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			His new bride, Kellen, hovers between life and death.

			A convicted serial killer threatens their child.

			Max Di Luca goes on the hunt…

			What would you do to protect your family?
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			CHAPTER ONE

			“DARLING WIFE, TODAY Dr. Clift confirmed our fears. The surgery to remove the bullet from your brain was successful…” Max Di Luca laughed a broken laugh. “That’s what he said. Successful. As in, he removed the bullet, and you lived. But it’s been three weeks. You haven’t regained consciousness. At all. I don’t know how they know, but the doctor said the coma was deepening and you have no chance of survival without life support.” Max took a long, wrenching breath and pressed his forehead to Kellen’s cold hand. When the temperature of her skin registered, he lifted his head and said, “You’re freezing! I wouldn’t want to wake up in a hospital room, either, much less a cold one. Hang on, let me get you a warm blanket.”

			He hustled over to the microwave blanket heater, pulled out a narrow cotton blanket and spread it over Kellen’s inert body. He placed her hands under the covers and tucked the blanket around her from her neck all the way down to her toes. “There. Is that better? I want you to be comfortable. I don’t want you to suffer. I want this to be…easy.” He groped for the chair behind him, found it without looking, pulled it close and seated himself. He slid his hands under the blankets and found one of hers—which was slowly warming—and held it. “Remember, when we talked about this surgery, you made me promise I wouldn’t allow you to be nothing more than an unmoving, unfeeling carbon life form on a hospital bed. That if you survived the surgery but didn’t return to light and speech and hope, I wouldn’t keep you beyond your time.” He pulled his hand out of the blankets, reached into the pocket of his jeans, withdrew a massive handkerchief and blew his nose. Honked his nose.

			Kellen sat on the chair opposite and watched Max affectionately. God bless him. He was so sad, and he wasn’t afraid to blow his nose so hard it echoed down the hospital corridors. He cried openly for her, and his grief fed her hope that her life had not been wasted, that it had meaning.

			She had collapsed at their wedding. Not exactly the right time or place, but when it came to comas, she couldn’t pick her moments. She’d had a bullet in her brain for years, resting there, waiting to move into position and cause her trouble. After a few too many adventures and jumps and bumps and leaps, she had a few problems. Then a few more. Then sure enough, after the wedding ceremony at their winery in Oregon, she had seen Mara Philippi smiling and making conversation with their daughter, freaked out, told Max and collapsed.

			That was it.

			She didn’t exactly know what happened after that. She hadn’t known anything until right now when she got up off that bed and thought, Huh. This is different.

			Now she knew. Max had told her. She’d had surgery, she hadn’t recovered. He hadn’t said it yet, but she was going to die.

			She examined her hands. They looked pretty normal. Maybe a little transparent around the edges, and her fingernails were bluish, from the cold she supposed. But the skin tone looked healthy. For someone headed toward death, she felt pretty good.

			Kellen looked up at her body on the bed. Those hands were hidden, fingers slightly curved.

			Ah, those poor hands.

			The bullet had been lodged in the quadrant of the brain that controlled the hands’ fine motor skills. Without being told, Kellen knew she’d lost a lot of those skills. But what did it matter? She was dying.

			Max said to the Kellen on the bed, “We’re going to take you off life support. No IVs and stuff. You’ve got about ten days before you pass on. My mom will be bringing Rae to visit you.”

			He choked up again.

			Rae was their daughter, a wonderful seven-year-old genius smart-mouthed child who Kellen loved so much. At the mention of Rae’s name, Kellen choked up, too, but there were no tears.

			No tears. If the Kellen on the bed had heard, she would have cried. But the Kellen in the chair had slipped beyond that human response.

			How sad.

			“We have somewhere between five and, um, seven days. You’re going to pass on. Personally, knowing you, I’m betting ten days. You’re so damned stubborn and tenacious.”

			I am, aren’t I? And looking pretty rough. Someone had shaved her head. Dr. Clift had cracked open her skull. Bandages covered her head everywhere except her face, and the bruising from the incision slid down her forehead, her nose and her upper lip. Weird.

			“Here’s the thing. Right now, I’m leaving, and heading to the federal prison where Mara Philippi is incarcerated. You saw her at our wedding. I don’t think you were hallucinating. And let’s be frank. If you weren’t, that means Mara Philippi is free.” He looked up at her IV bag, and as if that reminded him to hydrate, he stood, poured himself a glass of water and downed it. Twice.

			Poor guy. He wasn’t taking care of himself.

			He came back and leaned his hip against the mattress. “I guess it’s no surprise that a federal penitentiary isn’t a place where you wander in and ask to see an inmate. There are bells and whistles and ordinances and rules, and when you want to see a prisoner who has been convicted of serial murders and is held in isolation on death row—well, that involved some awkward moments.”

			She liked that he talked as if she could hear him, and even more that he talked as if he liked her.

			Yes. Their relationship had been good. Passionate, smart, controversial, dedicated, and, most important, they had loved each other across years of loneliness. Leaving him now was lousy. Wrong. Bullshit.

			She waited to see if lightning struck her for such rebellious thoughts.

			Nope. She remained unsinged.

			Max continued, speaking to her unresponsive body. “You’ll recall that our winery manager, Arthur Waldberg, is a former inmate of a Texas prison. And you remember Arthur is a miracle of efficiency, with connections everywhere. When I determined I needed to actually see Mara Philippi in person, rather than on some fuzzy video, Arthur leaped into action. He called the warden in Texas, who called the warden in McFarrellville Correctional Facility in Utah where Mara is incarcerated. Apparently, there was some argument about whether or not I’d be permitted to see Mara in person. Because of the viciousness of her crimes, and because…” His voice faded.

			Funny. Kellen could hear him in her mind. The prison warden had queried the reasons for the visit, and when he discovered Kellen had been the only one at the wedding who had seen Mara, and that Kellen had then promptly collapsed and gone into surgery, he’d questioned the veracity of her vision.

			Rather unfair; she’d had problems, blackouts, mostly, but no hallucinations.

			Max cleared his throat, and his voice came back clear and strong. “But in my day, I’ve played college football, led the Di Luca family winery business, raised our child in your absence. I know my way around protocols, rules, government red tape, and—most important—I know how to pull strings and exert influence. I told Warden Arbuckle you were the one who discovered Mara Philippi was not merely the Yearning Sands resort spa manager, but also a smuggler, a murderer and a madwoman.”

			Mara Philippi walked in Kellen’s nightmares, and for good reason. The mere idea that she might be free terrified the Kellen that sat in the chair and the Max that sat opposite.

			“I’m going to McFarrellville Correctional Facility, and I’m going to make them prove she’s locked up.” Max patted my hand under the covers. “If they can’t show me that the woman they have in that cell is Mara Philippi, then you know what that means. It means we’ve got to be… I’ve got to take care of Rae in a way we had never imagined. Darling—” he stood, leaned over my body and kissed my cold lips “—be here when I get back. I want to be here when you pass. Don’t leave too early. I couldn’t stand it.”

			As if he couldn’t turn away, Max backed away from the bed. “You could also,” he whispered, “wake while I’m gone. Think about it.” He bumped the wall with his back, then groped his way to the door and pushed his way out into the hospital corridor.

			He was gone.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			KELLEN WAS STILL in her hospital room, in body and in spirit. Separate body and spirit, but still body and spirit.

			She knew she was supposed to witness some things; events, sentiments, human interactions, although why she knew was a mystery to her. But the knowledge was more than an urge—it was a compulsion.

			She wandered out the door, into the depths of a busy hospital.

			A hospital was the embodiment of drama. Birth and death, joy and tears. The corridor hummed with light, motion, people who were healing, people in pain…

			Emotions buffeted Kellen. Sorrow, hope, exhaustion, hunger, annoyance, loneliness. She felt them all. The nurses moved from one crisis to another. The doctors diagnosed, prescribed, consulted, explained. The LPNs eternally hoped for no unforeseen body functions. The patients suffered and survived, or suffered and died. The families supported, loved, hated, prayed for life, prayed for death, prayed to be included in the will, wept for the loss of a dear one.

			For Kellen, the corridor was a turbulent river that carried her along, lifting her to the highest heights and plunging her to the deepest depths. She surfaced, and briefly she saw someone on the fringes. Someone like her, a man, alive, yet free from his earthly body. He surveyed the writhing ribbons of emotion calmly, no longer part of the madness of humanity.

			Suddenly, Kellen knew she was apart, also. She didn’t need to feel all this. She was above, beyond.

			She nodded to the other soul, thanking him without words.

			He nodded back and entered the door beside him.

			She followed him into a hospital room.

			The man on the bed was old, so old, and breathed with great difficulty. His family gathered around him, weeping or staring or trying to not be there.

			The spirit she had seen had changed. The color had bleached from him; with a start, she realized, he had become a ghost. That white spirit legend was the truth, glimpsed across the veil.

			He slipped between the family gathered around him and settled into his body.

			He would be gone soon.

			That was okay. He was ready.

			Exhausted by the turmoil she had experienced, she made her way toward her room.

			She had begun to enter her room, to rest once more in her body, when something made her turn. Not an emotion; quite the opposite. A complete and utter lack of feeling, a black hole from which no light or thought emanated.

			She looked first at the nurses’ station, a large half circle set against a wall of computers, monitors, alarms. She thought that the medical personnel had had to learn to be impersonal, to guard their feelings. But no. Eight nurses, doctors, technicians sat, leaned, spoke, frowned, scribbled on iPads. They were involved in their work, and their concerns, interests, personalities colored their auras. She could hear snatches of their thoughts as clearly as if they were speaking.

			Kellen looked beyond at the patients. Four corridors branched out from this central station; her room was at the junction. Toward the end of one hallway, she saw a man in a hospital gown and pajama bottoms, moving painfully, leaning on a walker and pulling an IV. Yet he laughed affectionately with another man by his side.

			Down another corridor, another man pushed a woman in a wheelchair. She was frightened, so frightened Kellen wanted to cry for her. The woman awaited a diagnosis, and her fear made her life aura so taut it looked swollen and painful.

			Down another corridor came… Ah. There he was. A tall man, handsome, in his thirties, wearing casual, expensive clothing. He walked like an important man, a man of privilege who was used to being in charge.

			He was the black hole of emotion, and seeing him, Kellen knew why.

			He wore a prosthesis on each arm. One started above his elbow near his shoulder. The other started right below his elbow.

			She knew him. Not from life, not from notoriety or publicity, but because at this moment, she was meant to see him, know him.

			His name was Harrison Benchley.

			Not only was she meant to see him, she was supposed to do something for him.

			But not now. First she had to rest.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			MCFARRELLVILLE, LOCALLY KNOWN as McFelonville, was a company town. Everyone who lived there worked at the McFarrellville Federal Correctional Facility and was related to someone who worked at the prison, or supplied the prison or the prison personnel.

			McFarrellville itself was south and west of Salt Lake City, in the desert, isolated as all hell, with one highway running through town, and a tiny airport built to transport visitors and officials to and from the prison. The drive from Salt Lake City in Max’s rental car took three hours; during those three hours he saw eight passenger cars, two tractor trailers and four police cars. He set his cruise control at precisely the speed limit.

			He drove through town, taking note of the Desert Diner, the old local drive-in and the new fried-chicken-chain drive-through. He hoped to be out of here before he had to try any of them.

			Based solely on its location, he’d booked a night at the Aloha Motel. He could have stayed at the Desert Flower Bed and Breakfast, but in the online photos the decor looked like a fancy Victorian whorehouse.

			These days, he wasn’t in the mood for whorehouses, Victorian or otherwise.

			The prison itself had once been out of town, but, incredibly, McFarrellville had grown out to meet it, and the Aloha Motel sat close to the prison. Really, how bad could any place named after a Hawaiian greeting be? According to the reviews, the beds were comfortable and the rooms were clean. More important, it was cheap; if he lucked out and finished his prison business before nightfall, he figured the loss of his payment was insignificant. One reviewer had written, “No bedbugs!!!” in italics. When he turned into the parking lot, he realized maybe the motel had doctored the reviews. It was a motel in the true fifties sense of the word, with an office at the front, a long strip of ground-floor rooms, and three cabins off to the side. He would bet the rooms were available by the hour, no questions asked.

			He parked next to the door labeled Office, got out, pulled off his sunglasses and looked across the street.

			There it was. The prison.

			Even if he’d never seen a prison before, he would have known that’s what it was. Gray, monstrous, surrounded by wire and barbed wire and electric wire, towers, gravel, shimmering heat. And lights, even in the daytime. It was as if the site and building sucked in the desert’s eternal sunlight and disposed of it, as if desperation had constructed itself a home.

			God, he hoped Mara Philippi was locked up in there. For all the pain and suffering she had caused, she deserved to live out her life in McFarrellville Correctional Facility. He didn’t believe she was in there—but he hoped.

			A man stepped out of the motel office. His hair was white blond, his eyes were pale blue. He was probably five feet ten inches and rail thin; if Max had seen him in Kellen’s hospital, he would have thought him suffering from a terminal disease. “Hey! You Max Di Luca?”

			“That’s right.”

			The guy shoved his hands into the pockets of his no-iron khaki trousers and grinned. “I thought so. I looked you up. I saw you play against Notre Dame. I couldn’t believe when I saw your name on the motel roster. Come on in. We put you in the best room.”

			Okay. This was weird. Max trekked across the melting hot asphalt into the motel office.

			It was clean. Smelled clean, looked clean, if a little shabby.

			The man pulled his hand from his pocket and stuck it out for a shake. “Jack Shales. I graduated from U of M three years after you.”

			This guy was younger than Max? He didn’t look it.

			Max shook. “Good to meet you, Jack.”

			Jack continued, “Graduated summa cum laude in Physics with a minor in Mathematics.”

			This guy was smarter than Max? Well, all things were possible.

			Snow White would have envied Jack his complexion. How did someone who lived in the desert, under the unrelenting sun, stay so white? “You work here?”

			“It’s worse than that. I own the place.”

			As he was supposed to, Max chuckled. “I imagine it’s a paying proposition.”

			“Sure is. My wife’s family has had it for years. All the wives, husbands and reporters who want to visit someone at the prison stay here.” Jack grinned wider. “Which one are you?”

			Taken aback by the blatant prying, Max said, “None of the above. I’m here to visit Mara Philippi. I’m one of the people who helped capture her.”

			“I told you.” Jack spoke toward the counter.

			A woman rose from a chair back there. Max hadn’t noticed her; she was less than five feet tall, and the top of her head had been barely visible.

			“My wife, Elyse.” Jack sounded uneasy.

			“Good to meet you.” Max strode over and shook her outstretched hand.

			She was pudgy, soft, with the same pasty-white complexion as Jack. Her shoulder-length brown hair had artful blond streaks and her shrewd blue eyes sized Max up. “Jack has talked about you for years. Nice to know you’re not a figment of his imagination.”

			“Elyse, do you have to?” Jack snapped.

			Elyse ignored her husband. “Mara Philippi, huh? She’s got a reputation in the prison. Serial killer, meaner than hell, thinks she’s the hot shit who doesn’t have to obey the rules. Got herself bit by one of the dogs while she was daring the guards to put her back in her cell. Scary bitch. You say you took her down?”

			“Me and my wife.”

			“Your wife must be one tough woman,” Elyse said.

			Max kept his unblinking gaze on hers. “My wife wrote the book on tough.”

			Elyse couldn’t sustain that kind of challenge. She looked down, picked up a computer tablet and flipped it onto the counter. “We’ve got your reservation. Room seven. It’s a queen-size bed.” She made that sound like a wicked indulgence. “Sign here. You get two bottles of water for every day you stay. We’ve got no streaming TV or whatever, but you can check out any of the DVDs. Mara Philippi, huh?”

			Max had never not wanted to sign so much in his life, but somehow within the last five minutes, this scene had become messy and embarrassing. More important, he knew in a town of this size, he might never find another room.

			He used his finger to sign and nodded.

			“If you helped put Mara Philippi away, what do you need to see her for?” Elyse asked as if she had the right to know.

			“It’s a personal matter,” Max said.

			“I can’t imagine Warden Arbuckle giving you access for a personal matter.” She scrutinized him, trying to pry into his mind.

			Max took the key card, said, “Thank you,” and went out the door.

			Before it shut behind him, he heard Jack mutter, “Damn, Elyse, can’t you ever shut up?”

			Max held the door open long enough to hear her reply nastily, “I may not have a college edumacation like some people in here, but I know a pit bull from a vacuum cleaner when I see one.”

			Whatever that meant.

			Jack hissed, “I’m sorry I ever came back here.”

			Elyse answered as if this was an old, tattered argument. “I’m sorry I married you.”

			“If you hadn’t told me you were pregnant, marriage would never had happened. Liar!” Jack got louder.

			“Too dumb to wear a raincoat. Too easy to catch. Not worth having.” Max could almost hear Elyse grinning. “My daddy nailed it.”

			“I’m going to get out of this piece-of-shit little town,” Jack vowed. “Get away from you.”

			“I’ve heard it all before. The door’s open. Just go,” Elyse invited.

			Actually, the door was open. Max pulled it closed behind him and slid on his sunglasses.

			Dear God, it was bright here and at the same time…everything about this place, so close to the prison, was depressing as hell. He drove his car into the parking spot before the door with the number 7 on it, got his backpack and went inside.

			First thing he did was rip the bedspread off the bed and throw it in the corner. Heaven knows when it had last been cleaned. He stripped the top sheet all the way down and examined the linens. The review was right. No bedbugs!!!

			The furnishings were old, but the bathroom was clean. There had once been a door that went to the back side of the hotel; it was painted over, the handle removed. He looked out the high window in the wall and saw a pool filled with gravel. A hole in the Sheetrock marked the place where the phone connection had once been. No problem, he had cell service and his Wi-Fi had five bars.

			He placed the two flat pillows against the wall, sat on the bed put his feet up and called home.

			Verona answered the phone. “Max. Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine. I’m at the motel—”

			“Motel? You’re at a motel?” Verona made it sound like a den of infamy.

			In this case, she might have a point. He hastened to reassure her. “It’s fine, it’s clean, it’s close to the prison. I can accomplish my mission and get out quickly.”

			“What is your mission? Max, what are you thinking, leaving your wife at this moment? Kellen could die while you’re gone.” Verona sounded truly upset.

			“I know, Ma. But Kellen wants to know whether Mara Philippi is in prison.”

			“Kellen is unconscious!” Verona spaced the words.

			“She wants to know she’s leaving us safe, or that she’s leaving us on alert. She saw Mara Philippi at our wedding. If that woman is free—”

			“Mara Philippi? How can she be?” Verona put all her incredulity into her voice. “She is incarcerated in a federal prison!”

			“I don’t know how it’s possible, but I’m here to find the evidence one way or another. I know Mara. I worked with her. I tackled her and brought her down.” He felt a bone-deep satisfaction about that. “All I need is one good look at her face, close up, not through a camera, and I’ll be satisfied one way or the other.”

			“What if you’re hurt?”

			“In a federal penitentiary? How? There’ll be guards everywhere.”

			“She’s vicious, she’s crazy, she kills, and you helped bring her to justice!”

			Patient with Verona, because she was his mother and she was truly scared, he said, “All the reasons I need to know she’s still behind bars.”

			“When you see her face-to-face, she could attack you!”

			With some humor, he said, “I can defend myself.”

			“I saw Silence of the Lambs!”

			Ah. At last, the truth behind her fears. “I’ll try not to let her take a bite out of me.”

			In the background, Max heard Rae yelling, and he asked, “What’s she saying?”

			“I’m tired of talking sense to you both. Here. She can tell you.” Verona put Rae on the line.

			“Daddy.” Rae’s voice was serious. “Mommy is going to get better.”

			Oh, God. Oh, no. All that hope swaddled up in that sweet little body. “Sweetheart…”

			Firmly, Rae said, “God is not going to let Mommy die.”

			“Sweetheart, before I left, we talked about this. The doctors said—”

			Rae interrupted, “It doesn’t matter what they said. Daddy, all we need is a miracle.”

			All we need is a miracle. “Yes. But…”

			In a stern voice, Rae asked, “Daddy, are you praying for a miracle?”

			What was he supposed to say? That God didn’t exist, prayers didn’t work, and miracles didn’t happen? He was the one who had taught Rae about praying and God, and assured her a miracle could always happen. “I am praying for a miracle.” A lie. He hadn’t been praying at all. Right now, he couldn’t even bear to talk to God.

			Rae must have heard it in his voice, because she said, “You have to believe. Mommy’s going to live!”

			“I’ll pray,” he promised.

			“That’s better.” Her little-girl voice lost its stern edge. “Hurry up and find this bad lady, and come home!”

			“I should be home tomorrow.”

			“I love you, Daddy.” The phone went dead.

			Max hung up and sighed, then he did as he’d promised.

			He prayed that Kellen would live.

			He prayed for a miracle.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			THE PRISON DATED from the early fifties, and everything about its architecture screamed of that barren, forcefully modern and completely unattractive age. Its technology, however, was the best, with cameras that peered from every corner, large monitors that displayed every place the cameras watched, microphones that pried, and invasive body scans. This place was a modern airport with less conscience and kindness.

			Max made it through the searches and scans, and was taken to the warden’s office, where Warden Arbuckle welcomed Max with a smile and a handshake delivered over his wide desk. “How good to meet the great Max Di Luca. Jack has been talking about you for years!”

			“You know Jack?” Max asked cautiously. He wouldn’t have thought it. The warden seemed to be everything Jack was not: well dressed, well-spoken, in charge, lightly tanned and with a well-done comb-over.

			“It’s a small town. Everyone here knows everyone else. Gosh, Elyse’s family founded McFarrellville!” Warden Arbuckle gestured at the woman standing against the wall. “Assistant Warden Korthauer is a McFarrell, also.”

			The woman who stepped forward looked nothing like Elyse Shales. She was about Jack’s height and had a sturdy, shapely frame that displayed her guard’s uniform to advantage. It was only when she looked at Max straight on that he saw the family resemblance; those blue eyes displayed Elyse’s critical insolence and a ruthless curiosity. She shook Max’s hand, crushing the fingers, and he let her because he’d been taught not to take up those kinds of challenges.

			But he did take note. “How pleasant to meet you.”

			“Have a seat.” Warden Arbuckle waved Max toward a guest chair.

			Max did not sit. He looked between the warden and the assistant warden. “Which one of you will take me to Mara Philippi?”

			“We have her on video for you right here in my office.” Warden Arbuckle switched on the monitor on his desk.

			Instantly, abruptly furious, Max reached out and caught his hand.

			Assistant Warden Korthauer stepped forward, her hand on her sidearm. “Release Warden Arbuckle.”

			Max ignored her and stared into Arbuckle’s eyes. “That wasn’t the deal.”

			Korthauer’s hand twitched on her sidearm.

			“I don’t make deals,” Warden Arbuckle said frostily.

			“When Warden Hartness from Texas spoke to you, you agreed I would be allowed to visit Mara Philippi face-to-face.”

			Chagrined, Warden Arbuckle looked between Max and Korthauer.

			“We don’t allow that. She’s a serial killer. Visitors can end up dead that way. We can’t afford the liability.” Korthauer had her spiel down pat.

			Without removing his gaze from Warden Arbuckle, Max asked, “So, Arbuckle, should I be addressing her? Is she the one in charge?”

			“No.” Warden Arbuckle shook Max’s grip off his hand. “No, I’m in charge. Assistant Warden Korthauer did her job by earlier reminding me of the liability issues of allowing you to confront Mara Philippi. The video solution is—”

			Max rolled right over the top of that. “I didn’t need to come to McFelonville, Utah, to view Mara Philippi on a video. I could have done that in Oregon—and did. From a distance, yes, it looks like Mara. But I knew her. I worked with her. I took her out when she would have shot my wife, and I want to see her in person with nothing between us but some bars. I want to know it’s really her in that cell.”

			“Who else would it be?” Assistant Warden Korthauer sounded patient and patronizing.

			Max turned on her. “I don’t know. I only know she’s been spotted in Oregon, and she can’t be in two places at once.”

			“Who spotted her in Oregon?” Korthauer asked.

			“My wife.”

			“Your wife who had brain surgery?”

			Max’s rare fury roared to life. He slid a long, slow look at Korthauer. “One wonders why you’re so anxious that I not have the meeting I flew and drove one thousand miles to have.”

			“Surely one thousand miles is an exaggeration,” Warden Arbuckle said.

			Max slid the same hard look at him. “I repeat—I didn’t come this far for nothing. I want to see Mara Philippi in person. I have other connections who would settle the issue.” He pulled out his phone and looked. He had no bars; his phone was virtually useless.

			“We have a dampening field over the prison,” Warden Arbuckle explained. “We can’t allow the prisoners to make contact with anyone outside.”

			“But no, we don’t want you to use your contacts.” Korthauer sighed and gave way. “We misunderstood.”

			Max didn’t call her a liar.

			She continued, “We didn’t prepare for this today. Is it possible for you to come back tomorrow?”

			“I can wait right here while you make whatever preparations you have to for me to see Mara Philippi.”

			Warden Arbuckle and Korthauer exchanged meaningful looks.

			Max did not like the looks or the fact they felt they should wordlessly consult.

			“Korthauer, can we bring Philippi to the glass wall?” Warden Arbuckle asked. “She can’t touch him there.”

			“We’ll have to cancel visiting hours, clear everyone else out.” Korthauer clenched her teeth.

			Warden Arbuckle donned his stern, concerned expression.

			Korthauer said, “Mr. Di Luca, we’ve got to keep you and everyone else safe. Mara Philippi is a dangerous felon. How about this evening? While we arrange the visit, you can get dinner and come back.”

			“All right.” Max was damned well not going to spend more time than necessary in McFelonville visiting a prison.

			Warden Arbuckle sighed in relief. “May I suggest the Desert Diner? They’re on Elm, a little out of the way, but no place is too far in McFarrellville, and they do have the best finger steaks in town.”

			That there was more than one place for finger steaks in McFarrellville said a lot. “I’ll be back at…?”

			“Six thirty,” Arbuckle said. “Don’t be late.”

			Max headed for the door, tired, irked and hopeful he had made it clear that he would see Mara Philippi.

			As he reached the corridor, Assistant Warden Korthauer caught up with him and walked with him to the exit. “You do understand we’re the premier federal prison in the incarceration and treatment of serial killers. We have to be vigilant.”

			Max inclined his head. “You do understand my wife is dying and I don’t have time for this kind of prevarication. I need to get back, to assure her Mara Philippi is in fact behind bars.” Even if he had believed that, this game Arbuckle and Korthauer were playing persuaded him they had something to hide.

			“I thought your wife was unconscious.”

			“She can hear me.” He believed that with his whole heart.

			“Right. I’m sorry for your impending loss.” Assistant Warden Korthauer turned to the guard at the outer door. “Would you escort Mr. Di Luca to his car?”

			“Sure.” The guard headed into the parking lot. “Which one’s yours?”

			“The silver Maxima. Why do you have to walk me to the car?” When Max arrived, no one had walked him from the parking lot to the door.

			“Because Korthauer said so. She’s my boss, and I don’t argue with that woman.”

			“Fair enough.” But…hmm. Max got into the car and drove down to Elm Street, and the Desert Diner, where he had the finger steaks, coleslaw, fries and iced tea. Arbuckle was right—good food.

			A glance at his phone told him he had an hour to get back to the prison.

			The drive would take ten minutes.

			When he walked to the car parked against the curb, he saw the left rear tire. Flat as all hell.

			He crouched down and ran his hand over the tread.

			Slashed. How about that.

			A flat tire. A delay to be pounced on. Another day wasted. And the clock was ticking.

			Max rolled up his sleeves and got the spare out of the trunk.

			Too bad for whoever had done this—he’d worked at a tire store in high school.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			THIS TIME WHEN Kellen’s spirit came to consciousness, when she found herself standing outside her body, she knew what to do. She caught a pink and blue ribbon of emotion, and let it carry her to the newborn nursery.

			The babies. Oh, the infants! Squalling, sleeping, pooping, battling the restraints of their blankets, their eyes unfocused…except when they looked at Kellen. Her they saw, and somehow they sent comfort and reassurance. Wherever they’d come from, Kellen was going, and they knew she would be happy there.

			Being the kind of love-song-listening type of person Kellen was, she believed them and sent thanks.

			Another emotion, writhing with misery, tugged at her, and she followed a weak, pitiful, constant crying into the ICU nursery. Other babies lived in this room, in their incubators, fighting for life with every breath. The emotion didn’t come from them, but from a tiny girl hooked up to a breathing tube and an IV. She exuded misery, pain, despair.

			Kellen hovered over her. “What’s wrong?”

			She didn’t have a voice, but the baby heard her and gave her a glance that pleaded and dismissed and returned to the fight that occupied all her strength.

			“Her mother was addicted to cocaine, alcohol, you name it.” It was as if the nearby doctor had heard Kellen and answered her question. He lifted his head from the patient’s chart and said, “The mother came in while in labor, produced the baby and was gone. Here this kid is, three months premature and in agony as she goes through withdrawal.”

			“I know that, Dr. Davis.” The pediatric ICU nurse seemed perplexed at the doctor’s explanation. “Poor kid hasn’t got a chance. Teratogens inhibiting normal growth, not enough time in the womb, no parents, no home. Can’t sleep, can’t eat, lungs underdeveloped…”

			“But she’s a fighter!” Kellen said.

			“Yes, Bernice, but she’s a fighter.” The doctor came over, slid his hand into the incubator and stroked the child’s head.

			For a brief moment, the baby took comfort and quieted.

			Nurse Bernice joined him to check the baby’s vital signs. “We’ve seen miracles before.”

			“This one will be a miracle.” He leaned over and smiled into the tiny, frowning face.

			The baby’s eyes drooped.

			“She will be if I have anything to say about it.” The nurse consulted the chart. “Mrs. Hibbert is coming in to hold her. Maybe she can make our little Jane Doe feel better.”

			“You have people who come in and hold these babies?” Kellen loved the idea.

			“The babies just sprawl on that skinny old bosom and absorb happy.” Nurse Bernice wasn’t talking to Kellen…but she sort of was.

			Dr. Davis moved back into the well infant nursery.

			Something began to tug Kellen away, back toward her room. She drifted toward the door, then backed away when an old woman with white, wildly spiked hair walked through, leaning heavily on her walker.

			“Mrs. Hibbert!” Nurse Bernice said. “We were just talking about you. Baby Jane Doe is wanting you.”

			Mrs. Hibbert nodded at Kellen as if she saw her, and tsked as the baby squalled out its hopelessness. “There, there, child. Grannie’s here.”

			“Her name is Joy,” Kellen said.

			Mrs. Hibbert sat down in the rocking chair and waited while the nurse extracted the baby from the incubator, wrapped her in a warm blanket and carefully brought her, with her tubes, to Mrs. Hibbert. Mrs. Hibbert took her with precisely as much care and settled the baby on her chest. Together the nurse and Mrs. Hibbert slid the baby into a sling and secured it to her chest.

			“There,” the nurse said. “You won’t strain yourself holding her.”

			“As small as this tiny thing is, it wouldn’t be much of a strain.” Mrs. Hibbert began to rock. “Have we named this baby yet?”

			“There’s no point in naming her until it’s clear the mother won’t return for her.”

			“This little girl needs to hear joy every day, so I shall call her Joy.”

			Nurse Bernice hesitated, then marked over “Jane Doe” on the chart, and replaced it with “Joy.”

			The current tugged more fiercely at Kellen, and she rode it down the hospital corridors and back toward the entrance of her room. As she went, she began to recognize people like her, spirits who had escaped their bodies and wandered free. Some of them, like her, still had color and substance, but some, like the spirit she had first met, were fading into an insubstantial white. Some drifted. Some moved with purpose, as she had when she went to the nursery. Some struggled, fighting against death.

			Could they succeed in avoiding the end of life? Perhaps they could, but to what end? Max wouldn’t allow her to be bound to a worthless body resting on a cold bed. She thanked him for that.

			As she reached the corridor that led to her room, she again felt the void of emotion she had experienced before.

			Harrison Benchley. He strode toward the nurses’ station, looking neither right nor left, passing patients and medical staff with the indifference of a man already dead. Yet he wasn’t ill, not really. Because of his strong constitution and robust lifestyle, he had survived the trauma of his accident and the loss of his arms. He should be happy to be alive.

			The woman who walked beside him—Diane Sánchez, read the name on her badge—spoke in a low tone. Diane knew he was closed off, but she tried to get his attention. “I can tell you’re doing your exercises. I wish all my patients were as determined as you. But please, you’re driving yourself too hard. You don’t want to have another setback.”

			“The last setback had nothing to do with how hard I work.” His voice was deep, commanding, impatient. “It was an infection. It’s the only reason I’m back here, in the hospital.” Ah! There was emotion in the way he said here. He loathed the hospital, loathed the weakness around him, loathed the illness, the death. Most of all, he loathed his own body. “As soon as possible, I’ll be gone.”

			“You mean back to the convalescent center.”

			He turned his head and looked at his physical therapist. “What else would I mean?”

			She stopped.

			He didn’t.

			She hurried to catch up with him. “You can do this,” she said.

			“I intend to.” He passed Kellen, entered a nearby room.

			The therapist followed and in a moment came back out. She walked to the nurses’ station, met the head nurse’s gaze and shook her head. In a soft tone, she said, “I can’t make him want to live.”

			The head nurse shook her head, too.

			They both glanced at the woman leaning against the desk dressed in scrubs and wearing a surgical mask. She pushed the mask down, watched the door Harrison had disappeared behind with such longing…

			In her thirties, dark curly hair, dark eyes, pretty. Who was she?

			No matter. Kellen had an appointment to keep with her body and her bed.

			And suddenly, she was in her room.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			JUST INSIDE THE DOOR, Kellen stopped.

			Her body lay stretched out on the bed, thin, still, pale, her head shaved and sliced, her skin bruised. Death had marked her as his own.

			But sitting in the chair beside her was her daughter, Rae Di Luca, seven years old, bright, smiling, intensely alive and leaning forward, talking to Kellen’s still body. “Mommy! Today was the first day of school. My teacher’s name is Mrs. Melon. She told us her first name was ‘Water.’ Isn’t that funny? Some of the kids said they heard she was mean, but Grandma said she didn’t believe it. She said I should do my best, see how Mrs. Melon reacts, and make my own judgment. So I’ll do that. This year, for our play, we’re going to put on Annie. Do you know Annie? I’m going to try out for Kate. She’s one of the orphans. I was going to try out for Annie, but Grandma says I sing like she does so maybe I should set my sights a little lower. That’s okay, the girl who plays Annie only does it half-time because they don’t want anyone my age to strain her voice. Or his voice. Mauro is going to try out for the part. I heard one of the parents say he’ll get it just because it’s politically correct, but is that bad? I don’t think so. Are you missing Daddy? I’m missing him, too. Grandma’s mad at him for leaving you now, but I know God’s not going to let you die no matter what the doctor said so it’s okay. It would be great if you’d try to wake up before Daddy comes home. He’d be so excited…” Rae never drew a breath, never seemed to doubt Kellen could hear her.

			But Verona… Verona sat on the chair behind and to the right of Rae, and she cried, a low drip of tears she didn’t bother to wipe away.

			Kellen and her mother-in-law didn’t necessarily agree most of the time, but Kellen also knew Verona wanted her in their lives, if for no better reason than it would make Max and Rae happy. At heart, Verona was a good woman. She didn’t want Kellen to die, for Kellen’s sake as well as for the sake of the little family.

			Kellen sank into the chair where she had first sat to listen to Max. Today had been good; she’d helped a baby. But here she was face-to-face with what she would lose when life vanished from her body.

			Her daughter. Her darling girl. Rae would go on. She would remember Kellen with sorrow and affection. But Kellen wouldn’t be here to see her grow and mature. She wouldn’t be here to help her, advise her, fight with her, exalt with her. She wouldn’t hear her sing (badly), or help her with her homework (not the spelling). All the good parts and bad parts of Rae could never be a part of Kellen. Kellen would be gone.

			Kellen also knew Rae would be okay. She had her grandmother, who she adored. She had her father, the bulwark of her life. She had the whole loud, loving Di Luca family.

			It was Max Kellen really grieved for. He loved her. He had loved her when she had been abused, homeless and afraid, nothing more than a shadow of a woman. He had loved her when she vanished from his life, and he had stayed true to her for all the years she’d been gone. He had loved her when he found her again, and he’d loved her through all their adventures, troubles and trials. He loved her in a coma, and he would love her past death.

			Maybe someday he would find a woman he could live with. Maybe someday he would marry again. But Kellen was the love of his life, and she knew she held his heart. Forever.

			Truly, it was Max she was abandoning. It was Max Verona cried for.

			As would Kellen. If she could cry.

			For the first time, Kellen looked down at her hands, pale and transparent, and wished things had been different.

			Not much more time on earth.

			Max, please hurry back. No matter what, please hurry back. I don’t know how long I can wait.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			MAX MADE IT back to the prison on time.

			Neither Warden Arbuckle nor Assistant Warden Korthauer seemed surprised, but neither one said anything about his grimy hands, either, and Max chalked that up as suspicious.

			Assistant Warden Korthauer excused herself from the viewing.

			Max wanted to ask if she was headed out to slash another one of his tires.

			Warden Arbuckle led him down the corridor and into a small room with a long glass window. “The window was installed in the sixties as a safety measure after one of our prisoners attacked his mother and badly injured her. It’s three inches thick and reinforced with wire, impossible to get through. You can understand our caution.”

			Max took one look at the dark-haired woman behind the impenetrable, wavy glass, and said in disgust, “I can’t clearly see her. I can’t identify Mara Philippi if I can’t see her.”

			“I can’t believe this. I can’t believe you. It’s her!” Warden Arbuckle threw out his hands. “It’s Mara Philippi. Who else would it be?”

			“Maybe it’s someone who looks like her.”

			“Are you accusing me of—”

			“I’m not accusing you of anything except obstructing my search for the truth.”

			This place, this situation, stank of collusion.

			“I want to see Mara face-to-face. If there must be bars between us, so be it.” Max piled on the sarcasm. “I assume you still have bars in this prison?”

			Warden Arbuckle was breathing hard, as if he wasn’t used to being challenged so blatantly. “Yes. We have bars in this prison.”

			“Then let’s go.” Max gestured at him. “Get her in a cell, make sure there’s adequate lighting, let me see her. Let me speak to her. Let me hear her voice.”

			“She could very well refuse to speak to you.” A capitulation.

			“Mara Philippi?” Max remembered her, her outgoing personality, her constant challenges, the way she seemed so normal. Then they’d found the stash of stolen antique books and the carefully curated dehydrated hands. Not normal. Not at all. “She’ll speak to me.” She would rage at him.

			“Tomorrow morning,” Warden Arbuckle said.

			“Tonight,” Max countered.

			Warden Arbuckle spoke as if he wanted to grind his teeth. “We can’t make it work tonight. There are regulations concerning the handling of prisoners, especially dangerous prisoners.”

			“So you’ve said.”

			“You don’t understand what Mara Philippi is.”

			“I do.”

			“All right, you don’t understand what she’s done since she’s been here. She was illiterate. She demanded to be taught to read. We kept her tutor separate, on the other side of a window. He used a microphone and there was a slot underneath where he could pass materials. Mara behaved so reasonably, the tutor was lulled into the belief that we were exaggerating. He fell in love, put his hand through the slot to touch her. She bit his finger so hard he couldn’t get loose. We had to pry her jaws open. The poor sap had to have surgery to reattach a ligament.” Warden Arbuckle swung away from Max. “No! Not tonight. I can’t do it! I don’t have the necessary manpower.”

			Max knew when he was defeated. “What time tomorrow morning?”

			“Eleven.”

			“Nine.”

			“Ten.”

			“At ten a.m., Mara Philippi, or the woman in her cell, will be behind bars, where I’ll be able to clearly view her, speak to her.”

			Max never doubted that Warden Arbuckle loathed him. “That’s the deal. Then you’ll leave town.”

			“I’ll be glad to leave town.” Max had never meant anything so much in his life. He also knew if somehow Mara Philippi had escaped, or been set free, and that seemed more and more likely, the warden and assistant warden were at the least guilty of concealing that fact. In this small town, they were powerful people. In this grim prison, they had learned to utilize violence. For the first time, he wondered—would he survive this trip?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			ELYSE STOOD IN the doorway of the Aloha Motel office. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon!” she chirped.

			Max paused on his trip to his room, number 7. He turned on his heel to face her. “Didn’t expect to see me so soon? What do you mean?”

			“I heard you had a flat tire.” She stared at him and smiled, challenging him without fear.

			“Where did you hear that?”

			“It’s McFarrellville. News travels fast.”

			“Of a simple flat?” Not only flat, but slashed, yet he hadn’t reported that to the police.

			“You had to call someone, and that’s business for McFarrellville Tire. Russ is my cousin.”

			“I’m sorry to disappoint Russ and them, but I changed it myself.”

			She looked Max up and down. “I would have never guessed.”

			He headed back toward her, toward the office. “Can I get my bottles of water and the DVD of Hunt for Red October?” He’d seen it enough times it would occupy only half his mind, leaving him room to puzzle out the prison’s obstruction, and worry about Kellen, whether his mother was right, whether Rae was right, whether Kellen would survive long enough for him to return.

			Elyse pulled the two bottles out of the college-sized refrigerator behind the counter and had him sign for the DVD. He made her take note of the scratch on the corner; damned if he was going to buy the Aloha Motel a new copy of the movie.

			“Goodbye,” she said. “Good luck.”

			Before he stepped out the door, his phone rang. He snatched it from his pocket, saw the name on caller ID, and sighed with relief and annoyance.

			Washington, DC. Nils Brooks. Damn him to hell.

			Max stepped outside into the blaring sunset and answered. “Nils. What?”

			“Did you see her? Who is it?” Nils asked.

			Max ignored one question, answered the other. “No.”

			“What do you mean, ‘No’? Did you see her? Is it her? Is it Mara Philippi?”

			Nils was the head of the MFAA, a federal organization that tracked the sale of stolen antiquities used to fund terrorist groups. Because of the MFAA, Nils had been involved in Mara Philippi’s arrest. He’d also been romantically involved with Kellen, and despite the fact Max had won that battle and married her, Nils cared about her, maybe in a kindly way. Maybe in a lustful way.

			Max didn’t care how Nils cared about her; Max hated this bastard.

			“I haven’t seen her.” Max headed for his car.

			“You’ve been there ten hours. What do you mean you haven’t seen her?”

			“How do you know how long I’ve been here?” Max unlocked the trunk.

			“How do you think you got permission to visit so easily?”

			Max hadn’t thought it was easy at all, but sure. It had probably taken pulling all the strings. “No sighting yet. They’re playing games.”

			Nils’s voice sharpened. “Who’s playing games?”

			“Not sure.” Max picked up his backpack, then hesitated, his gaze on the tire iron. “The warden. The assistant warden. Today I’ve been in the prison twice. I’ve been obstructed twice.”

			“What happened?”

			“The first time they tried to show me a supposed live video.”

			Nils snorted.

			“Maybe it was live, but it was too far away and too fuzzy to identify her. The second time—”

			“Tonight?”

			“Yeah, tonight—she was behind a thick glass. I couldn’t make an identification like that.” Telling Nils this stuff made Max more aware, more certain of the inherent wrongness of this place and these people.

			“I’ll bet that didn’t go well for them.”

			“No.” Max stowed the tire iron in his bag, hoisted it on his shoulder and shut the trunk. He made sure the car was locked, too, but now he was also sure a lock would make no difference. This place lived on the edge of a cesspool.

			“Sounds like they’re hiding something,” Nils said.

			“Doesn’t it?” Max headed into his room. “Tomorrow I’m going back to see her, face-to-face, in a cell.”

			“What time?”

			“Ten a.m.” Before Max stepped through the door, he looked around the parking lot. He felt as if he was being watched.

			“Let me see what I can do to help.”

			“You do that.” Max shut the door behind him and locked it. He shoved the desk chair under the handle, then stared at the old, never-used second door in the back wall, figured there was no such thing as too much caution and moved the cheap desk to block it,. He hefted the tire iron in his hand and hoped it was enough.

			 

			IN THE MIDDLE of the night, Max woke with a start.

			He’d heard something at the back door; a clawing at the wood.

			Quietly he pulled his tire iron from under the bed and pushed the blankets back, prepared for action.

			In the alley, a man shouted a drunken raucous obscenity.

			Someone else slammed the side of the building hard enough to make the cheap pictures shudder.

			Maybe the Aloha Motel was merely living down to its reputation.

			Max stayed on the bed. But he didn’t release the tire iron, and he didn’t go back to sleep until the first glimmers of dawn lit the sky.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			WHEN NEXT KELLEN bounded out of her body, the sun was shining through the windows and she could hear calls from the people she was supposed to visit. Someone or something had set a schedule for her, and she looked forward to the time out and about.

			Truth to tell, she was enjoying her role as buttinsky-for-good. She was racking up the points, making it easier for herself on the other side.

			True, it was the equivalent to cramming for the final, but she didn’t have much time left to do the right thing. She had to do it now.

			As she did every time she rose, she looked down at her hands: paler than before. The closer she got to death, the paler she was. But it didn’t seem to affect the way she felt, which was fine. She had seen Rae and been reassured her daughter would face life with all the support and care she would ever need. And somehow, while she rested, a trickle of reassurance had reached her; Max, too, would have a full and happy life, and soon they would meet again.

			She supposed soon was a relative term when compared to eternity.

			She slipped into the hallway, into the stream of emotions, and rode it toward the infant nursery. She wanted to check on Baby Joy.

			But this time her route took her a different way, through the children’s ward. As she traveled, she felt no tugs on her…until she saw murky gray smoke that curled through one door.

			Kellen frowned. A fire? She pushed her way inside and found a thin, wide-eyed and frightened four-year-old girl patient prone on the bed. A woman in scrubs stood beside her reading the chart of her symptoms and treatment. A technician was on a ladder, changing a light in the ceiling.

			In walked the father. He had drops of water around his hairline, and he used a paper towel to dry his weary-looking face. At the sight of the woman, his face grew lively and intense. “Dr. Parkhurst! I was hoping to catch you. Why does Molly keep having episodes where she can’t breathe? Every time she goes to sleep, she wakes up screaming. She has asthma, but you said if we admitted her, you could try other medicines that would make her better.”

			“We don’t understand what’s happening with Molly, either.” Dr. Parkhurst glanced up at the technician, who nodded and descended the ladder.

			“But you have to know.” The father walked toward her. “I lost my wife from exactly this kind of horror. I can’t lose Molly, too!”

			The doctor shied away from him. “Mr. Quinby, we admitted her just a few hours ago. We have to give the medications time to work.”

			“She’s already had another episode!”

			“I know. Believe me, I know,” Dr. Parkhurst said. “We’ll continue to do our best. In the meantime, why don’t you go home and get some rest?”

			He pushed his hand through his hair. “I can’t leave her. Not like this.”

			Kellen switched her attention to the child on the bed. She was a pretty little girl who clutched the covers in panicked hands, and only her eyes moved as she watched her father and the doctor.

			She looked as if her nightmares walked in the daylight.

			Meanwhile, gray smoke swirled on the floor, climbed the walls, slid across the sheets.

			Something was dreadfully wrong here.

			Dr. Parkhurst kept her gaze on Mr. Quinby as she slid out the door.

			The technician smiled affably. “If you spot any more lights out, just call. I’m Frank. You let me know.”

			“I didn’t spot that one,” Mr. Quinby snapped.

			“Oh. Must have been one of the medical types that are in and out all the time.” He punched his way through the door, leaving Mr. Quinby alone with his daughter…and Kellen, who drifted to the far side of the bed. She had a better view from here, and somehow she knew she needed to see everything.

			Mr. Quinby waited, head turned as if he was listening. Turning back to his daughter, he pulled a pillow out from under the child’s head.

			“Please, Daddy.” Molly’s eyes looked at her father, but Kellen saw what she saw—a monster. “Please, don’t.”

			“It’s okay. Daddy won’t hurt you.” His eyes gleamed with a kind of pleasure. “You know that.”

			“This does hurt me.” Tears trickled down Molly’s cheeks. “Please, Daddy, don’t make me.”

			“It’s okay,” he crooned. “You’ll only feel it for a little bit. Then you won’t know anything more.” He pressed the pillow over Molly’s face.

			The child screamed into the pillow, pushed against his weight, kicked her feet.

			He pressed harder.

			He was suffocating little Molly. He’d done it before. This time, he meant to finish the job.

			Kellen shrieked, “No!” and lunged at him. She passed through the bed, through Molly’s panic, through Mr. Quinby’s twisted excitement, and found herself on the other side.

			She was a ghost. She could do nothing.

			Yet when she stumbled, wild with fury and out of balance by her charge, her shoulder hit Molly’s IV pole. She felt the impact reverberate all the way to the tips of her nonexistent fingers. The pole hit the floor with the clang so loud it sounded like the knell of a large bell. The fluid bottle shattered. Saline and nutrients spread across the floor.

			Mr. Quinby swung around, pillow in hand, faced the door, looked around wildly.

			Molly took a breath, and her panic erupted in a scream, another scream, another. She screamed shrilly, loudly, like a siren call of distress.

			Medical personnel and security people boiled through the door. Nurses and doctors raced to Molly’s side, placed an oxygen mask over her face, held her and reassured her. The security men, led by the technician who had changed the light, grabbed Mr. Quinby’s arms and removed the pillow from his grasp.

			“I didn’t do it,” he said. “I didn’t knock it over. I don’t know why it fell, but I didn’t knock it over!”

			The technician pointed up toward the ceiling. “That wasn’t a light I changed. I installed a camera. We saw what you did. We recorded what you did! To your child. To that little girl! You dirty—” Frank wanted to hit Quinby. He shook with the need. His fist rose.

			“Don’t do it!” Kellen lunged for his arm, desperate to stop him.

			She slid right through him. Whatever had happened before, didn’t happen again.

			One of the women in uniform must have had the same reaction; she grabbed Frank’s arm to stop him. “Don’t. Don’t give him any reason to claim abuse and get this thrown out of court.”

			Quinby struggled against the cuffs the security guards placed on his wrists. “I’m a respectable businessman. I mean nothing but good for Molly. I’m her father!”

			The medical professionals threw around phrases like Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy.

			The security men talked about a long stretch of prison time.

			Molly cried and gasped, sucking in all the oxygen she could.

			“Makes you wonder what really happened to his wife,” Kellen heard Dr. Parkhurst say to Frank.

			Kellen felt a satisfaction and a wonder; how had her so unsubstantial spirit hit the pole and had an effect? She didn’t understand it; maybe it wasn’t her spirit so much as her passions…

			Yes. That was it. Her anger and indignation had blown the pole over, dashed it hard against the floor, created a distraction that pulled Mr. Quinby away from Molly, and gave the security team extra seconds to get in here.

			She wanted to spend a moment to revel in her success in helping to save little Molly and put her father in prison.

			But she had to hurry.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			KELLEN SLIPPED UNNOTICED through the turmoil to her next assignment, drawn to the nursery where she had first visited Baby Joy.

			It was, she realized, early afternoon. Nurse Bernice at her desk, working on charts and reports, half-consciously listening for any alarms.

			Baby Joy was out of her incubator, strapped to Mrs. Hibbert’s chest, resting quietly. Kellen could tell the baby had been given a kind of peace by the old lady, the rocking chair, maybe by her new name.

			Kellen crept forward, not wanting to disturb the child or the woman who rocked the baby.

			Little Joy opened her eyes and looked at Kellen…and Kellen knew.

			The chair wasn’t rocking. Mrs. Hibbert wasn’t moving.

			She was gone. She was dead. Her spirit had not lingered.

			Why not? Why had she gone so quickly, so completely?

			Because she had died in a state of grace, doing good. She had saved Baby Joy. That little girl would survive to fight for her life.

			Dr. Davis didn’t know, not yet. When he entered the room, he spoke to Nurse Bernice. “Did you hear about the security video they got of that monster of a father who was smothering his daughter so he could get attention?”

			“Did they get him?”

			“They sure did. The little girl’s in protective custody and he’s under arrest. But that’s not the great part about the video.”

			Nurse Bernice looked up from her charts. “What?”

			“He’s got the poor little girl under the pillow, leaning all his weight on her. Everyone thinks this time he was going to kill her. The kid is fighting like crazy—and all over a sudden the IV pole goes flying.” Dr. Davis grinned in fiendish delight.

			“What do you mean, it goes flying?” Nurse Bernice was listening, but not paying attention.

			“It looks like something knocked into it, knocked it over. It hit the floor. The bottle shattered. It was a mess, but it distracted him before he could do worse.”

			Nurse Bernice looked up. “So he bumped it with his foot?”

			“You watch the video. There’s no one anywhere near that IV pole.”

			Nurse Bernice got what he was not saying. “Oh, come on.”

			“Watch the video, you pagan. It’ll make you a believer.”

			“In ghosts?”

			“What better place than a hospital?”

			Kellen gloated. She might be a ghost, but she had made a difference. “You might want to speak to Mrs. Hibbert,” she told them.

			Nurse Bernice raised her voice. “Mrs. Hibbert? How’s it going over there? Ready to be relieved?” She frowned, stood and walked over to the rocking chair. “Mrs. Hibbert?”

			The old lady had died, having lived her life well. Her final gift was to Baby Joy, who would survive and thrive.

			How lovely.

			Kellen left the nursery, rode on the ribbons of emotion and found herself by the busy nurses’ station near her room. Her surgeon, Dr. Clift, was there, cursing the paperwork as he filled it out.

			A silence fell that had him lifting his head.

			Harrison Benchley was approaching, returning from physical therapy to his room.

			Everyone watched him, but most of all, the woman at the corner of the broad counter watched him, as she always did. She wore the same surgical scrubs she had before, wore the same mask over her face. She disguised herself so she could observe Harrison as he made his daily trek.

			But why did she bother? He never looked. He never noticed.

			“Who is she? Why is she doing this?” Kellen had no real voice.

			But Dr. Clift was more than willing to ask Kellen’s question. He must have been wondering himself. He laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “Megan, why? It’s been months now. He never looks around. He doesn’t care about anybody or anything. The man you married died in that wreck, and this Harrison was born. He rejected you. Why do you keep doing this day after day?”

			Megan never took her gaze from Harrison, and she whispered so he couldn’t hear her voice. “He’s the best man I ever met.”

			One of the nurses snorted. “He’s rude. He’s indifferent. He’s worked with Diane every day for almost a year. She’s out sick, he got a different physical therapist, and he never even asked about her.” She gripped the pen hard enough to hurt her own fingers.

			Harrison went into his room.

			The door shut behind him.

			Megan pushed the mask down to reveal a pretty face, worn by worry and grief. “You don’t understand what he’s really like. I was a cleaning lady in his office. I was doomed to be a cleaning lady. My mother had never been more than that. My father was… I don’t know who my father was. All my life everyone told me I was never going to amount to anything. I believed them. I worked for Harrison Industries. He was always there late, in his office, and he saw me. He talked to me. He asked me what I was doing, how old I was, what I wanted from life. I was twenty-three and no one had ever asked me that. But I knew the answer. I knew. I said I wanted to be a nurse. He said, ‘Not a doctor?’ and I said no. When my mother was dying—lung cancer, she smoked—I remember the hospice nurses. Mom wasn’t ever a nice lady and when she was suffering…” Megan exhaled. “But the nurses never judged. They never reproached. When she died, no one from our family was there, but they were.”

			The immensity of the tragedy she hinted at made the nurses and Dr. Clift exchange glances, and broke Kellen’s heart.

			“Before I knew it, Harrison had me taking tests, working with a tutor so I could get into school. He said… He said his success had been him, fighting, with never a hand out to help him, but I didn’t need to do it that way. He had a reputation as a tough man, but I couldn’t help falling in love with him.” Megan touched the ring finger on her left hand. She was a nurse—she wore no jewelry—but a tan line encircled the finger.

			She exuded misery, love, hope.

			Harrison really was a bastard.

			“He loved me. At least, he said he did. I didn’t think he’d want to marry me. He was so rich and handsome, and I was training to be a nurse.” Hastily Megan added, “Which I was proud of, but I had never worn designer clothes or real jewels or dined in five-star restaurants. I didn’t want to marry him, but he convinced me it would work.” As she remembered and reminisced, she smiled. “And it has. Ten years. The occasional fight over what show to watch or where to go on vacation. But, you know, a good marriage. Then this, and he won’t even…” She swallowed. “I tried to talk to him, to explain I don’t care, that his arms aren’t who he is, that he can learn to use the prostheses and we would go on. I told him I loved him. He told me to leave. He told me… He took all the things he knows about me and my past, and mocked me. He hurt me. I never wanted to see him again. And I didn’t. Not for months.”

			“What changed?” Kellen asked.

			“What changed?” Dr. Clift asked.

			Megan said, “I realized that whether he loves me or not, I love him.”

			Dr. Clift exhaled in exasperation. Kellen heard his thoughts clearly; he’d just gone through a third bitter divorce. He didn’t believe in love, but he could hardly argue with Megan’s devotion.

			Yet the simplicity of Megan’s declaration caught at Kellen’s heart, made her think of Max, made her hope she could do something for this woman before it was too late.

			She looked down at her pale fingers.

			It had better be soon. “I have to sleep now,” she told the medical staff, and returned to her body.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			OF COURSE, MAX OVERSLEPT. Cursing viciously, he barely showered, flung on his clothes and headed out into the already blazing desert morning. He could see Warden Arbuckle and Korthauer telling him he couldn’t see Mara Philippi because he was too late.

			He parked in the prison parking lot. The guards at the gate half-heartedly checked his identification and searched him for weapons; they’d now seen him often enough to be bored with him.

			He went through all the checkpoints at a good pace, and only somewhat listened to the directions to the warden’s office. He knew how to get there.

			He approached the outer office and looked in. A short middle-aged woman with huge breasts and that McFarrellville family look to her sat at Assistant Warden Korthauer’s desk. She looked up at Max. “Mr. Di Luca?”

			“That’s right.”

			She offered her hand. “I’m Corrections Officer Winifred Rinaldo. Something came up and right now, Warden Arbuckle and Assistant Warden Korthauer can’t take you on the tour of the facility.”

			Max was damned sick of getting the prison runaround. “What do you mean, they can’t take me on a tour of the facility? We have an appointment, and not for a tour. I’m here to visit Mara Philippi.”

			“Oh. You’re the one.” Officer Rinaldo eyed him up and down. “I didn’t realize… You know Mara Philippi is one of our most dangerous prisoners. Crazy, cruel and manipulative.”

			“That would be her.”

			“Gossip in town says you’re one of the people who captured her and brought her to justice.”

			“For once, gossip is right.”

			“Your wife also played a hand in it.” Her tone hinted at admiration and compassion.

			Max began to think this woman wasn’t part of McFarrellville’s good ol’ boy network. “A very big hand in it.”

			“And she’s dying.”

			“Yes.”

			Officer Rinaldo said, “Humph.” Her eyes narrowed on him; they were honest and clear of guilt, and she didn’t mind looking him in the face. “Humph.”

			He would bet this woman had good sense and backbone, and maybe even some compassion. “Officer Rinaldo, I need to see Mara Philippi, and I need to get back to my wife before it’s too late.” He noted the gold band on her left hand. “You’re married. Surely you understand that?”

			“I’m widowed.”

			Max heard raised voices from behind the office door. Warden Arbuckle and Assistant Warden Korthauer, shouting about something. He looked toward the office, half-expecting to them storm out.

			Officer Rinaldo looked, too, but the door remained closed. She stood. “I happen to know Mara Philippi was placed in the barred cell you requested. I wasn’t instructed to do so, but since it sounds as if they’re going to be a while, I can take you down there.” She pointed him toward the elevators. “After you.”

			He walked ahead of her—everybody who worked at the prison preferred to guard their backs—and asked, “What’s going on with Arbuckle and Korthauer?”

			“A call came in from Washington, DC. The FBI.”

			“Oh.” Max gave a brief laugh. “Did it?” Dear Nils. Max might not like him, but the guy had the connections and he wasn’t afraid to use them.

			Officer Rinaldo pressed the button to call the elevator. “I don’t know what it’s about, but once it came in, I was told to handle you.”

			The doors opened and he got in. “Are you handling me?”

			“I am. I’m giving you what you came for.” She got in with him and pressed the button for the bottom level. “That’s not what they meant, but in the future, when they decide to order me around, maybe they should be more specific.”

			The elevator dropped. The doors opened. He held them for Officer Rinaldo.

			She shook her head. “After you.”

			“Right.” Max walked down the corridor. “You’re not part of the Arbuckle/Korthauer team.”

			“They don’t have a team. They have a dictatorship that stinks of corruption. Korthauer should occasionally remember where she came from—which is the same place I came from.”

			He was pleased he’d guessed right. “You have the look of a McFarrell.”

			“Except my father came from out of town, so I’m not as inbred as the rest of them.”

			He gave a surprised bark of laughter.

			They reached the small barred door in the corner.

			Inside the cell, a woman sat on a chair, her elbow on the table, her back to Max. Her hair was black, like Mara’s, but hair could be dyed. Her skin was pale like Mara’s, but she lived in a cell.

			“Mara,” Max said. “I’ve come for a visit.”

			The woman didn’t move.

			“Don’t you want to see your old friend?” Max coaxed.

			Still no movement.

			“Come on, woman!” Officer Rinaldo glanced down the corridor toward the elevator. “We haven’t got all day!” Obviously, she anticipated interference from the warden and the assistant warden. Obviously, she intended to win this round.

			The woman in the cell didn’t move.

			“Mr. Di Luca,” Officer Rinaldo said, “I’ve been on the job long enough I don’t have to work down here in the trenches. I didn’t anticipate problems, but I guess I should have. They tell me Philippi was pure hell when she first got here. A few months ago, she got the medication she needed and settled in.”

			Or she escaped and left someone in her place.

			Officer Rinaldo struck her bat against the bars. “Turn around, Miss Philippi. Let’s see your face.”

			Max watched the prisoner intently, noting that she jumped at the sound.

			“Let me find the keys. I’ll get her turned around.” Officer Rinaldo walked toward the end of the corridor.

			Max studied the upright back of the prisoner. He was pretty damned sure that, despite the dark hair and small-boned frame, this was not Mara Philippi. Her shoulders hunched with tension. Mara Philippi wouldn’t be tense. She would be thrilled to see him, to have the chance to somehow torment him.

			Officer Rinaldo came back with an electronic card and a large brass key. She grinned when he lifted his eyebrows. “At McFarrellville Federal Correctional Facility, we cover all the bases.” She inserted the card into the reader and the key into the old-fashioned lock. She opened the door.

			The woman who claimed to be Mara Philippi shot to her feet and turned to face Officer Rinaldo.

			Officer Rinaldo slammed the door, shutting herself in, blocking Max’s view. When she took another step, the Mara imitator turned her shoulder to him.

			This was his chance. He had to see her now. He said, “It’s not her.”

			“How do you know?” Officer Rinaldo asked.

			“Too tall.”

			His gamble worked. The prisoner looked right at Max, her expression the picture of desperation and bitterness.

			He spoke right to her. “My mistake. You are about the same height—but you are not Mara Philippi.”

			Damn it. Damn it. She looked a lot like her, but she really and truly wasn’t Mara.

			The woman who was not Mara now realized she’d been tricked, and with a snarl, she flung herself at Officer Rinaldo, knocking her flat on her back.

			Officer Rinaldo hit her head against the linoleum floor.

			Max thought she had been knocked out.

			But Officer Rinaldo was a fighter. She slammed the flat of her hand under the false Mara’s chin, snapping her head back, then kneed her in the stomach and flipped her onto her back. She pressed her stick against Mara’s throat and said, “Honey, I don’t know who you are, but you’re going to get all the prison time you want.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			MAX WALKED OUT of the prison at 2:14 p.m.

			Once Officer Rinaldo had been satisfied that Max knew what he was talking about, and that the prisoner wasn’t Mara Philippi, she had hustled him to the door and told him to get out of town. She was smart enough to be scared.

			He was scared, too.

			Mara Philippi hadn’t escaped on her own. She had been a master of manipulating people around her; whoever had arranged for her to be traded for a look-alike would kill to hide their crime.

			As far as he knew Warden Arbuckle or Assistant Warden Korthauer were still locked in the warden’s office arguing with the federal government. One of them, or both of them, were guilty.

			As soon as Max got to the parking lot, beyond the reach of the prison’s Wi-Fi dampening field, he pulled out his phone and sent Nils Brooks a message.

			Mara Philippi a fake.

			Nils texted back, Not what I wanted to hear.

			That would be enough to get justice moving in the right direction.

			 

			MAX PARKED HIS rental car in the Aloha Motel parking lot in the shade of the single tree and trudged across the hot, sticky asphalt to the door of his room. This morning, in his rush to view Mara, he’d left everything behind: his backpack, his toothbrush, his photo of Kellen and Rae, his tire iron under the bed.

			Now he intended to collect his belongings and leave McFarrellville before the shit hit the fan. After his text to Nils Brooks, it would. He had no doubt it would, but he did wonder, in the end, where the shit would land and stick.

			He used the key card to open the door and walked into a cleaned room. All the blinds were closed. The bed had been made up. His scattered belongings had been stowed in his backpack.

			He stopped in his tracks.

			Which was okay, except it appeared that someone intended it to look as if he’d never been here.

			Uh-oh.

			He took one step back toward the still open door, captured a glimpse of something in his peripheral vision, dodged and caught a wrench on the side of the temple.

			Lights exploded in his head.

			He dropped like a rock.

			Seconds later, he came back to consciousness. He knew it was seconds later because someone was breathing harshly in his ear, pulling him across that disgusting carpet toward the blocked back door. The room was dark; the front door had been closed. There was no way for anyone to know he was in here or what was happening.

			He reacted without warning, twisting, sweeping his left arm behind the knees and slamming the man—it was a man—to the floor.

			The fight instinct was strong, his thoughts swift and logical.

			Last night someone had tried to get in that back door. Last night there had been more than one man. Was there more than one in here? He rolled across that carpet—when he got out of this mess, he’d have to sterilize his whole body—to the bed. He reached under and grabbed the tire iron.

			Someone rushed him.

			He didn’t have time for a solid swing, but swept the tire iron up and at the man’s knees.

			The guy screamed, went down, whimpering, cursing.

			Max knew the voice.

			Jack Shales.

			I’m going to get out of this piece-of-shit little town.

			Dangerous guy. Frustrated, enraged, desperate. Jack pulled a pistol from a side holster and took quick aim.

			Max flung himself to one side as a shot blasted at him. It barely missed him, and a second click made him freeze in position. “Don’t shoot me.” He looked into Jack’s face, hoping Jack couldn’t cold-bloodedly pull the trigger. “I’m Max Di Luca. I’m the football player you admired.”

			“You always had everything you wanted. Came from a rich family. Had the body to play football. Why did you have to come here and screw everything up? No one cared she was gone. No one cared I made a fortune. Then you…” Jack staggered to his feet, rubbing one knee, but he kept that pistol pointed at Max. “You came and poked and prodded until people asked questions.”

			Max squinted, trying not to see the pistol, trying to see the man behind it. “Why would you go to the trouble to get Mara Philippi out? Of all the people, why her?”

			“She had the money. She had the power. She promised us—”

			“Us?”

			“Warden Arbuckle and me. She promised we’d be part of her team. We would make a fortune. I could leave here and never return.” Jack squinted at him, his pale blue eyes rabid with hope, and aimed the pistol at Max’s chest. “You didn’t have time to tell anyone the truth. I’m not going to get caught. I’m not.”

			“Of course I told someone. As soon as I was out of the prison, I let my friend in DC know. Look at my phone.” Which was out of Max’s reach. “You’ll see. There’s a text and a confirmation.”

			“No.” Jack panted as if he had run a long way. “No. You can’t tell me I’m going to die here. I want out. I hate this town. I hate that woman. I hate—”

			The door slammed open. Light flooded the room.

			Max saw the outline of a woman’s figure holding a shotgun. He curled up into a little ball, made himself a small target.

			The shotgun blasted.

			Blood spattered everywhere.

			Jack fell.

			In a voice mixed with amazement and annoyance, Elyse said, “He was actually going to leave. I never thought he’d have the guts.”

			Max peered around, felt ill. “Those are definitely his guts.”

			Elyse pointed the shotgun at him.

			He said his prayers, sent a kiss to Rae, knew he would be blessed when Kellen joined him all too soon.

			“Get out of town.” Elyse used the barrel to gesture toward the door. “Your wife is dying. You don’t want to be here for the fallout that’s going to follow this crime of passion. You’d never make it back in time.”

			Max grabbed his backpack and his tire iron and headed for the car.

			He hoped the scene in his rearview mirror would be the last he ever saw of McFarrellville.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			SOMETHING WOKE KELLEN from her sleep. A demand. An order.

			Get up. Get up now!

			She found her spirit self at the door of her room, then in the corridor. She looked around, trying to see what she had been called to do.

			Harrison Benchley was at the far end of the corridor, walking alone toward her, and toward his room. He was, as always, cold and without emotion, but in Harrison’s pocket, he held a scalpel.

			Where had he got that?

			He grasped the handle with his prosthetic hand. He caressed the blade with his forefinger. He jumped when its sharp edge sliced that artificial part of him. He frowned fiercely, stopped walking, pulled one of the hands he loathed out of his pocket and stared at it. He experimented, moving his fingers, proving to himself he hadn’t made a fatal mistake. He needed that hand to slit his throat.

			Dependent. Loser. Cripple.

			He would do it tonight.

			His physical therapist had said, I can’t make him want to live.

			Want to live? Worse than that. He’d been working so hard on his rehabilitation so he could die. So he could kill himself.

			Kellen’s gaze zoomed over to the woman in scrubs. As always, she was there at the end of the counter at the nurses’ station, watching him, loving him. His wife, the woman he’d cut out of his life.

			Kellen had to do something. She had to stop him. Before she finished the thought, she was beside him. She spoke to him as she spoke to others. “You want to live. For her. You love her.”

			Her words slid off the bleak shell of his indifference.

			“Listen to me. Listen to me!” She tried to take his arm, but without flesh, she couldn’t touch him. “I’m here,” she said. “I’m talking to you.”

			He remained still, looked around.

			He’d heard her!

			No, he hadn’t. He was simply making sure no one had observed him, that no one would try to stop him. He placed his hand in his pocket again and started walking.

			Kellen kept up with him. “Look at her. That’s your wife. She’s here every day to see you. She loves you. You love her. Look. Look!”

			He was on alert. He observed his surroundings, but he wasn’t really looking. He was so shut off he didn’t see through Megan’s feeble disguise to the woman he had lifted, helped, embraced, loved.

			In another few moments, he’d be in his room, slashing his throat, making sure that even if he was found, no one could possibly save him.

			Kellen had to do something. But she couldn’t touch him, couldn’t make him hear her.

			She had to go back to her body. Now. Now!

			At once she was in her room, staring down at the Kellen on the bed, at her bandaged head. Beneath those bandages, a scar bisected her mostly bald skull. The bruising on her face showed brightly against the pallor of her skin.

			Kellen knew—she knew—that if she did this thing, if she allowed her spirit to enter her body, she would be alive again, conscious, aware.

			She was being allowed this chance to save a man’s life, but she had a decision to make. If she accepted, her recovery would be miserable, demeaning, difficult and, maybe, might never be complete.

			But what else could she do?

			Harrison.

			Megan.

			Harrison.

			Hurry!

			She slid into herself.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			KELLEN OPENED HER EYES. Her real eyes, the ones in her body. She rested on the hospital bed in the room she recognized as hers.

			Hurry!

			She had to get up, but it took a moment to remember how to use her body, to move her fingers and use them to push back the blankets, to sit up and stare at her bony legs, her skeletal feet, and hope they would hold her weight.

			Because Max had had her removed from life support, there was no IV…but she was bound by a catheter. She looked around, found a pair of scissors resting on a bedside metal tray and used them to cut the tube. She used a tissue to catch the fluid—not much at this point—and she was free.

			Everything sort of hurt: her head, of course, but all her joints and muscles protested their lack of use as she moved her legs, inch by inch, toward the edge of the mattress, dangled them and then, holding the metal railing, stood.

			Pins and needles in her feet. But she didn’t have time to worry about comfort. She needed to walk. Now!

			She practiced a few steps, holding the railing. Good enough.

			She wore one of her nightgowns, thank heavens, but look! A bathrobe. Her bathrobe, hanging on the hook on the wall, waiting for her.

			She smiled. Rae had insisted they leave it for her, for when she got up. Bless that little girl. With all her heart, she had believed Kellen would live.

			Holding the railing, Kellen lifted the robe off the hook and shrugged her shoulders into it. No time to try to work out the difficult process of inserting her arms into the sleeves.

			She tried to walk toward the door.

			Adhesive attached her to a monitor.

			She ripped herself free and knew alarms had gone off at the nurses’ station. She didn’t have much time before the whole medical staff would be in here.

			She hurried as fast as her feeble body could hurry, pushed the door open, discovered she was just in time.

			Harrison was walking past.

			She caught his arm.

			He tried to shake her off.

			No. She hadn’t come back from death to be ignored. “You can’t do this,” she said. Her voice creaked and cracked.

			He glanced down, did a horrified double take.

			She had stopped him in his tracks. Her battered and gruesome face and head were good for something. “You can’t do this.” Her voice gained strength. “You have a life. You have a wife. You love her. She loves you. If you kill yourself now, you’ll have plunged her into a lifetime of tears and guilt.”

			“What in the hell are you talking about?” Now Harrison was horrified for a different reason.

			Kellen spelled it out. “You must not kill yourself.”

			He looked wildly around the corridor, at the medical staff, all of them who were running toward Kellen. “Shut up,” he said. “Shut up. Shut up!”

			Kellen shot a glare at Dr. Clift.

			He wavered, put out a hand. Everyone stopped. They exchanged amazed, concerned glances.

			Ha! Kellen still had that Army-officer command look. Now she tried her command voice. “Harrison, you can’t die now. Not after all you’ve gone through.”

			He tried to counter her Army-officer command voice with his own I’m an important man voice. “I don’t know you. I didn’t give you permission to call me by my first name.”

			“I know you. And I know Megan.” Kellen turned her back to the medical staff, excluding them from the conversation. She had Harrison’s attention, and she intended to keep it. “If you kill yourself, you’ll condemn Megan to a lifetime of remorse.”

			He told Kellen what he’d been telling himself. “She’s young. She’ll realize I did it for her.”

			“You don’t believe that.” Kellen concentrated on him to the exclusion of everyone and everything. “Better than anyone, you know her background. She’ll blame herself. Convince herself she wasn’t enough. She’ll lead a life to make you proud, and she’ll die alone.”

			Kellen must have hit a nerve, because he snapped, “Who the hell are you?”

			“I’m Captain Kellen Adams. I served in the Army with men and women who lost their legs, their arms, their eyesight. Every one of those men and women did what they had to do to go forward with their lives.” She pulled out all her experiences to try to reach him—and he was hearing her. “What kind of man won’t listen when the woman he loves wants to help him? What kind of man tells himself he deserves to die? A coward!”

			“You don’t understand. No one understands.” Harrison held up his hated prosthetic arms and shook them. “This is my fault. I wasn’t wounded in any noble cause. I worked too long at the office. I could have got a cab, but no. I was going home, and I was the man in control.” He laughed bitterly. “I was tired. I fell asleep, I crashed my car and I woke up half a man.”

			Of course. That made sense. He had created the problem, now he intended to fix it. “You’re not half a man. You’re simply not the man you were before.”

			“I won’t take less.”

			“Harrison Benchley, handsome, strong, self-made man, a philanthropist, a lover.” She mocked him. “You made yourself a person to be envied. Suddenly—no one envies you.” Not true, but she flung his thoughts at him, bringing them out to air.

			“They pity me. All they can see when they look at me are these.” He allowed his arms to sink to his sides.

			“What do you care what they think, what they see? Aren’t you the man who always says, ‘What they think of me is none of my business?’“

			His chest rose and fell as if he wanted to reply but had no words.

			Kellen asked, “Do you know what Megan does every day at this time?”

			“She’s at work.”

			“She works at this hospital.”

			“No, she doesn’t.” But for the first time, he looked around him and saw people: the doctors, the nurses, the med techs. He looked beyond them, too, and saw the woman, her face covered by a surgical mask, standing alone by the nurses’ station. The mask could no longer hide her from him; he knew her.

			Kellen told him, “She comes every day to watch you walk past. Just to see you.”

			“No.”

			Kellen drew on the knowledge she’d been given. “When you proposed, you swore you’d always be there for her. You promised you would love her in this life and the next. That’s how you convinced her to marry you. Harrison, you’re breaking her heart, and that heart, once broken, cannot be mended.”

			He wasn’t really listening to Kellen anymore.

			Because Megan had pushed the mask down and off her face, and stood staring at him.

			He took a step toward her. In the silence of the corridor, his voice carried. “Why are you here?”

			Megan answered just as clearly. “You can reject me, but you can’t make me stop loving you.”

			“I didn’t reject you because I don’t love you. I did it—”

			“For my own good?” Megan gave a laugh that broke in the middle. “Don’t lie to yourself, Harrison. Our whole relationship was built on what you could do for me. I tried to tell you it didn’t have to be that way, but you didn’t listen, and this!” She pointed at his arms. “This changed everything.”

			“I know. I know.” He held up his hands and looked at them in revulsion. “Mechanical. Unfeeling. A lousy substitute for real flesh. I don’t even have two arms to hold you.”

			Kellen could see desperation and determination radiating off Megan, could hear her thinking, One last chance. I have one last chance.

			Megan walked straight at him.

			He retreated one step.

			She kept walking. She slammed her body against his and caught him in a fierce hug. “I have two arms. Let me hold you.”

			There it was. The precipice. Harrison balanced there between acceptance and rejection, between a new relationship with the woman he loved—and a scalpel to his throat.

			Kellen held her breath.

			Everyone in the corridor held their breath.

			The tension peaked.

			At last, Harrison wrapped his artificial arms around Megan and laid his cheek against her hair. He didn’t say anything of importance. Of course. But what he said meant everything. “You changed your shampoo,” he whispered.

			She buried her head in his chest. “Do you like it?”

			“As long as it’s your hair and your head and your body, I like it fine.”

			Like that, they were united…

			All at once, the Herculean efforts she had made caught up with Kellen.

			She staggered.

			As if on cue the medical staff surrounded her. Someone caught her arm. Someone pushed a wheelchair under her behind. Someone took her pulse, her temperature. Dr. Clift announced he wanted her in an examining room with “every damned gadget we’ve got.”

			Kellen closed her eyes and smiled. “Every damned gadget” must be a medical term she wasn’t familiar with.

			Everyone was speaking to her, asking for symptoms, for pain level, and when she had answered those questions, they asked, “How did you know?”

			Kellen opened her eyes and looked at Harrison and Megan, still standing in the middle of the corridor, still holding each other tightly. “About him? About them?”

			Heads nodded.

			She tried to remember. She had known everything—but how? Why? A recollection of traveling the hospital corridors flitted through her mind and disappeared behind a mist. “I don’t remember.”

			They got her into the room with all the damned gadgets, stuck electrodes on her chest and head, an IV in her vein, took her pulse—again, her temperature—again, listened to her heart. They asked her questions about whether she could see, hear, recall her name, the year.

			She heard the word miracle tossed around like a badminton birdie, and she was pretty sure this gang didn’t use that word too often.

			Finally, with a sigh, she said, “Guys, I’m pretty tired. Could I go back to—” Abruptly, she couldn’t recall the name for that thing, long, narrow, with sheets, blankets, pillows. How could she remember all the other words except that one?

			“To bed?” Dr. Clift said. “You bet. Whatever you want.”

			Bed. That was the word. So simple. How could she forget it?

			As they wheeled her toward her room, Dr. Clift asked, “What’s wrong with your hands?”

			Kellen looked down. Her fingers on both hands were tightly curled. “I don’t know.” Another wave of fatigue hit her. “I suppose they’re the price that I paid for coming back to life.”

			“We’ll get you help,” Dr. Clift promised. Someone paged him. “Emergency,” he told her, and peeled off.

			The staff was falling away, returning to their jobs, excited and enlivened.

			In the end, one RN held the door to Kellen’s room, an LPN pushed her through, and one nurse followed.

			Kellen held up a hand, and they halted.

			Max stood in the room, staring down at the empty bed with such desolation Kellen’s heart broke for him.

			He thought his mother’s prophecy had come true. He thought she had died while he was gone.

			“Max?” she whispered.

			He lifted his head as if afraid to believe. He turned. He looked.

			Through the months of Kellen’s long, slow, excruciating recovery, when she was discouraged by the atrophy in her hands, by the problems with her speech, she remembered how the most wonderful smile had broken like dawn across Max’s face, and how he had whispered, “Kellen. My miracle.”

			 

			Don’t miss the next Kellen Adams novel, Strangers She Knows, by New York Times bestselling author Christina Dodd! Read on for a sneak peek…
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			Yearning Sands Resort
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			RAE DI LUCA stacked up her Level Three lesson books, opened the piano bench and put them away. She got out the Adult Course Level 1A book, opened it to “Silver Bells,” and put it on the music rack. “Mom, you have to practice.”

			Kellen didn’t look up from her book. “I know.”

			“When?”

			“When what?”

			“When are you going to do it?”

			“I’m at the good part. Let me finish this chapter.”

			“No, you have to practice now. You know it helps with your finger dexterity.”

			When had their roles reversed, Kellen wondered? When had ten-year-old Rae become the sensible adult and Kellen become the balky child?

			Oh yeah. When she had the brain surgery, her right hand refused to regain its former abilities, and the physical therapist suggested learning the piano. But there was a reason Kellen hadn’t learned to play the piano earlier in her life. She loved music—and she had no musical talent. That, added to the terrible atrophy that afflicted her fingers, made her lessons and practices an unsurpassed agony…for everyone.

			She looked up, saw Rae standing, poised between coaxing and impatience, and the Rolodex in Kellen’s punctured, operated-on and much-abused brain clicked in:

			RAE DI LUCA:

			FEMALE, 10YO, 5’0”, 95LBS. KELLEN’S DAUGHTER. HER MIRACLE. IN TRANSITION: GIRL TO WOMAN, BLOND HAIR TO BROWN, BROWN EYES LIGHTENING TO HAZEL. LONG LEGS; GAWKY. SKIN A COMBINATION OF HER ITALIAN HERITAGE FROM HER FATHER AND THE NATIVE AMERICAN BLOOD FROM KELLEN; FIRST PIMPLE ON HER CHIN. NEVER TEMPERAMENTAL. KIND, STRONG, INDEPENDENT.

			Kellen loved this kid. The feeling was more than human. It was feral, too, and Kellen would do anything to protect Rae from threat—and had. “I know. I’m coming. It’s so much more fun to listen to you play than practice myself. You’re good and I’m…awful.”

			“I’m not good. I’m just better than you.” Rae came over and wrapped her arms around Kellen’s neck, hugged and laughed. “But Luna is better than you.”

			“Don’t talk to me about that dog. She howls every time I sit down at the piano. Sometimes she doesn’t even wait until I start playing. The traitor.” Kellen glared at the dog, and once again her brain—which had developed this ability after that shot to the head—sorted through the files of identity cards to read:

			LUNA:

			FEMALE, FULL-SIZED POODLE/AUSTRALIAN CATTLE DOG/AT LEAST ONE OTHER BREED, 50LBS, RED COAT, BROWN EYES, STRONGLY MUSCLED. RESCUED BY RAE AND MAX WHILE KELLEN RECOVERED FROM SURGERY. FAMILY MEMBER. RAE’S FRIEND, COMPANION, PROTECTOR. MUSIC LOVER.

			Luna watched Kellen in return, head resting on her paws, waiting for her chance to sing a solo protest to Kellen’s inept rendition of “Silver Bells.”

			“Everybody’s a critic.” Rae set the timer. “Come on. Ten minutes of scales, then you only have to practice for thirty minutes.”

			“Why do I have to practice ‘Silver Bells’? Christmas isn’t for seven months.”

			“So you’ll have mastered it by the time the season rolls around.”

			“I used to like that song.”

			“We all used to like that song.” Rae took Kellen’s left hand and tugged. “Mom, come on. You know you feel better afterward.”

			Kellen allowed herself to be brought to her feet. “I’m going to do something wild and crazy. I’m going to start learning ‘When the Saints Go Marching In.’ It’s the next song in the book, and I like it.”

			“You can learn anything you want after you practice your scales and work on ‘Silver Bells’ for fifteen minutes.”

			No one wanted to be inside today, certainly not Rae Di Luca, certainly not Kellen Adams Di Luca, certainly not upstairs in their private quarters in the Yearning Sands Resort. Not when spring had come to the Washington state Pacific Coast. April and May’s drenching rains turned the world a soggy brown. Then, on the first of June, one day of blazing sunshine created green that spread across the coastal plain.

			Kellen made her way through the ten minutes of scales—the dog remained quiescent for those—then began plunking out “Silver Bells.”

			As she struggled with the same passage, her right hand fingers responding only sporadically, Luna started with a slight whine that grew in intensity. At the first high howl, Kellen turned to the dog. “Look, this isn’t easy for me, either.”

			Luna sat, head cocked, one ear up, one ear down, brown eyes pleading with her.

			“I would love to stop,” Kellen told her and turned back to the piano. “How about a different tune? Let’s try ‘When the Saints Go Marching In.’”

			She played the first few notes and out of the corner of her eye, she saw the dog subside. Then, as she worked on a tricky passage, made the same mistake, time after time, the dog sat up again, lifted her nose and howled in mourning for the slaughter of the song.

			Rae giggled, and when her mother glowered, the child controlled herself. “Come on, Luna, I’ll take you outside.”

			The dog didn’t budge.

			“She thinks she’s helping you,” Rae explained. “Come on, Luna. Come on!” She coaxed her out the door, turned back to Kellen and said sternly, “Twenty more minutes!”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Kellen struggled on, trying to make her recalcitrant fingers do her bidding. Even when she finally got the notes right, it wasn’t a piano tune so much as jack-in-the-box music. When at last the timer went off, she slumped over the keyboard and stared at the fingers of her right hand.

			They were trying to atrophy, to curl in and refuse to do her bidding ever again. But the physical therapists assured her she could combat this. She had to create new nerve ways, train another part of her brain to handle the work, and since two hands were better than one and her right hand was her dominant hand, the battle was worth fighting. But every day, the forty minutes at the keyboard left her drained and discouraged.

			Behind her, Max said, “Turn around and let me rub your hands.”

			She noticed he did not say, That was good. Or even, That was better.

			Max didn’t tell lies.

			Kellen sighed and swiveled on the piano bench. Again that Rolodex in her brain clicked in:

			MAX DI LUCA:

			MALE, 38YO, 6’5”, 220LBS, ITALIAN-AMERICAN, FORMER FOOTBALL PLAYER. HANDSOME, TANNED, CURLY BLACK HAIR, BROWN EYES SURROUNDED BY LONG BLACK LASHES. ONCE HIGH UP IN THE DI LUCA FAMILY CORPORATION, STEPPED DOWN TO RAISE HIS DAUGHTER, NOW DIRECTOR OF THE FAMILY’S YEARNING SANDS RESORT ON THE WASHINGTON COAST. KIND, GENEROUS, RESPONSIBLE, LOVING. A STICKLER FOR DUTY. FAR TOO MUCH WILLPOWER, WHICH WAS IRRITATING TO KELLEN IN MATTERS RELATING TO THEIR MARITAL STATE.

			He took her right hand gently in both of his and, starting at the wrist, he massaged her palm, her thumb, her fingers. He used a lavender-scented oil, and stretched and worked the muscles and bones while she moaned with pleasure.

			He listened with a slight smile, and when she looked into his face, she realized his lips looked fuller, he had a dark flush over his cheekbones and his nostrils flared as he breathed. She looked down at his jeans, leaned close and whispered, “Max, I’m done with practice. Why don’t we wander up to our bedroom and I’ll rub your…hand, too.”

			He met her eyes. He stopped his massage. Except for the rise and fall of his chest, he was frozen in that pose of incipient passion.

			Then he sat back and sighed. “Doctor says no.”

			“Doctor said be careful.”

			“Woman, if I could be careful, I would. As it is, nothing is best.”

			“I am torn between being flattered and frustrated.” She thought about it. “Mostly frustrated.”

			“I’m just fine.” Max didn’t usually resort to sarcasm, so that told her a lot. Married almost two years and no sex. He was a good man, but he was coming to the end of his patience.

			“If we’re refraining because we’re worried I’m going to pop a blood vessel while in the throes of passion, I’d like to point out there are solutions that you might enjoy.”

			“That isn’t fair to you.”

			“You’re massaging my hand. That’s pretty wonderful.”

			“Not the same.” Again he took her tired hand and went to work.

			Bitterly she said, “Kellen’s Brain. It’s like a bad sci-fi fantasy.”

			He laughed. “It’s improving all the time.” When he had made her hand relax and Kellen relax with it, he said, “I’ve been thinking—the Di Luca family owns Isla Paraíso off the coast of Northern California. The family bought the island seventy years ago with the idea of placing a resort on the island, but now that doesn’t seem likely. Someone needs to go there, look things over, make decisions about its fate.”

			Kellen nodded. “You want to go there? See what you think?”

			“Actually, I thought we should all go there.”

			He was still working her hand, but with a little too much forcefulness and concentration.

			“Ouch,” she said softly.

			He pulled away, horrified. “Did I hurt you?”

			“Not at all. Except that you’re treating me like a child.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re not telling me what’s really going on. Why do you want to go to this island?”

			“I told you—”

			“I don’t doubt that what you told me is the truth. But it’s not all the truth. Max, what’s wrong?”

			Max sighed, an understatement of a sigh, as if he dreaded what he was about to say. “You’re not going to like it.”

			“I gathered that.”

			“Mitch Nyugen.”

			“What about him? He’s dead.” She remembered she couldn’t always trust Kellen’s Brain. “Isn’t he?”

			“Yes. He was buried in the Cape Charade cemetery.”

			“Was buried?” Unease stirred in her belly.

			“This week, his widow arrived from Wyoming.”

			“He wasn’t married.” That brain thing. “Was he?”

			“No.” Max was as sure as Kellen was not. “Yet the woman who claimed to be his widow had all the necessary paperwork to have his body exhumed.”

			“Oh, no.”

			“She had the coffin placed in the chapel. Last night, the undertaker, Arthur Earthman, found her there, with the coffin open. She murdered him, and almost killed his wife, Cynthia. The widow escaped ahead of the sheriff, and she left her calling card.”

			Kellen knew. She knew what Max was going to say. “She cut off Mitch’s hands.”

			“And took them.” Max looked up at her, his brown eyes wretched with fear. “Mara Philippi is back. And she’s here.”

			Don’t miss Strangers She Knows by New York Times bestselling author Christina Dodd, the thrilling conclusion to the Cape Charade series!
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