather than have her live without him.”

			Whitaker nodded. “Then we go back to plan A. Storm the castle.”

			Tanner nodded and they moved to the door. “I’ll kick it in. You go low, I’ll go high.”

			Whitaker crouched and Tanner was counting down when they heard Jeter yell from the inside.

			“No!”

			Whitaker’s eyes looked up at Tanner in confusion.

			Then everything blew to hell.

			 

			THE EXPLOSION KNOCKED both Tanner and Whitaker half a dozen feet away from the door. If they’d been over next to the explosives, it would’ve killed them instantly.

			As it was, half the office was gone.

			And Bree was still in there.

			“Bree!”

			It was almost impossible to see any details in the smoke, but the fire was lighting half the space.

			Tanner crawled toward the office. To the side he heard Whitaker coughing and moaning like he was in pain, but Tanner couldn’t stop—the man was breathing and that was more than Tanner knew for sure about Bree.

			He grabbed Whitaker’s phone, dialed 9-1-1 and left it on the ground. Hopefully emergency services would send first responders immediately since they’d be able to track the call.

			He continued to crawl toward the office, keeping low to attempt to stay out of the smoke.

			“Bree!” He made it to the door. “Bree! Talk to me, freckles.”

			God, please talk to him. Please be alive.

			The smoke got even thicker as he moved inside the door. The far half of the office, where all the explosives had been stored was now completely gone. Computer equipment lay in pieces on the ground and burning on a table.

			A leg bent at an awkward angle near one of the computers caught Tanner’s attention and his heart began to throw itself against his ribs. Was that Bree?

			He crawled over, the smell of scorched flesh becoming stronger as he did. He prayed with all his might it wasn’t Bree.

			It wasn’t. As soon as Tanner got to the shoe he realized it was too large to belong to Bree. This was Jeter.

			Tanner didn’t waste any more time on him. Alive or dead, he’d have to wait.

			A bang against a table that had fallen caught his attention. “Bree!”

			A cough.

			“Bree, I’m coming.” He got to his feet, still keeping as low as he could, and ran behind the table.

			Bree was there. She was alive. She was moving her hands all over the ground, crying and coughing.

			“Bree.”

			She couldn’t hear him between her frantic movements and crying. He touched her ankle and she screamed, kicking at him.

			“Freckles, it’s me!”

			“Tanner?”

			“Yeah, baby. Come on. We’ve got to get out of here.”

			“Wait, there it is!” The last word turned from a sob to a cough. The smoke was getting thicker.

			Tanner crawled closer to her. She was still feeling around for something. Some evidence? Something about Jeter?

			She scurried away, fighting him when he tried to pull her back. “Bree. We’ve got to go. Now!”

			He’d never spoken to her in this way, but whatever was going on inside her mind, she needed to let it go. “You’re alive. I’m alive. I don’t care about anything else. Let’s just get out of here.”

			But she still scrambled forward another foot. “Got it!”

			He had no idea what she was talking about, but she was at least ready to go now.

			“Stay close to me. We’re going to have to keep low.”

			They rounded the table and Tanner came to an abrupt stop.

			Jeter was there—one leg still lying awkwardly to the side—and had his gun trained at both of them.

			“Sorry, Tanner. But I did warn you that if she wasn’t with me, she wasn’t going to be with anyone.”

			Tanner’s weapon wasn’t in his hand. He’d dropped it during the explosion. There was no way he’d be able to get to his ankle holster before Jeter shot them.

			“Admittedly,” Jeter continued. “You did warn me that I’d have to go through you to get to her. Looks like that’s true too.”

			He felt Bree’s hand tighten on his side. It seemed so unfair that they would both survive to this point only to die here.

			“Michael,” Bree said, just loud enough to be heard over the burning.

			“Yes, Bethany.”

			“I’m coming over to you.” Bree got unsteadily to her feet. “Don’t shoot Tanner. I’m coming to you.”

			“I have to shoot him. Don’t you understand? You’ll never be mine as long as he’s alive.” Jeter pointed the gun right at Tanner’s face and Tanner knew with him only ten feet away this time there wouldn’t be any cheating death.

			Bree took another step closer to Jeter but was still too far away to be able to harm him. “You said I would eventually give this back to you. And you were right. Here it is.” She tossed something small in Jeter’s direction.

			Jeter’s attention was splintered as he tried to catch it, forgetting about his injured arm. It gave Tanner the seconds he needed to get his weapon from his ankle holster.

			Tanner didn’t hesitate. He was firing as he swung the weapon up and in Jeter’s direction.

			The man died still reaching for whatever Bree had thrown at him. Tanner looked down and saw exactly what it was.

			Her engagement ring.

			He had no idea how she had gotten it or why throwing it at Jeter had caught him so off guard. And he didn’t care. He scrambled forward, grabbed the ring and took Jeter’s pulse, just for good measure.

			This time the man was definitely dead.

			Bree was staring at him like she couldn’t quite take it all in. Tanner didn’t blame her.

			But they were going to have to process later when the building wasn’t burning around them. He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the front door, now being opened by firefighters. Whitaker was staggering that way too.

			They made it outside, squinting against the sunlight so bright after the darkness, sucking in gulps of fresh air. Firefighters led them to the side so they were out of the way.

			Tanner and Bree just clung to one another. Too many times today they’d both been sure they’d never see each other again.

			“He’s really gone?” she finally said against his chest.

			“Yes. Forever. You never have to look over your shoulder for him again.”

			And she would’ve, Tanner realized. Even if Jeter had gone to prison, she still would’ve spent the rest of her life always wondering if the shadow behind her was Jeter.

			She clutched him tighter. “This is it. Now we’re finally able to move forward. No more past to keep us trapped.”

			Tanner dropped to his knee right there surrounded by firefighters, paramedics and cops. The building was burning, they were both bleeding and smelling like smoke.

			He pulled out the ring anyway.

			“This should have been on your finger before today, but for whatever happened in there when you threw it at Jeter and he lost all focus, I’m thankful it wasn’t.”

			She looked down at him, her green eyes even more huge in her face smudged by soot.

			“I love you, freckles. I know we have things we need to work out, but marry me. We’ll figure out the rest as we go.”

			Her hands stayed clinched at her side. “I know Jeter is gone, but that doesn’t change who I am. The things he did to me... The way I had to live to survive... I’m never going to be like normal women with normal expressions of emotions.”

			“Thank God. You are everything to me, Bree Daniels. Everything I never even knew I wanted. Now say you’ll be my wife so poor Whitaker over here can stop pretending like he’s not about to cough up a lung.”

			She cupped his face with her hands. “Are you sure?”

			“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my entire life.”

			The smile that split her face was breathtaking. “Then yes. I’m yours, forever.”
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			Wanted by the Marshal

			by Ryshia Kennie

			Chapter One

			Cheyenne, Wyoming
Late spring

			Kiera Connell grabbed her bag and headed with a smile to the exit of the Prairie Seniors’ Care Home. Few things made her happier than her work here. In fact, she often came in for extra hours beyond those they paid. She supposed it was because of her own lack of family that made being here so special, made her feel so included. She’d lost her mother when she was a toddler and the aunt who had raised her had died seven years ago. The seniors and the other caregivers were, to her, like family. Today, she’d filled in on an earlier shift before working her scheduled evening shift. It was late, and her car was in for repairs. It was a nice night and only a twenty-minute walk home. She planned not to waste any time getting out the door.

			Her hand was on the knob when a quavering voice stopped her.

			“Kiera? Do you have a minute?”

			She turned around without hesitation. “Sure, Ann,” she said. She guessed that the elderly woman had hurried down the hall after her as fast as her walker would take her. Kiera must have been caught up in her own thoughts, for she hadn’t heard the shuffle of Ann’s feet as she had struggled to follow.

			“What’s up?”

			“I wondered if you could pick up a magazine for me tomorrow.”

			“I will,” Kiera said as she put a reassuring hand on her arm. She’d promised she’d run the errand for her only an hour ago. She’d also promised an hour before that. But Ann, like many of the other residents, had dementia. “I’ll get one with racy pictures.”

			Ann smiled. “You’re a tease,” she replied. “But thank you.”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kiera promised. “Now get some sleep.”

			After watching Ann turn slowly around and make her way painfully down the hallway, she headed for the exit. But she glanced back and saw Ann take a wrong turn to get to her room. It was a simple setup, a small facility, but for someone with memory loss, nothing was simple.

			Kiera dropped her bag and hurried down the hall. She could leave Ann to find her way to her room on her own. She knew that she would eventually get there. For one corridor only met another and circled back to the starting point. She could wait and let the plan of the hallways take Ann the long route back to where she wanted to go. But she couldn’t do that. It wasn’t in her nature. She slowed her step as she walked beside the woman. She chatted to Ann about her day, her plans for tomorrow and the promised magazine. It was a conversation she’d had three other times since supper. Once, when she’d brought Ann’s medication. Once, when she made sure that she was ready for bed and again when she checked on her later in the evening. She’d completed the same ritual for half a dozen other people as well, but Ann was one of her favorites. While some of the work was repetitive, it was the people that made this job one of the best she’d ever had. As a nurse-practitioner, it was her that the staff turned to when health issues cropped up. She loved the challenge of keeping this community of seniors healthy. She loved it every bit as much as she loved being part of their support structure.

			“Kiera,” her supervisor, Beth, called as she left Ann in her room and headed back down the corridor. “What are you still doing here?”

			“I was delayed.”

			“Ann again?” Beth shook her head and smiled. There was no danger of Ann overhearing their almost maternal hovering; she’d disappeared into her room. And, like many of the residents, she was hearing impaired. “I could have given her a hand.”

			“I know,” Kiera replied. “But I was here so...” The words trailed off as she shrugged. She looked at her watch. It was almost midnight.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to take a cab home?” Beth asked. “It’s late.”

			“I’ll be fine. It’s a warm night and a short walk.”

			“Be careful,” Beth warned with a wave.

			She gave a wave back and headed out the door. It was a beautiful late spring night. She was walking down well-lit streets in an area of the city where she’d always felt safe. The air seemed to caress her skin. She walked by one of the city’s eight-foot-tall, artist-painted, decorative cowboy boots. A streetlight splashed light on the gold-and-brass spur and revealed a cloud-studded, bright blue Wyoming sky above a mountain range. The beautiful scene was painted on the body of the boot. The boots were all unique and were displayed randomly throughout the city. They were one of the many things that made Cheyenne special to her. Tonight, this one marked the halfway point, ten minutes from home.

			She began to hum a little tune. And, as she walked by a local coffee shop, she noticed a man sitting slouched on an outside bench. It wasn’t unusual to see the occasional homeless person in the area, especially during the warmer weather. She thought nothing of it and instead considered jogging the rest of the way home.

			“Miss.”

			The soft male voice came out of nowhere and startled her. But there was no threat in the voice, only a kind of lost hopelessness. She’d heard that tone before. The streetlight pushed the shadows away as another man in a ragged T-shirt and baggy jeans rose from the sidewalk where he’d been sitting cross-legged with cup and a sign asking for help.

			He approached her slowly, with a slight limp.

			“I’m sorry,” he said in a soft voice. “Could you spare some change?”

			“Of course,” she said and reached into her pocket and pulled out some coins. She dropped them into the cup. He looked thin and grubby. She guessed he might be in his late twenties but not much older. It wasn’t a sight that she was unfamiliar with. Occasionally, she volunteered at a nearby soup kitchen. There, she often saw people like him who were homeless or just down on their luck. She sometimes wondered what had brought them to such a desperate state. Whatever the reasons, she couldn’t turn down someone in need.

			“Have a coffee on me.”

			He nodded. But it was as if his interest was elsewhere. She turned in the direction that seemed to have caught his attention. And as she turned, she saw the hooded figure approaching. They were alone; the man on the bench had disappeared as if sensing trouble. There was no time to run. There was no time to scream. It was over before she knew that it had happened.

			When she opened her eyes again, her arms and shoulders ached. The breeze that had lifted her hair earlier, and which she’d taken joy in walking in, was gone. She was no longer on the street but in what seemed to be a house. Everything was dimly lit, and she could see the shadowy shape of the room: large, empty and rather rank smelling. Her wrists and ankles were tied with rope that was so tight it cut into her skin.

			Escape.

			And yet, as much as she knew that she needed to get away, she couldn’t. Even without the ropes that restrained her, her body was weak and didn’t seem to want to respond. Her head spun. She guessed that she might have a concussion. The smell of must and disuse closed around her. Her heart pounded so hard that her chest hurt.

			Stay calm, she told herself as she took deep breaths. That’s the only way you’re going to figure a way out of this. But her head reeled, and she passed out. When she came to, everything was dark. She lay still, trying to figure out where she was, who had done this to her and what they wanted. She had to clear her mind. She had to still her fear so that she could think straight. She was focusing like she’d never done before. Hours of yoga, of meditation, were being used in a way she had never thought possible. As soon as she cleared her mind, she realized that, again, she wasn’t alone. She could smell rank body odor. She cringed and waited for what might come next.

			“I’m going to enjoy every minute with you.”

			The voice came out of nowhere, sliding through the darkness like a stream of venom.

			Kiera thought she might throw up. She held back a shudder.

			She knew that voice. It was the homeless man who had asked her for money. That seemed both forever and only minutes ago. Time was lost to her. Her head spun as he whispered a long litany of sexual pleasures he would demand from her. She could smell something rancid on his breath that made her stomach twist and bile rise in her throat. His finger ran along her arm and she held back a shudder. Instinct told her that fear would entice him. Show no fear was second only to escape.

			“And then,” he said, drawing his words out as if he were about to offer her a unique treasure. “When I am through with you, you will die.”

			She’d never been more terrified. He didn’t need ropes or restraints of any sort—she couldn’t have moved if she’d wanted to. It was as if she were part of a TV program. It was as if everything that happened was part of that program, part of that fantasy. She’d wake up soon and it would all be over. A silent shiver crawled through her. This was real life. A nightmare.

			“Not until I have my turn.”

			Kiera didn’t know who or what they were, or if the voice was male or female. She only knew that the second voice made her skin crawl.

			They moved away from her. Now their voices were low, too low to hear. She passed out again after that. When she awoke, she sensed that she was alone. Time passed. It was broken only by changes in her consciousness. There were moments that she fought with her restraints. There were moments where she drifted back into unconsciousness. In the moments she was conscious, she lived in a state of panic where she feared she would die.

			The next time consciousness returned she was aware of a painful ache in her hands. The pain came from lack of circulation, for not only were her wrists tied, but she’d been partially lying on her hands. She shifted, taking the weight of her body off her hands. Something smelled different, a scent that was heavier, like pine and mold strung together. And there was the sense that she’d been moved. She pushed her hands against what felt like a wooden wall and moved them up as high as she could reach. Then, she rolled away from the wall and pain shot through her legs as her fingers touched another wall. Wherever she was, she was in a place much different from the cavernous room she’d first been in. She guessed the size by feel, determining that she had about a foot of space in either direction. As she rolled over again, she could feel wood against her lower back and against her legs. It felt like it was touching her skin, but she’d been wearing pants and a tunic. The only bare skin was her arms, at least that was the way it had been. Kiera felt with her fingers along her leg and felt skin rather than cloth. Further exploration told her that there were large tears in her pants and in her tunic.

			Her clothes were torn but still there. She felt in the darkness as surprise ran through her. Considering what had happened, what she’d heard, this wasn’t what she’d anticipated. Something had changed, and she didn’t know what. She remembered the threats. She knew where this was going. They were frightening her, dragging things out. It was clear in the things they’d said. They wanted her terrified and they’d accomplished that. That they wanted to rape her wasn’t in doubt. Their words only confirmed that, but for some reason that hadn’t happened. Not yet. She didn’t know why but for now she’d been lucky. But she sensed that time was running out.

			There was only one option: she had to get out of here, get away from them before the worst happened. She didn’t want to contemplate, again, what that might be. But the possibilities of worst were engraved in her tortured mind. Rape, as they’d promised, or worse—she took a deep, almost panicked breath—death.

			The taste of dust and disuse was in her mouth as she began to chew at the rope that bound her wrists. Minutes passed. It could have been hours. Time blended into itself and had no meaning. All she had was hope and she needed to cling to that. Desperate, she tried to pull her wrists apart. Something seemed to give but the rope didn’t break.

			Kiera rolled over and something sharp bit into her skin. She felt for it awkwardly, twisting her body to get more reach. Something pierced her finger and she bit back a cry of pain but continued her exploration and discovered a nail jutting about a half inch out of the wood. Excitement raced through her. Finally, a tool to free herself. She shimmied closer and began to rub the rope that was binding her wrists against it. Minutes passed and then, the rope snapped. The force of it had her falling backward, missing the nail that had freed her and hitting her head against the wall. She lay like that for seconds as she caught her breath. Then she began to shake her wrists, trying to return circulation to her numb hands. But as blood began to flow, the pain overwhelmed her. She cradled her hands and had to bite her lip to stop from crying out.

			Silence and darkness crowded around her. As she lay waiting for the pain to dissipate, a thin stream of light flicked across the room and then disappeared as quickly as it appeared. Her heart leaped. Was it possible that the light came from outside? Where else would it come from? Was it the headlights of a car? Was she near a street or was it just her captors turning a light on and off in another room? The light had appeared to move before it disappeared. Its very presence suggested a possibility. Her heart pounded at the first sign of hope before she struggled to her feet. She felt in the darkness a little over four feet above the floor where the light had seemed to come from. The wall felt different. The wood wasn’t as solid and seemed out of line with the rest of the wall. It was a subtle difference, but enough to hint that it might cover something. Her heart raced at what this might mean. She began to pick at the wood. She scratched and clawed with her fingernails and was surprised when a piece broke off easily as if it was not only thin but rotted. Determined, she dug harder. In places the wood was almost like butter while in others it was hard and resistant. Splinters dug into her skin, embedding under her nails. The pain made her eyes water. She didn’t stop. Her gut screamed one thing. This was her chance to live.

			The wood chipped away piece by piece, sliver by sliver. Now she didn’t think of the pain or of the warm trickle that ran down her fingers, and then down her wrists. Vaguely, she knew it was blood. She knew that she was bleeding. It didn’t matter. For she knew now, what she’d only guessed before, there was a window behind the wood covering.

			The possibility of freedom began to appear as she could see vague shapes, enough to figure that she was looking at an alley. Now half of the window was uncovered. It was enough. She ripped her already torn pants off at the knee and wrapped the material around her hand. Her body shook with stress, with anticipation. She took a deep breath and hauled her arm back. She drove her fist through the window with all the strength she had. The glass shattered. She could feel the slick warmth of blood as it ran down her arm. She forced her mind to think of only one thing—escape. With that thought, she yanked out two more pieces of glass, clearing the bottom half of the window enough so that she could get out.

			Freedom.

			Kiera sank to the floor and began untying the rope that bound her ankles. She looked up often, her heart pounding. She feared that her captors would burst in at any moment. They’d punish her for what she’d done—kill her even. It wasn’t a thought she could entertain. She couldn’t think of that. There was no time to speculate.

			Finally, she pulled the last knot free and stood up.

			There was a sense that time was slipping away. There were furtive noises on the other side of the wall, the one to the right of the window she’d just uncovered. She had to go now. And even though she wasn’t a big woman, she knew it would be a tight squeeze. Seconds later, one leg was outside; a breeze ran across her skin and she barely acknowledged that. The jagged edges of glass that she hadn’t been able to clear away ripped the places where her skin was bare. The pain only reminded her to keep going, that she wanted to live.

			The night air was heaven as it sent goose bumps across her exposed flesh. Her heart raced. Her captors could be anywhere. They could be behind her now.

			Kiera flipped over so that she was on her back and didn’t land on her head into the unknown darkness. But, with the majority of her body out, she lost her grip. She landed on a pile of plastic garbage bags that broke her fall. For seconds, she lay there, shocked, terrified and exhilarated all at once.

			Freedom at last.

			Something sharp bit into her side as she struggled to her feet and pain shot through her. Finally, she stood in the darkness shaken and disorientated. She took a breath and then another. And she told herself that if she ever got out of this, if she were truly free, she’d be setting up a safe-ride program for all the workers at the care home.

			A streetlight glimmered in the distance. She limped as fast as she could toward the light, and the possibility of freedom.

			Cheyenne, Wyoming
One week later

			US MARSHAL TRAVIS JOHNSON knew that he should be looking forward to the low-key case he’d just been presented with, especially after his last assignment. It had been high-octane from beginning to end as they’d cornered a drug lord who had made it through two international borders and numerous state lines. But, the truth was, he loved action and he loved a challenge.

			“I’ve received notice that Kiera Connell was discharged from the hospital yesterday.” The look James Perez, the FBI lead on this case, gave him was grave.

			Travis nodded. He knew the case. He knew that the woman was the only survivor of a serial killer who had terrorized women from coast to coast for well over a year.

			“She’s safe but we’re afraid she might run if she feels otherwise. At this point, no need of twenty-four-seven protection, just a presence that gives her a sense of security. I want you to head the team that will protect her.” James shrugged with a half smile. “I wouldn’t dump this on you, but considering the high-profile status of this case, we need the best protecting her.”

			“No worries,” he said. He wasn’t surprised that James had considered the pressure this might put on him. James was one of the most considerate men he knew. They’d known each other for years, worked together many times, and had eventually become friends who shared many interests including a mutual love of baseball.

			“You read the file?”

			Travis nodded. He’d followed the case over the past year. The file had only sharpened the details.

			“Yeah, I did,” he said with a grimace. It didn’t matter how long he was in law enforcement, or how many cases he saw, the depths of mankind’s depravity could still surprise him. “There appears to be no connection between the witness and killer.”

			“There isn’t, at least that we know. I doubt that will change. From everything the witness said, she’s never seen him before.”

			“That seems to be the usual for this killer. Picks random women,” Travis said grimly. Eleven women had died at this man’s hands and other than the fact that they were female and attractive, there were no other commonalities. They ranged in age from twenty to forty, their ethnic roots as varied as their ages.

			“As you know, she was found here.” James turned his computer around. He pointed it out on the detailed map of one of the most neglected areas of the city. “Five o’clock in the morning, a transit driver on her way to work found her. She called it in immediately and stayed with the victim until police and an ambulance arrived.”

			“A Good Samaritan.”

			“I salute them almost every day on this job,” James said with sincerity.

			Travis couldn’t agree more. The unsung heroes. The civilians who went above and beyond were an invaluable resource that often went unpraised and unnoticed.

			“She was damn lucky,” Travis said. Having her alive and able to ID the killer was a huge break in a case that, as horrific as it was, unfortunately, was titillating. The media had had a field day following the trail of the killer and that news had gained a growing body of followers over the months of the spree. Now those killings were being tied to others hinting that the killer might have been active much longer than authorities had known. That was the dark side of humanity. They loved tragedies and horrors, as long as they had no personal connection to them, of course. He pushed the chair back and stood up. Despite what he’d said, he was anxious to get back into action even if it was as non-challenging as babysitting a potential witness who was no longer in danger. The perp had been put behind bars.

			“She was lucky. She escaped before she could be assaulted or worse. According to what she told authorities, she wasn’t sexually assaulted. She was backhanded a number of times. She has some fairly serious bruising on her left cheek.”

			Travis swore at the thought of it even though he knew that in the scope of things, that assault was minor.

			“Unfortunately, that wasn’t the worst this piece of sludge did to other women. Besides the concussion, she has dozens of wood splinters in her hands—and yet none of that stopped her from getting away.”

			He pushed the file at Travis. “She’s spent more time in the hospital for psychiatric evaluation than anything else.”

			A phone rang.

			Travis looked at the picture on the file as James took the call. The dark-haired beauty who had smiled with lighthearted innocence for the photo was frozen in a moment in time when she couldn’t imagine the nightmare that was to follow. Since the picture was taken, she’d come close to death. The thought made him feel slightly sick.

			“Just a heads-up,” James said as he put the phone aside. “She’s insistent that she return to work as soon as possible.”

			“What?”

			He looked up, shocked that that would even be a consideration after everything she’d been through.

			“I’ve suggested at least a two-to-three-weeks’ wait on that.”

			Travis said nothing. There was nothing to say, for in reality, he had no say. It was up to the FBI. For him it was an assignment, nothing more. The only thing he knew was that everything about this case was troubling.

			Her attacker, Eric Solomon, the man now known as a serial killer who had silently hunted, killed and raped women across the country, was behind bars. Something about the emergency call had triggered an instinctive reaction by the detective in charge that night. He’d felt something off and deployed unmarked vehicles without sirens or flashing lights. The victim had been taken to the hospital while officers had converged quietly on the deserted house where the victim claimed she’d been held. The perpetrator had been caught when he’d returned minutes later and had been unprepared for what awaited him. There, the baby-faced man had been surprised by the police presence. He’d turned to run and been caught and arrested on the spot. The evidence had almost been too easy. The victim’s DNA was lodged under his fingernails and strands of her long hair were twisted around his ring finger like a trophy. Once the victim had identified him in a lineup of photos, it was clear that they had their man. He was now awaiting trial.

			“In all my years, I’ve never dealt with this kind of situation,” James said. “The perp is behind bars and the victim is still terrified for her life. She thinks there’s another killer out there.”

			“Could it be a delusion brought on by post-traumatic stress?”

			“We’re definitely considering that possibility. In fact, that is why she was held in the hospital a day or two longer than necessary,” James said. “Right now, as you know, our biggest concern is that she might be saying one thing and planning another. I think her talk of going back to work is only a ploy to let us believe she’s alright. Truth is, I think she’s far from it.”

			James glanced at his phone as it dinged a message and pushed it away. “I’ve never seen a victim escape something as dire as she did in quite the way she did. She has a mind of her own and where that might lead her...” He leaned forward. His blue eyes stood out more than usual against his tan complexion. “I can’t take any chances with this. We need her on the stand. But...” He paused. “This witness appears to have more guts than any I’ve seen before.”

			Travis had to agree with that. For the woman had literally clawed her way out of a closet and broken out through a boarded-up window by crawling through an impossibly small opening. Then, she’d run barefoot down a dark, neglected alley to safety. And when she’d been brought in, James had told him how deadly calm she’d been. There had been no tears or hysterics, only a shaky voice as she’d reported what happened. The tears had come later according to hospital staff but even then, there’d been few. According to the file, and James had confirmed it, she’d been solid in her testimony that would incriminate the perpetrator of one of the worst serial killer rampages the country had seen in recent years. She was a five-star witness and had identified Eric Solomon from a picture lineup presented to her while she was still in the hospital. But there was only one glaring glitch, and it was the fact that she claimed to have heard two voices—both she believed to be men and both with the intent to hurt her. That belief was a glitch that cast a shadow on both her stability and her believability. It was her insistence, with a complete lack of supporting physical evidence, that the killer hadn’t worked alone.
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