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Chapter 1

As Jerry drove away from the joyful double wedding of his best friend and Paramedic partner, Emma, and her twin sister, Vivian, his mood swiftly turned south. His date, Sara had taken off. Left without saying goodbye. Ditched him. What in the hell was wrong with her? Who does that?

The clock ticked to two minutes after midnight. The time seemed to taunt him, to haunt him. As if Sara were Cinderella come to life. And now he had to search the kingdom. He looked around at the dark street flashing by as he drove. Some kingdom.

Jerry forced his thoughts back to the wedding reception, back to just before he had noticed she was gone. The toasts were given, the food was eaten, and the important dances were danced. The dance floor was flooded with couples, young and old, dancing and laughing in their best outfits. Jerry had asked Sara to dance and she has said sure, swaying rigidly with him on the dance floor for one song. He hadn’t thought about her tension at the time, but now it sat huge in his brain, teasing him with its significance. 

After the dance she had headed back to the table and he followed, stopping on the way to talk to Emma. Sara had said “I’m going to get a drink,” and walked to the bar. He hadn’t seen her again. After a few minutes he’d scanned the large room, but she wasn’t in it. He assumed she’d gone to the bathroom and so he waited for her at their table. After 15 or 20 minutes he’d sent Beth, one of his and Emma’s coworkers, in to the bathroom to look for her, but she wasn’t there. Not wanting to bother Emma or Vivian, he’d asked Beth to help him search the room and ask a few people if they’d seen her.

Uneasily, he’d made his way outside, ignoring people who tried to talk to him. There was no one outside of the reception hall. He’d listened to the wind dance in the trees, looked up at the almost-full moon, and wondered where she had gone. And why. And how. He’d driven her to the reception, picking her up at her office. So you wouldn’t see where she lived, a voice inside of him had whispered.

As the moon watched impassively, he called her phone. It went straight to voice mail. He texted her. Sara, where are you? No response.  

A horn blared, pulling him fully back to the present. The road flashed past, streetlights illuminating the interior of his car. Jerry looked down at his lap where his phone sat, willing it to ring, willing Sara to call with a story, any story, to explain why she’d disappeared.

His head chattered on about how she was rude, wrong, and probably crazy. His heart whispered that something bad must have happened to her. But what? This was a nice neighborhood. No thugs roamed the streets. There was no crime to speak of here. Jerry knew the city as well as anyone, and he knew some people didn’t even lock their doors at night.

Jerry’s heart whispers increased in intensity. Something happened. You should check on her. You should do something. But what? He knew where she lived, but he also was quite sure she didn’t know he knew, and the last thing she wanted was for him to know where she lived. How would she react if he just showed up at her apartment? He could imagine her brown eyes flashing while she ordered him to never call or talk to her again Ordered him out of her life, basically. But hadn’t she already done that? Who ditches someone that they care about staying in a relationship with?

Jerry sighed and tried to push back the thoughts. He hadn’t had a drink all night, but now he just wanted to drink until he passed out and the voices in his head passed out too. His mind ticked off his options: go to a bar and call a taxi to take him home, or buy something hard and take it home, drink alone, pass out alone, and try to convince himself he didn’t have a problem in the morning. 

He’d never had a drinking problem before in his life, until the incident with Emma's ex, Norman Foster, where Norman shot him in the shoulder and tried to turn him into a pancake between a reversing car and a stationary ambulance. Emma had saved most of him by cranking the wheel. Only one of his legs was partially sacrificed.

After that incident, Jerry had spent a few months feeling sorry for himself. That’s one thing you never hear about in those brief stories of triumph where you see a picture of someone standing tall and strong or walking again for the first time after rehabilitation from a horrifying injury. You don’t hear about the months and months of struggle, plus hard, painful work that always seems to net 2 or 3 steps back for every one step forward. You don’t glimpse the early moments when the brain is willing but the body is unable. Those moments make a person weak. They strip will and way from you, like you never had any to begin with. And even when you manage to claw your way back and have your triumphant moment, finally, the memory of the weak moments never goes away. Never disappears fully. And now I know weakness intimately, Jerry thought, his mouth pressed into a grim line. I can turn weakness away again and again, but I’ll never go back to the person who only knew how to be strong. 

Absently, Jerry’s hand massaged his right leg that had been almost crushed. He felt the scar tissue underneath his pants. The gunshot wound to his left shoulder had been simpler, a clean shot through only muscle. But he’d almost lost the leg. Learning to walk on it again had taken 9 months, and he still limped badly if he’d been on his feet for too long. 

Jerry drove on, absentmindedly,  still undecided on where to go. His mind cast back to those months when all he could do was sit around and wait for his body to heal enough that he could start physical therapy. He sat on his couch and watched TV. He didn’t know what else to do. He’d always been an active guy, playing sports, exercising, working with his hands. Firefighter/Paramedic was the perfect job for him because he was always moving, always on his feet, always doing something new and interesting, and he got to help people. What could be better than that? So when he was stuck on his butt in his apartment for days and weeks on end he didn’t know what to do. 

He had nothing to fall back on. He’d never enjoyed reading. If he tried to force himself he usually fell asleep. And he didn’t own a computer.  His sister called him grandpa and a dinosaur for that. She’d bought him an iPad after he got out of the hospital, but looking at it was almost like looking at a book to him. It put him to sleep. He watched a few movies on it and liked that aspect of it, but he didn’t do much else on it. 

Everyone visited him often. Emma, Vivian, Beth, Craig, Hawk. Craig especially. Craig came over three times a day for months, cleaning out the empty liquor bottles so no one else would see them, bringing him food, even helping him to the bathroom. Craig was convinced that Jerry had saved Emma’s life. Jerry knew he’d barely slowed Norman down.

And then he’d finally healed enough to start physical therapy. He’d hauled himself through the door to the physical therapy gym on crutches, excited to get back on his feet. And then he saw her. Sara Acosta, his physical therapist and the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. It’s not that she was perfect, but she sure was stunning. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, but it looked thick enough to tie a man up with. She wore no makeup, and no jewelry; she didn’t need any. Her smooth skin looked tanned, although he thought it was probably her natural skin tone. Her high cheekbones and full lips suggested an exotic cultural background, but she spoke without any trace of an accent. She was perfectly pleasant and professional, but she held him at arm’s length from day one.

Meeting her, he’d almost forgotten his purpose there. Almost forgotten that his leg was so mangled that he couldn’t put any weight on it. Almost forgotten the shame that started to come with the bottle. One look at her and he was captivated. But she never forgot the reason he was there. She was all business, all the time.

He didn’t care, he had just been happy to be there with her, looking at her, talking to her, feeling her hands on his leg. He remembered how her touch had seemed to melt away the pain from the scar tissue and how a smile from her had seemed to burn away the haze of self-pity.

And he’d seen her before.

He’d had a sense that he’d seen her before at that first meeting, but he hadn’t been able to remember where or when. During his fifth appointment with her, it came back to him. He’d opened his mouth to tell her that he’d seen her at her apartment building almost a year before, and then promptly closed it. Something whispered in his head that she would be upset to hear about it, upset that he knew something personal about her. 

His doctor had prescribed him two hours of physical therapy, 5 days a week. He’d progressed from using crutches, to using a cane, to finally being able to walk short distances without any help at all. He fondly remembered Sara’s feminine but strong hands tirelessly working the knots out of his legs and hips and massaging the ring of scar tissue around his leg. 

During the week, when he had an appointment with her to look forward to, he’d found it easy not to drink in the evenings. Besides, he would drop into bed exhausted by the work of recovery. On the weekends, his mind would unbiddingly explore the possibility that he’d never be back to his old self. What if I can’t go back to work? What if I have to get a desk job? He couldn’t think of much worse than that.

At each appointment, with increasing intensity as the months wore on, he remembered longing for more than their business relationship. He’d watch her hair drop into her face while she worked on him and burn to reach out and push it back behind her ear. But something told him he’d better not overstep her obvious boundaries. She was wound tight. Always looking over her shoulder at everyone who entered the gym, never seeming to relax or let down her guard.

Right before he gave up the cane forever, he worked up the courage to ask her out to coffee that afternoon. Her eyes had widened. In surprise? No, the look in them was warmer than surprise. In happiness. He swore she was about to say yes. And then she’d dropped a cold mask over her face and said “I don’t date clients.” Next thing he knew she had him on the leg press machine with the heaviest weight he’d used since the accident. Punishing me, or shutting me up, he thought as his breath tore at his throat and his leg shook.

But he didn’t give up. She was pushing him back to health, and he couldn’t bear the thought that the day he walked out of there without a limp was the last day he would see her.

A few weeks later, he tried again. “I know you don’t date clients, but would you consider dating me after I’m not your client anymore?” Again, he’d seen something indefinable in her eyes for a split second. This time he thought it was longing. But why? In a flash he saw her force her eyes to narrow and her face to pull into a cold grimace. Quickly, he said “Don’t answer right now, just consider it, OK? I think you’re really beautiful and smart and sweet and I really want to get to know you better.” Then he’d slipped off the table where she was working on him and limped to the drinking fountain, taking a long drink to cool his burning cheeks and let the moment pass. He normally never worked so hard on getting a woman to say yes. If they said no he shrugged and moved on. He didn’t know why this woman seemed so different, so special, so worth working hard for.

And he did work. He started staying after his appointments to work on the therapy equipment by himself. He didn’t overtly watch her with her next patients, but instead tried to absorb her likes and dislikes. He saw her drinking watermelon sparkling water a few times and then began buying them and bringing them to her. He noticed she always got her lunch from the same deli on the corner so one time he stopped in beforehand and asked them to give her a pink rose with her lunch, from a secret admirer. The next day he saw it on her desk in a vase. He tried to do something sweet for her at least twice a week, and made sure to never cross the line into creepy territory. 

Then the day came. “Jerry, you don’t need to come 5 days a week anymore. In fact, I think you are almost well enough to go back to work early, if you want to do that.”

Jerry’s heart leapt when she said back to work. And she was right. He’d recovered 85% function in his leg. Certainly good enough to go back to work as a paramedic, but not a firefighter. Cautiously he’d asked. “How many times a week do you recommend now?” 

“I think once a week will be plenty. You can continue your exercises at a regular gym and I’ll check your progress for the next 6 months. After that, you probably will only need to come once a month for a few months. After that ...” She trailed off. After that, not at all, he read in the silence.

Jerry sat quietly, a tens unit stimulating his thigh muscles. Once a week? Once a month? Not at all? He felt almost physically sick at the prospect. He’d gotten to know her well enough to know that she was upset too. Or at least he thought she was. Her movements at her desk  were erratic and seemed to have no purpose other than to keep her from looking at him. When she did speak she didn’t look directly at him, but instead at his leg. Her mouth was tight and drawn. He could see stress in her cheeks. She’s conflicted, he thought. She knows I’m going to ask her out again and she doesn’t know what she’s going to say.

Well let’s get it over with.

“So I am going to be the Maid of Honor at my best friend’s wedding next week -” he said. She snorted laughter, cutting him off.

“Don’t you mean you are going to be the Best Man?” she asked, still laughing, but looking in his eyes again.

“Oh no, my best friend is the bride, and she specifically said Maid of Honor,” he said, smiling, thinking that this was a good sign that she found it so funny. 

“Your best friend is a woman?” Sara asked, her eyebrows raised and new warmth in her eyes.

“Yes, Emma, I’ve told you about her. In fact she drove me here a few times. The strawberry blond?” 

“Oh yes, your partner. She’s your best friend?”

“Yep. Well, maybe she doesn’t think of me as her best friend anymore, now that she is getting married, but she’s certainly the best friend I’ve ever had. She’s no nonsense, no bullshit, you know?”

Sara just looked at him, and he thought maybe she didn’t know. 

“I don’t have a date,” he said, dropping his eyes. “And honestly, I can’t think of anyone I want to take except for one person. And if she won’t go with me I’m afraid everyone there will think I’m a total loser because I’m a male Maid of Honor and I can’t even get a date.”

He’d peeked at her, weighing her reaction. She had stopped laughing. Not good. He pressed on, knowing if this didn’t work, nothing would and too soon she would be completely out of his life for good. His stomach flip-flopped once and lay still. “I know you don’t date clients, but I’d really love to take you. I won’t be your client anymore soon, and if you want, I’ll find someone else to assess me for the rest of the time I need physical therapy.”

He’d stopped talking. The question sat between them like a lead weight, dulling the air in the room. Finally she smiled and said “Sure, I’ll go, but can you pick me up here? I have to work that day.”

Later, he’d thought that she hadn’t even known what day it was when she said that. But he’d shrugged his shoulders and thought that he didn’t care, because she had said yes. Yes!

Jerry drove on autopilot and thought hard about that. She could have told him she’d meet him at the wedding, rather than having him pick her up at work. And why was she so closed off, so hard to get to know? She’d never shared anything personal with him, and they’d worked together 5 days a week for almost a year. Better yet, if she was just going to ditch him, why did she agree to go with him in the first place? Why not just turn him down cold? Because she wasn’t planning on ditching you. Something happened at the wedding that made her think she had to, his mind whispered coldly at him, in a voice that implied he was a complete idiot if he couldn’t see that.

What if someone said something to her? He didn’t know what type of thing triggered her, since she’d never shared anything with him, but everyone has their triggers. What if some drunk asshole had groped her or something like that? 

A light bloomed in Jerry’s mind. He knew he was grasping at straws, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t ready to just give up on her yet. He set his lips in a grim line and spun the steering wheel left, doing a U-turn to the opposite lane. 

He was determined to get some answers.

Chapter 2

Jerry parked his car in front of the Mariana Day apartments and turned off his engine. His heart hammered in his chest hard enough that he could feel it beating in his neck. He took a deep breath and willed himself to calm down. He wouldn’t accuse her of anything. He would just ask her Why? And see what she had to say. 

He scanned the parking lot and spotted her car, a blue Ford Taurus, parked near the far end. Jerry walked toward it, trying to remember exactly which apartment belonged to Sara. He jogged up the stairs to the second floor, feeling a sudden fluttering in his gut. He focused on it, trying to figure out what it was telling him. Hurry up? Danger? He’d learned over the many years he’d been a paramedic to pay attention to feelings like these. Every time, when the symptoms told him the patient was fine, but his gut told him the patient was dying and he better move faster, his gut was right.

He stopped at the top of the stairs and gazed down the open-at-both-ends, red-brick hallway, thinking back in his mind to the ambulance call that brought him here over two years before. His chest pain patient had been in 2F, on the left side of hallway. Sara had been there, holding the old woman’s hand and telling her everything would be OK. Sara had only spared Jerry a glance before looking back at  her hurting neighbor. Jerry had been head over heels taken with her with that one glance, but professionalism never let him do anything about it. Until he saw her again under different circumstances.

Jerry started down the hallway, passing 2F. He stopped in front of 2H, remembering how Sara had rushed in here for a moment to get her keys and follow the ambulance to the hospital. The feeling in his gut was still there, pinging louder and stronger than ever. He took a deep breath and knocked on the door, ready for anything.

The door swung open just enough to let a sliver of light out into the hallway. Silence beat at his temples, churning his feelings of unease.

Jerry frowned, and considered pulling the door shut, but instead knocked again closer to the hinges. “Sara?” he called.

The door swung open a little more, and a metallic smell drifted out of the opening. Jerry knew what it was in a flash. He was a paramedic after all.

He pushed the door open quickly and took a step inside. “Sara! It’s Jerry!” 

The door bounced off the back wall and back into him, and then stood open, revealing a foyer that connected the kitchen off to the right, and the living room straight ahead. 

He could feel he wasn’t alone. She must be here.

The kitchen stood dark and empty so he moved into the living room and immediately saw where the smell was coming from. Red liquid that looked like blood, and probably was blood considering how it smelled, was splashed everywhere. Her couch was drenched with it. A pile of  clothes in the middle of the floor were splashed in it and then kicked around, as if to be sure every item was touched. The lamps had bright spatters that looked like art. But the foot-high words scrawled on the walls in blood chilled his heart the worst. 

Conniving Abandoning BITCH

Do your job you CUNT

Your blood lesson is coming

“Sara?” he whispered, his mind unable to process what he was seeing. Every step he took further into the room felt like it was through quicksand. His legs shook and tried to buckle. He’d never seen anything like this, even with all his years as a paramedic. Jerry didn’t think evil was something lurked in the hearts of men, or anything cliche like that. In fact, he thought the hurt that people usually caused each other was more from misunderstanding, and broken-ness, and love-seeking. But this was evil. Done by an evil person. He had no doubt about that.

He broke to his left and ran down the hallway, his neat, black shoes thudding heavily in the confined space. He slowed at the bathroom, but didn’t stop. It seemed empty at a glance. The bedroom light was on and he entered at a run, slamming the door into the wall as he pushed it open. 

Empty. 

He whirled to the closet and ripped it open.

Also empty except for plastic hangers hung askew with more littering the floor.

He fought an insane urge to check under the bed like a scared child, and then thought better of it. Of course he should check under the bed. This was a crime scene and he wanted to be careful.

Jerry dropped soundlessly to the floor, but there was nothing under the bed. He pushed up to his feet and walked slowly back down the hallway, his heartbeat echoing in his ears. The apartment was quiet. And it felt different. 

He turned on the light in the bathroom and looked inside, but there were no hiding places.

The kitchen.

Cautiously, he made his way past the closed front door into the kitchen. He turned on the light and scanned the room. The dining area opened up past the big refrigerator and there was a dead space behind it that he couldn’t see. 

His heartbeat sped up, beating so loudly it was all he could hear. He looked around for a weapon, but saw nothing, not even a broom. He fished his phone out of his pocket and dialed 911. He flexed his knees slightly, ready to react if someone sprang at him.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“I’m at Mariana Day apartments. My friend’s apartment has been broken into and someone ... someone ruined it.”

“What is your name?”

“Jerry Mansko.”

“Jerry, it’s Miranda. Are you OK?”

“Yeah Miranda, I’m OK, but my friend doesn’t seem to be here and I don’t know what happened to her. Her place is destroyed. Someone poured blood all over everything.” 

The dispatcher’s quick intake of breath told Jerry that she understood how bad things were.

As he talked Jerry walked forward, eyes wide and scanning the whole dining room at once. Empty as far as he could see.

Miranda clicked off for a second to start dispatching police and Jerry took some deep breaths, trying to calm down.

Suddenly he knew what felt different about the apartment. It felt empty.

He turned in a slow circle, phone still to his ear, and looked at the foyer where the door should be standing open like he left it. He couldn’t see it. Which meant it was closed. 

Shoving his phone in his pocket, he took three large steps and ripped the door open. Raking his head left, then right, he determined the hallway was empty. In a split second he decided whoever had been in the apartment was more likely to have left via the back stairs, so he sprinted that way. Visions tore through his skull of Sara being dragged down the steps, a hand over her mouth and a gun to her temple.

He skidded to a stop at the back wall and looked over the grass behind the building. Nothing was moving. He ran to the steps and took them two at a time to the bottom. Nobody was around. Nothing was moving. 

Breath tearing in and out of his lungs, he ran for the parking lot.

It was late. Probably close to midnight. And this was a quiet, small apartment building. If he found a car pulling out of a stall, he gave it better than 50% odds it would be who he was looking for. But he didn’t see anything moving. No taillights flashed. No car doors banged. Everything was quite.

Damn! He almost kicked the closest car in frustration. He had left the door to the apartment open, he was sure of it. So that meant someone had been in there when he got there. How could they have gotten away so quickly, quietly, and cleanly?

Unless ...

A scary idea bloomed in Jerry’s mind. What if it had been a neighbor? Suddenly it seemed as if his heart had stopped beating. But why?

Why not?

Jerry racked his brain, trying to think of what to do now. He wasn’t a cop. But what if what he did in the next few minutes meant the difference between life and death for Sara? He turned in a circle, feeling completely helpless. Should he look in all the cars to see if anyone was hiding in one? Should he knock on the neighbor’s doors? Should he look for tracks on the back lawn? A dozen possibilities occurred to him, all of which seemed to be equally important. He whipped his phone out of his pocket and punched in Craig’s number. It would take a few minutes to explain to Craig what was going on, but Craig could then tell him what was the best thing for him to do next. While he talked he could walk up and down the rows of cars and peek inside them.

As he dialed, lights splashed on the street in front of him and the sound of a car filled his ears. It was a police car, pulling into the parking lot. Relief bloomed in his belly, making him feel shaky. He pressed end on his phone and slipped it back in his pocket. The cops were here and they would know what to do. At least that’s what he thought at the time.

Chapter 3

––––––––

Jerry stood in the living room of Sara’s apartment, his hands fisted at his sides and his jaw locked tight. He couldn’t believe that an hour ago he had thought that the police officers showing up meant everything was OK. As he watched Officer Blalock dust for fingerprints and Officer Ferris take pictures he heard his teeth grind together. He tried to relax his jaw but as soon as he did, he lost what little control he had. He started saying out loud the thoughts that were scraping his brain raw.

“So this is it? This is all you guys are going to do? Take fingerprints and pictures?”

Officer Blalock turned around, his thick neck scraping his collar.

“What do you think we should be doing, Mr. Mansko?” 

That Mr. Mansko burned Jerry up a little. He had been friendly with Blalock years ago when he’d seen him on calls, but ever since the incident in which Norman Foster had shot him and tried to run him over, and he had shot Norman back, too many of the cops suddenly snubbed Jerry, or pretended not to know him. Jerry didn’t understand this at all. Foster had been a dirty cop, for God’s sake. He was a disgrace! Idly, Jerry wondered if Blalock had been friends with Foster.

“You should be out looking for Sara!” Jerry practically yelled.

“Oh yeah, where should we look for her?” Blalock asked contemptuously.

Jerry squeezed his hands tighter still, trying to keep a lid on his anger. “You could start by looking around the apartment building. What if somebody dragged her off when I got here? What if she fought them and there’s sign somewhere outside?”

“It doesn’t sound to me like she was here when this happened.” He gestured to the bloody walls and the couch. “Otherwise, why would they do it? You don’t leave a message for someone who is right in front of you.”

“I know, but what if she walked in on them. I told you that someone was here when I got here! Your assumption could be getting her killed right now!”

Blalock shrugged. “Look, we’re doing what we’re supposed to be doing. When the detective shows up, he’ll tell us if there’s anything else he wants done.”

“There’s a detective coming out now?” Jerry glanced at his watch. Almost 1 in the morning.

“Yeah sure, he’ll be here eventually.” Blalock turned back to his work.

Jerry stomped out of the apartment, half afraid to leave, because what if they didn’t let him back in? But if he didn’t leave, he was more afraid that he’d speak his mind and eventually get thrown out, like they had just thrown out those reporters. 

Fuck it. If they won’t do what needs to be done, I’ll have to. 

He walked to the parking lot and saw the camera crew and reporter from WYAZ setting up in the parking lot. He cursed inwardly, knowing they had seen him in the apartment when they pointed the camera in there and plied the officers with questions. Quickly, he turned on his heel and headed around the building. He’d check the parking lot after they left. He cast his eyes from ground to building to off in the distance. He didn’t know what he was looking for, but he figured if it was obvious enough he would figure it out. He watched TV.

He reached the grassy field in the back of the building and began walking across it. His plan was to walk back and forth, back and forth, from here to the bordering trees and fence, just to see if he could find a clue. A clue. Like on Bones. Suddenly he felt completely inept again. He probably wouldn’t know a clue if it bit him on the ass. He was going to try though. For Sara. Someone should be doing something, he thought.

He dug for his phone, and as his fingertips reached it, it vibrated. Sara.

He pulled it out but the screen said it was Craig, not Sara. Confused, he punched the answer button.

“Hello?”

“Jerry, we just saw you on TV. What’s going on? Is your date OK?”

Jerry’s shoulders slumped and he struggled to say something. “Craig, oh man am I glad to hear from you. I don’t know if Sara is OK. She disappeared from the party and when I came to her place to check on her someone had painted the place in blood.”

Craig sucked in his breath. “What do you mean, painted the place in blood?”

Jerry took a deep breath and explained everything he had seen. “Craig, I took some pictures on my phone. I can send them to you.”

“Ok, good idea. Do you want us to come down there?” Craig said.

Jerry thought about it. He sure would like to have Craig down here. But he and Emma were leaving for their honeymoon in the morning. He didn’t want to ruin that.

“Could you do anything?” Jerry asked.

“Like investigation? No. I might be able to look around, but if I actually found anything I’d have to go get a cop to collect it. There’s no reason for the FBI to come in there and take over or even help. The chief is actually still pretty touchy about me and Hawk. We’re investigating 4 more of his officers right now,” Craig said, regret in his voice.

Jerry thought furiously. “I understand. The cops are doing squat though! They have been in the apartment for over an hour taking fingerprints and pictures. Like inside the apartment is the only place to investigate.”

Craig was silent for a moment. “I’m sure they’ll get outside eventually, but it sounds like they don’t think Sara is in any danger right now.”

“Yeah, they don’t think she is or they just don’t care,” Jerry said.

“The law moves slowly,” Craig said cryptically. “Listen Jerry, Emma wants to know if you want us to come out.”

Jerry was about to say yes, but he couldn’t bring himself to ruin their honeymoon. “No. Get some sleep. They’ve got a detective coming. Maybe he or she will find something.”

Craig hesitated, and then said OK and hung up.

Jerry continued his search of the lawn, and found nothing but a few candy wrappers swept against the fence by some forgotten wind. He looked across the short chain-link fence at the quiet road that lay beyond and wondered if the person who did this had left their car on the shoulder over here for a quick getaway. His eyes could make out several tire tracks criss-crossing over each other in the dust.

Sighing, he turned around and headed back for the building. He walked up the far stairwell, his eyes glued to the ground, looking for red droplets or anything that might be something.

Back on the second floor he heard a new voice coming from Sara’s apartment. The detective?

Quietly, he stepped into the doorway and stood, listening to what the detective was saying. “When you are done, do a sweep of the building and the grounds. I’ll do the interviews myself. I’ll want the pictures and the fingerprints and the results of your sweep sent to me before you go off shift.”

“Yes sir,” one of the cops answered, still taking pictures of the couch. 

Oh good, Jerry thought. This guy actually seems to care.

Jerry studied the back of him. He was wearing a suit, even though it was almost 2 in the morning. He couldn’t have been over 5 foot 8 inches tall, and his build seemed slight for a police detective. His brown hair was neatly trimmed high above his collar. 

The detective must have felt eyes on him, because he slowly turned around and glared at Jerry. His mousy face reminded Jerry of Norman Foster for some reason, and Jerry felt his mouth grimace in displeasure.

“Who are you?” the detective demanded.

“I’m Jerry Mansko. I called you guys to come down here.”

The detective nodded as if he expected this and stepped toward Jerry, causing him to back up so the detective didn’t run into him. “Let’s walk and talk.”

“Mr. Mansko, please tell me everything that happened from the beginning.”

Jerry relayed his story again, not bothering to keep his fear and frustration out of his voice.

When he was done, the detective stopped walking and faced him. “I see. Thank you Mr. Mansko. You may go home now.”

“Go home? But what are you going to do?”

“My job, Mr. Mansko.”

Jerry put his head back to the sky and barked out a laugh. He felt like wringing his hands in frustration. This wasn’t the first time it had seemed to him like a police officer was ignoring something that could mean life or death for a woman he cared about. “Your job, detective, that’s great. But what does that mean? Are you looking for Sara? I want to know what is going to happen next.”

The detective’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, we will look for Miss Acosta, and I will contact you if I need any more information from you, but until then, go home and sleep, and know that the Westwood Harbor Police department is doing everything it can to investigate the crime of vandalism in Miss Acosta’s apartment. If she doesn’t show up in another-” He looked at his watch. “-Another 21 hours we will consider her to be a victim of a crime and start actively looking for her too. But we won’t know where to start looking until we finish our investigation here. So put away your outrage and your thoughts that you know better than we do, and go home. I will do m- I will do what I have been trained to do.”

Jerry’s eyes widened as he listened to this speech. He didn’t know this detective - he’d never seen him before. And he couldn’t believe that he was being ... being bulldozed like this.

“What’s your name?” he spit out.

The man reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a card. Jerry took it. Detective Jon Gagne.

Jerry didn’t trust himself to speak. His heart was pounding again, but this time in anger, not fear. He knew he needed to cool off a little bit before he tried again to have a conversation with this man.

“Thanks,” he forced out. He gave a half salute with the hand that was holding the card and turned on his heel, heading away from the detective. He walked to his car to sit and think about what had just happened, and what he could do now.

After Jerry’s blood had cooled, he tried to wrap his head around what was going on. He fished a notebook out of his trunk and began to write down a sort of timeline, trying to remember exactly what had happened when. He wrote down what he had seen in the apartment and his impressions of both of the police officers and the detective. Something told him this case wasn’t the big deal to the police department that it was to him. His heart sunk at the thought. If his FBI friends, Craig and Hawk, were investigating this case, he bet they would have found something already.

As he finished writing, movement caught his eye. He looked up to see Detective Gagne getting into a black suburban parked a row over. He was leaving?

Jerry jumped out of his car and ran to head off the detective. 

“You’re leaving?” Jerry asked.

“Yes, there’s nothing more I can do here until morning. I’ll be back at 6 a.m. and start knocking on doors. Even then I’m sure I’ll wake plenty of people up.” The detective’s sour face indicated this was the worst thing he could think of. 

Jerry wanted to say a dozen things. He wanted to grab the detective and force him back to the apartment to wake people now. His blood steamed and churned as he bit his lip again and again. But more than any of that, he wanted Sara to show up and say “What’s going on?” Actually, he wanted Sara not to have left him this evening. Realizing that, his anger deflated and a pounding headache took its place. Instead of going off on the detective he said the only thing he could think of. “See you at 6.” He turned and went back to his car. 

In his car, he reclined the driver’s seat and pressed a hand to his beating head. What a fuckup this was. Jerry closed his eyes and calmed his breathing. He certainly wasn’t leaving, but maybe he could catch a few hours of sleep before 6. He looked down at himself. He was still in his tuxedo. He dug around in the back of his car until he found his spare clothes he always kept back there. He did a quick change in the darkness of his front seat, set an alarm on his phone, and then promptly fell asleep, using his tuxedo jacket as a pillow.

In his dreams, he chased a train endlessly. Right before he woke up, he realized the train was actually going around in a big, stupid circle.

Chapter 4

The alarm on Jerry’s phone woke him at exactly 5:45 a.m. The sun was up already and the birds chirped endlessly in the small trees lining the parking lot. Jerry’s headache was gone, but his eyes burned and he had a crick in his neck from sleeping in his car. Massaging his neck, he pulled the seat back forward and looked around to see if Detective Gagne’s black suburban was in the parking lot. It wasn’t. Jerry fished his keys out of his pocket and started his car. He needed a bathroom and something to drink and he had less than 15 minutes to find it.

After a quick trip to a gas station down the street he pulled back in to the parking lot, feeling a bit better. He stepped out of his car and leaned against the hood, waiting for Gagne to show up. 

He didn’t show until 6:45. He parked in the stall next to Jerry’s car. As he got out of the car, Jerry bit back his impulse to ask him where he’d been. He was a cop. Things probably got busy.

Detective Gagne strolled to the sidewalk and took a left, heading into the building. Jerry ran to catch up with him. “Uh, Detective, I know this probably isn’t protocol, but do you think you could let me listen in on your interviews?”

Gagne raised an eyebrow at him. “No.”

They rounded the building and Gagne started up the stairs. Jerry followed. “Look detective, I’m really worried about my friend, and I’m just going to come back and try to talk to these people again anyway. Wouldn’t you consider having a little professional courtesy or a little sympathy?”

Gagne didn’t even slow. “No,” he said again.

Jerry shook his head in frustration. Damnit! 

Gagne reached the second floor and walked to the first apartment he came to. It was 2F. Gagne knocked on the door and waited. He knocked again. Finally, a frail, female voice called out. “Just a minute.” Jerry smiled. He bet that was his chest pain patient from a couple of years ago. She would talk to him for sure.

Jerry heard movement inside the door. Gagne held his badge up beside his head. The door opened an inch. “Yes?” the voice called out. Gagne talked his way inside and shut the door loudly behind him.

Jerry sighed and leaned against the wall. He would just have to wait.

Gagne was only inside for a few minutes. Jerry thought that was strange. Probably she didn’t see anything or know anything. Gagne gave him a single dark glance before knocking on the next door in the hallway. He knocked again, but there was no answer at this door.

Gagne headed down the hall and knocked on the door directly across from Sara’s apartment. Jerry stayed where he was, not wanting to push his luck.

They both heard heavy sounds inside the apartment, like someone was knocking over tables or chairs. Jerry perked up and watched Gagne closely to see what he would do. Gagne stood, impassive, unmoving. 

No one came to the door or said anything, and Gagne knocked again. More noises from inside. Then a deep male voice. “Who’re you?”

“I am Detective Gagne of the Westwood Harbor Police Department. I need to talk to you about a crime that was committed here last night. Please open your door.”

“What crime?” came the muffled voice through the door.

“Please open your door Sir, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

“Lemme see your badge.”

Stiffly, Gagne held it up to the peephole. 

“I’m calling the cops to see if you’re for real, man.”

Gagne shook his head, then said “That’s fine. I’ll be right here.” 

Jerry smiled. It was good to see Detective Gagne dealing with a little frustration.

After what seemed like a long time, Jerry heard noise behind the door again. It sounded like 5 or 6 deadbolts were being drawn back, and then 4 or 5 door chains being unhooked. 

A man opened the door about 6 inches, and then tried to slip out the opening. Gagne stepped back and the man squeezed out, closing his door behind him. He was at least 40, with a heavily lined face. His brown hair stood up in small spikes, like the world’s worst case of bedhead. He wore dirty jeans, brown work boots, and a paint-stained white t-shirt. 

“Whaddaya want, man?” 

“Can we go back in your apartment? I need to ask you some questions.” Gagne said.

“You got a warrant?” the new guy asked.

Jerry could see Gagne’s pinched expression from where he stood in the stairwell and it almost made him laugh.

“No Sir, I don’t have a warrant. This isn’t about you at all. I just want to ask if you heard or saw anything last night at this apartment." Gagne motioned to Sara’s door.

“Oh yeah, I saw them.”

“Saw who?”

“The men. And then the cops.”

Gagne glanced back at Jerry, then shook his head slightly. He sighed and pulled a notebook out of his pocket.

“What’s your name, Sir?”

Jerry smiled and listened closely. This was going better than he could have hoped for. The man was Chester Wysong. He occasionally worked at the local temp agency, but mostly he just stayed in his apartment. It was a dangerous world out there, you know. No, he didn’t know the neighbor who lived across the hallway, although he could recognize her on sight. He had been in his apartment since 5 p.m. yesterday and he never saw Sara at all. He did, however, see a man enter her apartment just before midnight. He didn’t think that Sara had been with the man. By the time Chester had looked out his peephole, the man was already in the apartment and closing the door behind him. Gagne asked him why he had looked out his peephole - had he heard a noise? No, he hadn’t heard a noise, he just looked out his peephole every 10 minutes or so, or anytime he passed the door. He thought it was important to stay vigilant because of how the world was going to hell in a hand basket and you couldn’t even trust the cops these days. They were the worst criminals out there. Gagne stopped Chester’s rambling here and asked what the man had looked like. 

“Like you,” Chester had said and Jerry’s eyes bugged out of his head. “What do you mean, like me?” Gagne asked tightly. 

“You know man, like a cop. He had the crew cut and the beefy neck and he was wearing dark khaki pants with all the pockets in them and a tight shirt like the cops wear when they are on drug busts.”

Gagne touched his definitely not-beefy neck, wrote a few things down in his notebook, and asked a few more questions about what the guy looked like. Chester had only seen the back of his head, and that was unfortunate. The guy did have a tattoo on his right forearm though. It looked like an American flag, but it was in black and white. Gagne wrote all this down in his notebook and Jerry fixed it in his brain. 

The next thing he had seen was Jerry. He’d heard Jerry first calling for Sara and then had looked out the peephole, and seen “a tall, bald man wearing a tuxedo.” 

A wan smile skimmed across Jerry's face. This guy wasn’t just blowing smoke or making stuff up. He was describing what had actually happened. And that first guy had to be who they were looking for. Then his face fell. If only Gagne had talked to this guy last night! The cops could have already been out looking for this guy. 

Chester said the next thing he saw out his peephole was the two uniformed cops coming and taking Jerry’s report. He’d gone to bed shortly after that.

“And then you woke me up at the crack of dawn,” Chester told Gagne reproachfully.

Gagne thanked him and said that was all he needed. Then he walked to the next door. Chester watched him go and then slipped back into his door, opening it as little as possible again.

I hope he wasn’t making that up about the first guy and he doesn’t have Sara tied up in his apartment right now, Jerry thought. He shook his head. He sounded as paranoid as Chester did.

Detective Gagne knocked on the two other doors on the floor, but got no answer. He headed down the stairs on the far end of the building and Jerry ran down the hallway to catch up with him. 

On the first floor, the detective knocked on every door and asked anyone who answered if they had seen the man Chester had described. Jerry stood next to the stairwell and thought to himself that at least Gagne was thorough.

When Gagne had hit every door on the ground level, he walked swiftly back to his black Suburban. Jerry caught him a few feet from it.

“Detective!”

Gagne kept walking. 

Jerry ran in front of him. “Wait Detective, please, just tell me what you are going to do now.”

“My job, Mr. Mansko, my job.”

“But what does that mean? Are you going to put out an APB on this cop-looking guy?”

Gagne looked momentarily offended at this, but he quickly dropped his face back into a perfect mask of contempt. “No, no APB. I don’t have enough of a description to put an APB out on him.”

“A flag tattoo on his right forearm, beefy neck, and crew cut isn’t enough of a description for the cops on the street to at least be aware that you are looking for someone who fits that description?”

“No, it’s not.” Gagne spoke slowly, like he was talking to someone with a brain defect.

“Well what will you do then?” 

Gagne glared at Jerry silently. “Look Mr. Mansko. I don’t follow you around in the ambulance and ask you what your next drug is that you are going to give your patient, do I? So what makes you think that I should have to tell you what my next move is? Police work is not up for public scrutiny. I will do what I am supposed to do.”

Jerry gritted his teeth and felt a muscle in his neck start to throb. So Gagne knew who he was, huh?

“I guess you don’t have to tell me anything. But why wouldn’t you? I am extremely worried about my friend and it would make me feel much better if I knew that her case was being actively investigated.”

Gagne raised his chin. “Of course it is being actively investigated. I’m here aren’t I?” Gagne turned to his vehicle and put his hand out to open the door. 

Feeling desperate, Jerry grabbed his wrist. “Detective please, just let me-”

Gagne fixed him with a death stare. “Take your hand off of me.”

Jerry dropped his hand, but moved between the detective and his vehicle. “Sorry, but why won’t you just hear me out here? I really think something bad has hap-”

Detective Gagne interrupted him again. His voice sounded low and dangerous. “Move out of my way.” Jerry had a second to think he probably should move, and then Gagne thrust his hand behind his back, under his suit coat. He’s going to shoot me, flashed through Jerry’s mind and then Gagne’s hand was back out. He had his handcuffs and quick as a cat he slipped one over Jerry’s wrist.

“You’re under arrest.” Gagne growled it, pure anger shining out of his face.

Fuck, Jerry thought. A perfect streak, ruined. I haven’t been arrested in 18 years, and then I go and get Detective Short-Fuse and it’s all over.

“Arrested for what?” Jerry managed to get out, as Gagne twisted his arm behind his back and pulled back the other one, cuffing them both together.

“Obstruction of justice. Harassment of a police officer. Is that enough for you or do you want more charges?” Gagne pulled Jerry to the back of the suburban and opened the door. “Get in.”

Jerry climbed in the vehicle, his mind racing. What was he going to do now? All he wanted to do was look for Sara, but admittedly, he didn’t have any idea where to start looking. And here he was, being arrested and taken to jail. Well, I guess I can start looking there, he thought crazily, and felt his brain slip a notch. His headache was pounding again.

Chapter 5

Sara Acosta came fully awake in an instant, like she always did. Her eyes snapped open and took in her surroundings. Clear. She looked at the clock. 4:30 p.m. Perfect. She’d gotten almost 4 hours of sleep, which would have to be enough. She snapped off the alarm before it could blare annoyingly and swung her feet out of the motel bed onto the floor. She looked down at her outfit. Her stretch pants were fine but her shirt was wrinkled. Well, she didn’t have anything to change into yet, so it would just have to do. She hated stretch pants, but they were the only pants small enough to roll up and fit in her small cross-body purse she always wore. When she ditched her dress last night, balling it up tight and hiding it under a large rock, she had already dressed in these clothes. At least they were comfortable.

She slipped her feet into her shoes, black satin slippers she also carried in her purse at all times. They were no good for fighting or kicking, but they were good for running as long as the ground wasn’t too rocky or covered with glass or something. And for stealing cars and driving all night? They were perfect. With her shoes on, she headed into the bathroom to make herself presentable. She had a lot of work to do.

Precisely 4 minutes later, thick, black hair (she had stopped about halfway the night before and dyed it in a gas station bathroom) pulled around her face, and her teeth scrubbed clean with her finger, Sara headed out the door to begin her life as Brooke Barnes. She dropped her motel key (she had paid cash a few hours ago, claiming to have lost her wallet and slipping the clerk an extra $20) in the drop box and walked the 8 blocks to Las Vegas First Community Bank, dodging the crowds on the sidewalk like an old pro. 

Inside the bank, 8 minutes from closing, she gave her story again about losing her wallet, but she dangled the safety deposit key in front of the clerk’s eyes and said she had a passport inside the box that would verify her identity. She knew this close to the time when they could lock the doors and put this stuffy place behind them they were much more likely to just open the box and let her show them the passport than they were to demand identification up front. She could get identification if she had to, but it would take time.

The stuffy old-lady manager walked her into the vault, put in her key and then sat stiffly next to her while she opened the box and then showed the passport. Satisfied, the woman had sniffed, and left the vault, leaving Sara to retrieve her things. She pulled everything out of the box and stuffed it in her bag. She closed the box and called for the manager, both of them locking the empty box with their keys. She thanked the manager and walked out, feeling strangely light and heavy at the same time.

Light, because starting over always made her feel happy and excited. Light because she believed that this time it had been closer than ever, but she had managed to escape still. Heavy because she had really liked being Sara. She had loved being a physical therapist. For a while there she had felt normal. Heck, she’d almost had a ... (boyfriend) - NO! Her mind yelled at her before she could whisper the word to herself. You had no such thing. You'll never have a boyfriend.

Sara set her mouth, turned her mind from thoughts of Jerry, and hailed a taxi on the busy street. She got one immediately. “The Encore, please.”

On the way, Sara let her thoughts wander. She tried not to let them wander to Jerry, but they did occasionally. She wondered what he was doing right now. She wondered if he was devastated when she’d left last night. Or if he was just pissed. He’d seemed to really like her a lot, although she wasn’t sure why. She had never tried to give him anything to like or be interested in. Not that any of it mattered anymore, she would never see him again. A small pang of something gripped her heart at that thought. She pushed it away. It wasn’t important.

The cab pulled up in front of the Thailana Luxury Apartments. She paid in cash and went inside, pulling her hair around her face. Until she had time for more concrete alterations, it was the best she could do for a disguise. At the front desk she handed over her new driver’s license and credit card in the name of Brook Barnes and tried to start thinking of herself as Brook.  

The slight woman behind the desk gave her a key and smiled stiffly, eyeballing her simple shirt, no makeup or jewelry, and stretch pants. Sara knew what she was thinking, and she was used to it. She took her keys and walked to the elevator. Her home for the next week, while she tried to figure out where she was going to go next, was a 4900 square foot luxury apartment that went for $5000 a night. She had picked this hotel specifically because the massive rooms had more than one exit. The cost was not important. 

Opening her door, she barely spared the huge rooms a glance. She didn’t care what the apartment looked like, as long as it was functional to her needs. She spilled the contents of her bag onto a small desk and went through them. Las Vegas driver’s license, passport, 2 credit cards and a bank card, a checkbook with a register reading $442,000, a Bachelor of Arts in Computer Science diploma and transcripts, medical records, shot records, social security card, family pictures, and even a library card, all in the name of Brook Barnes. 

She pulled her wallet out of her purse and pulled out everything that had the Sara Acosta name on it. She rummaged through drawers until she found scissors, and then cut it all into little pieces. Her hands only shook a little. She placed it all in a baggie from the kitchen and put the baggie in her purse. She would scatter the pieces in different garbage cans around the city. Her phone had been smashed and buried under a rock last night next to the dress. She wouldn’t use it even one more time after she decided to abandon the identity. 

She hadn’t fully decided to abandon the identity until she met Jerry’s friends, Hawk and Craig. When she’d first discovered they were FBI she'd had a bad moment when she’d been afraid she was made and it was already too late. But then logic reasserted itself. Who invented a wedding to spring a trap? But with the logic came the sure knowledge that she had been ignoring ‘the feeling’ for weeks already. Ignoring it because she liked Jerry and she liked her new life. She hadn’t wanted to abandon it. But abandoning was always better than ending up dead, so she made up her mind last night at the wedding. She asked herself if it was safe to go home to her car, her apartment, and the answer had come back: probably not. So she didn’t. And now here she was. Sara Acosta dead. Brook Barnes being born. And she was both the murderer and the identity-less midwife.

With her new identity established in her wallet, she made her list. 1) phone 2) computer 3) clothes/luggage 4) food. She shoved the list in her bag and headed back out to the street, blinking as she stepped into the sunlight. The dry Vegas heat surrounded her at once, wilting her. She hailed a cab again and began her errands. Buying a new phone was fun. Getting the newest computer and 5 large monitors for it, plus all the hardware she needed was a blast. She spent 2 hours in Best Buy alone. Buying clothes was less fun, for her. She gathered large armloads of things in her size, sticking to blacks and blues because she liked them, and bought it all without trying anything on. And then food. The thought of food awakened her stomach, which rumbled menacingly. Lots of food, and quickly. 

She walked out of the clothes store and looked up and down both sides of the street for a restaurant that would meet her needs. Across the street she saw a small, hole-in-the wall diner. It would do for now. As she walked across she noticed a homeless woman sitting next to the diner in a small shadow, a cup and a sign in front of her. Something looked strange about the woman. Her chest was misshapen and lumpy. As she got closer, she realized the woman had a baby sleeping in a dirty sling across her chest. And the woman was really a girl, no older than 17, with dirty blond hair that hung in her face. Sara swallowed a lump in her throat and fixed her eyes on the baby’s small, pinched face. The baby looked malnourished, and so did the girl. She walked into the diner, her mind racing furiously. This was something she didn’t need right now. But she couldn’t walk on by and ignore it. She wouldn’t. No baby should ever sleep on the street while her mother begged for a nickel. No baby that small should ever suffer a moment of pain, unhappiness, or loss. Sara knew she was being irrational. She knew she was probably being stupid. But none of that mattered. She had already made up her mind.

At the counter, she ordered 2 burgers, fries, macaroni salad, and sodas to go. She took them out to the street and sat down next to the girl. She looked at the girl and held out the to-go plate. 

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

The girl looked at her, eyes wide and frightened, then looked down at the food. Her tongue snaked out between her teeth and wet her lips. Sara could almost hear the girl’s saliva glands squirting into her mouth.

“Are you a cop?” the girl asked, a slight tremor in her voice.

“No cop,” Sara said, putting the plate down next to the girl. She pushed the drink over too and then took the sheet of aluminum foil off of her own plate and ate half the burger in 2 large bites. From the corner of her eye she saw the girl pick up the soda and drink all of it without stopping for air. Her heart fell a little bit. It was at least one hundred degrees out here in the Vegas sun. And this girl wasn’t getting enough to drink? Sara wondered if she was nursing that baby, and if so, was the baby was getting any milk at all?

“What’s your baby’s name?” Sara asked the girl.

“Zoey.”

Sara smiled. “That’s pretty.”

The girl smiled back. “Thanks.” The never-ending crowds of people walked back and forth in front of them, completely ignoring them.

Sara switched her burger from her right hand to her left and put out her hand. “I’m Sa-Brook. My name is Brook, nice to meet you.”

The girl shook her hand. “I’m Jessica,” she said quietly, and dropped her eyes.

Jessica picked up her burger and started eating it, slowly at first, and then with speed and relish, sometimes taking a bite and stuffing a handful of French fries in immediately after it. Her eyes never left the people on the sidewalk.

Sara smiled, glad to see her eating so happily, but a little concerned at the sweeping glances Jessica kept giving the crowd. She knew what it probably meant.

As Jessica shoved another handful of fries in her mouth, a fry fell and hit baby Zoey on the forehead. Zoey woke up and started crying. “Damn!” Jessica swore. She swiped the French fry off Zoey and tried to rock her back to sleep, but the baby kept crying. Jessica looked on the verge of tears herself. 

“Can you feed her?” Sara asked.

“No, she won’t nurse when it’s this hot out. And I don’t have anything else to give her.” Sara could hear the desperate tears in Jessica’s voice. 

“How old is she?”

“She’s only 4 months.”

Sara looked at all the businesses and casinos on the street. “How about some sugar water? I know they give it to the babies in the hospital.”

“I don’t have any sugar water. I don’t even have a bottle.”

Sara jumped to her feet. I’ll get you some. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” Without waiting for an answer she sprinted 100 yards down to the closest casino, dodging people with cat-like reflexes, and walked in, looking for the restaurant. When she found it, getting a glass of water, some packets of sugar and a straw was simple. She ran back out quickly. 

As she got closer to the diner, she saw Sara’s little shady spot was empty. Her heart dropped all the way to her feet. She didn’t wait. But then she saw him, or rather the back of him. A tall man dressed in a dark t-shirt and black jeans, his arm propped against the diner, leaning aggressively over someone a few feet to the left of Jessica’s spot. His head bobbed forward like a rooster. Sara could see that someone rocking and swaying behind him. It was Jessica. She was trying to rock the baby back to sleep still, while her pimp (or boyfriend) spit venomous words into her face.

Sara stopped walking. As long as the man didn’t hit Jessica, she would leave him alone - wait for him to leave, for now. She pressed her lips together and tried to get her thoughts in order. She didn’t want to kill anyone this soon after assuming a new identity. It could ruin all of her work so far. But she would if she had to.

She’d learned the hard way that there were certain kinds of men who didn’t listen to anything but a bullet in the brains. This hard case looked like one of those men. She sighed. Why were things never easy?

Chapter 6

Jerry sat on the hard cot in the cell block, eying the other prisoners. All too well, he remembered what had happened to Emma when Norman Foster had her arrested and thrown in here. She’d been sliced on the arm by another prisoner pretty badly. His eyes felt heavy and his head kept dropping to his chin, but he was determined to stay awake. Who knew what would happen to him if he fell asleep?

The cell, or holding tank, was large. Bars surrounded it on all sides. Hard metal cots ran along three sides. There were at least 20 men in this cell, and only about 10 of them fit on the cots. The rest sat or laid on the floor in the middle of the area. Three men appeared to be asleep and they hadn’t been bothered, but Jerry knew he didn’t fit in here. His clothes were clean, for one thing. He didn’t smell, for another, and he was clean-shaven. Almost everyone in the cell had been giving him the evil eye, like they thought he was an undercover cop or something.

A door swung open and a uniformed officer walked up to the cell. “Mansko!” he called out.

Jerry jumped to his feet immediately, tiredness fallen away for a few seconds. They were going to let him make a phone call finally.

The officer opened the door and Jerry wasted no time in slipping out it. “You’ve made bail.”

Jerry’s eyebrows pulled together in confusion. Someone bailed him out? Who? 

He followed the officer out of the room with the cell and around a corner into a small room. “Sign the form on the clipboard and take your things.”

Jerry did so, still trying to puzzle who had bailed him out. He had been planning on calling Beth. He would have called Emma, but of course she was in Hawaii by now. 

“You are free to go. Your party is waiting for you by the Desk Sergeant window.”

Jerry walked out of the room and down the hall, the officer shadowing him. When he reached the exit door and pushed it open, the evening sunset blinded him for a second. He blinked his eyes and looked around, seeing two blurry people walking towards him. His eyes cleared and Emma and Craig smiled at him. 

“How did you guys even know I was here?” he managed. 

Craig started to answer but Jerry interrupted, “And aren’t you supposed to be in Hawaii right now?”

“We pushed our flight back a day,” Emma said. 

“But why?”

“We were on our way to the airport and Craig was listening to the scanner. He stayed up most of the night trying to write out a list of how he would investigate Sara’s disappearance if it were him. He thought you’d want it. He also called Lionel first thing this morning and gave him the details that you told us last night and told him to run it through his programs, see if any similar crimes come up on the national wire. So he was listening to the scanner and when he heard someone say they were headed back from the Mariana Day apartments with a prisoner he thought maybe they’d arrested a suspect. He called one of his friends at the police department trying to get the name and circumstances. That guy called him back while we were at the airport and said it was you that was arrested. So we postponed our flights for a day and drove here. They wouldn’t let us post your bail until just now though. Sorry.”

Jerry almost broke down. “Sorry? Why are you sorry? You guys are the best friends in the world, but you shouldn’t have postponed your honeymoon.”

“Don’t be silly Jerry,” Craig said. “Of course we should have. You’re our friend. You would have done the same for us. In fact, you’ve done more for us.”

Emma nodded vehemently. Jerry tried to smile. Craig was a good guy. Jerry looked around at the parking lot. “What now?”

“Now we take you home. We can talk about what your next move is, and then you probably need some sleep. How much sleep did you get last night? 3 hours?” Craig said.

“Yeah about that.” Jerry didn’t want to go home. But he knew it was the only smart move right now. Where else would he go? He didn’t have the first clue where to start looking for Sara. And he wasn’t going to badger Detective Gagne again, that was for sure. He’d learned that lesson. 

“Craig, Gagne arrested me for harassing a police officer. Can he do that?” 

“Yep. Do you have a court date?”

“A court date? I don’t think so.”

“Let me see your ROR slip. That paper you signed when they let you go.”

Jerry pulled it out of his back pocket and handed it to Craig. 

“Yep, you’ve got to go to court next month.”

“You’re kidding me! For what?”

“For sentencing.”

Jerry’s jaw dropped. A little blue ball of hate for Detective Gagne started to grow in his belly. “What kind of sentencing could I get?” he asked, scared to hear the answer.

“Probably nothing major. A fine. Community service. Maybe a day in jail. It depends on your judge, and what exactly you did.”

“I didn’t think I did anything. I just asked him what he was going to do about finding Sara.”

“Did you touch him?”

“Yeah, but I just put my hand on his arm.”

Craig nodded. “Did he tell you to stop it?”

“Yeah, a few times.”

“Did you swear at him or threaten him?”

“No! Never.”

Craig pointed his face at the shrinking sun. “It doesn’t sound like it was much at all. If you get a lenient judge he might even throw it out, you being an upstanding citizen and all."

Color flooded Jerry’s face. All he could think of was the last time he went before a judge. And his father’s pleading eyes. 

“Yeah well, I’ve been arrested before,” Jerry said, eyes on the ground.

“Really?” Emma said. Her face said she couldn’t believe she’d never heard this before.

“Yeah.” Jerry fell silent.

Craig jangled his keys. “Let’s get out of here. We can talk about this at your place. Where’s your car?”

Jerry watched the sky from the back seat of Emma’s car and hoped that Sara was OK. He didn’t want to think about what was going to happen when he told Craig and Emma about his past, so instead he thought about Sara. I sure wish I knew what happened to you, he thought. I wish I at least knew if you were alive or dead. His heart skipped a beat at the word dead. Could it really be possible that Sara might be dead? It seemed unlikely, but of course it was possible. If only she would have stayed at the party. Jerry remembered dancing with her, enjoying her soft vanilla scent, looking into her endless gaze, her hair brushing against his arm. She had been tense, but not unreceptive to him. He had wanted to kiss her, and he thought she had wanted him to kiss her. But he didn’t, because she had been so tense. His plan had been to take her outside for a walk, maybe rub her shoulders, see if she would relax at all, and then maybe pull her close, and touch his lips gently to hers. Sample their sweetness and softness.

That was the thing about Sara. She always gave him two clear signals. One signal said stay away from me, I will never warm up to you. And the other signal said I want you as much as you want me, please come closer. The longer he knew her, the stronger the second signal had become. In fact, the only reason he had ever had the nerve to ask her out was because the second signal had gotten so strong. The tense, stay-away signal was still there, but it was muted somehow, turned down. 

Jerry had started to believe that she liked him. That she had some issues (who doesn’t?) and they were telling her to keep her distance, but that she was starting to like him enough that the please come closer signal would be the ultimate winner.

At least that was what he thought until she took off on him.

Jerry watched the last of the orange blaze slip into purple in the sky, and finally turned his mind to the story he was going to have to share for the first time in 18 years.

Chapter 7

Sara watched the man yelling at Jessica closely, looking for his hand to curl into a fist or either arm to pull back like he was going to strike. Instead, he yelled a few more things in Jessica’s face and stepped in close, to her, whispering in her ear. Sara moved so she could see the hand between their bodies. It was on her upper arm, twisting the skin mercilessly.

Sara stepped forward, intending to take him down right there on the sidewalk, but he let go and walked off without a backwards glance. Bastard.

Jessica stood, cradling Zoey and burying her face into the baby’s little body. Zoey was still crying, but her cries were weak and thin. Sara could see a bruise already forming where the asshole had twisted Jessica’s skin.

Sara touched Jessica softly on the arm. “Sit down sweetie, I have the sugar water.”

Jessica looked up, her eyes red and hopeless, then nodded. They sat in their former spots. Sara handed over the sugar water. “I don’t have a syringe, but maybe a bit in the straw would work.”

Jessica nodded and went to work. The first time the water touched the baby’s tiny, red lips she stopped crying and drank it greedily. When it was gone she rooted around for more and started crying again.

“Oh, she likes it,” Jessica whispered. She filled the straw with a little more this time and slowly let it trickle into Zoe’s mouth. 

“Jessica, who was that man?”

Jessica looked at her, fear in her eyes. “Oh that’s just Manny.”

“Is he your boyfriend?”

Jessica shook her head and said “No” in a small voice.

“Is he your pimp?” 

Jessica didn’t say anything. Her oval face was a perfect blank mask but two pregnant tears spilled onto her cheeks and made dirty tracks to her chin.

“Jessica, where do you and Zoey sleep at night?”

Jessica sat still and silent.

“I want to get you a hotel room for tonight, OK?”

Jessica’s eyes went wide, even though she was still staring at the ground. She shook her head. “Oh no, Manny wouldn’t like that.”

“Manny doesn’t have to know,” Sara said gently.

“He’ll know. He’ll be back here tonight to see how much money I have.”

“We can make sure you are here at 8, and I’ll give you money to give to him. I just want you and Zoey to get out of this heat for a bit, and sleep in a soft, safe bed tonight. And if you don’t come back at 8, I’ll fix it with Manny.”

Jessica considered, biting her lip. She kept giving Zoey little squirts of water, and Zoey was starting to look sleepy again. She turned suddenly to Sara. “Why?”

Sara looked her in the eye and didn’t hesitate for a second. “Because you deserve better than to sit on a filthy street and try to rock your baby to sleep while you collect money for some man who is just going to beat you and not even let you keep enough for a decent meal. Because I’ve worked with a lot of women just like you and I know what you’ve been through. And I know how to help you. And I know how to get Manny off your back.”

Jessica grimaced. When she spoke, Sara had to strain to hear her. “You can’t help me. No one can help me. Manny said he’d kill me if I took off on him. He said he’d follow me to California, to New York even. He said if I ever took off, he’d, he’d...” Jessica burst into tears and hugged baby Zoey tightly to her chest. Zoey had been almost asleep again, but let out an indignant squawk at this treatment, then started crying again. 

Sara got more water in the straw and held it out to Jessica. “He’d do something to Zoey?” she asked gently.

Jessica nodded savagely, ignoring the straw. She pushed herself up to standing with one hand and walked down the sidewalk, in a swaying, bouncing walk meant to soothe the baby. Sara waited for her to return.

When she did, Sara said “What if I could promise you that Manny would never hurt you again? That you’d never see him again. That I would help you get a place to live or go somewhere else if that’s what you wanted to do.”

Jessica looked at her wildly, with something like hope in her eyes. It looked unnatural there.

Sara nodded. “Let’s get out of this heat. And then we can figure it out. I promise.”

Sara took her to the Las Vegas West Hotel. She would have liked for Jessica to have been a little closer to her hotel, but this was an inexpensive one where Jessica wouldn't raise as many eyebrows.

She got Jessica and the now-sleeping Zoey a room for one week, ignoring the hotel clerk’s snobby glances at Jessica. She put the room in her new Brook name, but paid cash for it. While she was waiting for 2 keys, she realized she hadn’t thought about Jerry in hours. And then she realized she was thinking about Jerry and mentally kicked herself.

When they got to the room, the first thing Jessica did was turn up the air conditioning to high, kick off her shoes, gently lay baby Zoey down on the bed, and then lay down next to her, a smile lighting up her face. Sara was glad, since it meant she’d been in a hotel before. Sara figured Jessica was probably ready to sleep for a few days, but she had to ask some questions first.

She pulled the chair over next to the bed. “Jessica, how old are you?”

“16.” Jessica opened her eyes, giving Sara a cautious, wide-eyed look.

“Did you run away from home?”

“Yes.”

“Would you go back if you could?”

“No way,” Jessica whispered. 

Sara nodded, just to show it was OK. Home life was as bad as Manny then. Worse probably. She switched subjects. “If you tried to get a job, is there anyone who could watch Zoey for you?” 

“Oh yeah, my best friend Amanda. She has a baby too. She works Ceasar's.”

“For Manny?”

Jessica nodded.

“Does Manny have a lot of girls?”

“Yeah, I don’t know how many, but he’s got a house that 7 or so sleep at.”

“Do you sleep there?” 

“Sometimes, if I don’t have anywhere else to sleep. But I don’t like to because a couple of the girls are dangerous. One night while I was still pregnant I woke up being choked by a girl who didn’t like me.”

“Do any of the rest of Manny’s girls want to get away from him?”

“Amanda does, and Julie does. And yeah, there’s more. Julie actually tried to go home and Manny found her at the bus station. He beat her up and cut her face.”

Jessica’s lip quivered and she scooted closer to baby Zoey.

Sara nodded. “Where can I find Manny right now?”

Jessica looked at the clock. “He’s probably making rounds. He could be anywhere. But he’ll be at his house tonight.” Jessica gave her the address. “What are you going to do? Are you going to mention me?” she asked in a small voice.

“I’m not going to mention you, don’t worry. I’m just going to convince him that he’d be better off in another line of work.”

Jessica looked doubtful. She nodded, then smoothed baby Zoey’s hair and laid her head down on the pillow.

Sara got up. “Jessica, I have a ton of things to do. I’m going to leave you a key, but you can’t go out of the room OK? First thing, I’m going to go and get you some food, and then I have to go back to my own hotel for a little bit, and tomorrow or the next day I’m going to come and see you and we can talk a bit about your new life. For now, you stay right here and don’t go anywhere.”

Jessica nodded. “I’m just going to sleep, Brook. Thank you so much.”

“One more thing Jessica,” Sara opened her purse and got out two bills. Here’s $200. I’m giving it to you in case you don’t hear from me again for a few days. I’m planning on coming soon, but just in case. If you need to, order some food, but don’t leave the room, OK?”

Jessica’s eyes went wide again. She watched the two hundreds move from Sara’s hand to the dresser and nodded slowly.

Sara thought leaving the key and leaving money were unavoidable. She would take care of Manny tonight or tomorrow night, no matter what. He was too dangerous to leave any longer than that. But you never knew what else could happen in two days. She didn’t want to leave Jessica and the baby without any options. Plus, if Jessica took the money and took off, Sara would know that she wasn’t ready to be helped. And then all she could do would be get rid of Manny and pray to whatever God would still listen that Jessica found help at some point. She didn’t think Jessica would take off though. She didn’t have any needle marks and she wasn’t high and she wasn’t jonesing, that was obvious. She cared enough about the baby to stay away from drugs, as hard as that probably was in her current circumstances. To Sara, all signs pointed to a person who was ready and willing to do whatever it took to get off the streets and in charge of her own life. Becoming a mother oftentimes did that to girls. It turned them into women.

Sara left the room. She went to the store in the lobby and filled three bags with enough junk food to make Jessica very happy and possibly very sick if she ate it all at once. She returned to the room and slipped the bags quietly inside the door of the dark and quiet room. Then she ran quickly to the street to catch a cab. Guaranteed she had missed all of her deliveries. She just hoped the delivery people had the sense to leave them at the front desk.

Back at her hotel, she asked at the front desk for any packages. Everything was there, piled up on a cart. She took it all to the room, peeled off a few outfits out of the clothes for Jessica, then began work setting up the computer and monitors. This was an integral part of her stay here, and she hoped she hadn’t already waited too long. 

She pushed together several desks in the apartment’s cavernous main room and set up an array, with all the monitors next to each other and slightly canted in towards the chair. Then she started downloading software she needed from a private cloud. She put programs on line one by one as they became available. At the end of 2 hours, she had hacked into the hotel’s security cameras on the street, and the security cameras of the 4 closest casinos. Her 5 monitors were all divided into 4 pictures each, showing the pictures that the security cameras were seeing. Her face recognition software was scanning each picture for full or partial matches of 12 pictures.

She sat and thought long and hard about if she needed to add 3 more pictures. In the end, she did, pulling Jerry’s, Hawk’s, and Craig’s pictures off of her private cloud.

If any of these 15 people came within a mile of her, she would know in an instant. She set the alerts up to forward to her phone, then sat down on the bed to decide what kind of a fate was going to befall Manny. Would she give him a chance? Or were his days on this earth now to be measured in minutes? Why start giving chances now? she thought. Because you want to be different, another part of her mind argued. Yeah, I’ll be different, but only when someone deserves it. Pimps never deserve it.

Sara changed her clothes, grabbed her bag, checked her phone, and headed out the door for surveillance. If she got a chance to take Manny out this evening, it would have to be quick and dirty with two shots to the head and one to the chest. Otherwise, she’d get equipped tomorrow and do it right.

Chapter 8

Emma pulled into the Mariana Day apartments and dropped Jerry off, then followed him to his place. 

To Jerry, it felt good to walk into his house. Tiredness dropped onto his shoulders like a lead coat as soon as his feet crossed the threshold. His body was insisting that he sleep. But there was business first, wasn’t there?

Jerry went to his fridge and shared out three beers. As he dropped onto the couch Emma turned to him expectantly.

Jerry put up his hands, as if to ward off her gaze. “I know, I know, you can’t believe I never told you I’d been arrested before.”

“Well yeah, I can’t.”

“It’s not something I like to think about,” Jerry mumbled.

“Emma, what have I told you about my parents?” Jerry asked quickly.

Emma thought. “Just that your mom died when you were 14 and your dad died when you were 20. You never liked to talk about them.”

Jerry took a long swallow of beer, then nodded. “My mom didn’t die when I was 14, she took off.”

“Oh Jerry, I’m sorry!” Emma said, touching his hand. Craig took a drink of his beer and looked on impassively.

Jerry held up a hand. It seemed like Emma thought his mom taking off was worse than her dying. And he did too, didn’t he? Otherwise why would he have lied about it? “It’s OK. It doesn’t bother me much anymore, but I still don’t like to talk about it. To this day I don’t know where she is or where she went and most days I feel like I’m OK with that. I have to tell you that part though, for you to understand the rest of it. So do you want the long version, or the short version?”

Emma looked at Craig, and then back at Jerry. “Whatever you feel comfortable sharing, Jerry.”

Jerry opened his mouth, preparing to tell the short version, but then he surprised himself.

“When I was 6, my dad was in a car accident. He was T-boned by a stupid kid in an unsafe intersection on his way to work. He had a head injury. It didn’t seem to be too bad at first. He went back to work and all, but he had headaches. And then when I was 7 or 8 he got dementia. He started to forget things, like how to get to work. And then he stopped being able to drive a car.”

Emma’s face contorted with dismay and Jerry had to look away from her. He examined the carpet near his couch, found nothing exciting, and pushed on.

“Eventually it got so bad that he would sit in a chair all day long and not even get up to go to the bathroom or get himself food. My mother became his caregiver. She was very strong for a long time. Physically and emotionally strong. But when I was 14, she left for work one day and just didn’t come home. I talked to her friends at work and she had been seeing another man for about a year. One friend knew the guys name and where he lived so I took the bus and went to see the boyfriend, and he had run out on his rent and taken off at the same time as my mom. I never heard another thing from her.

No one really knew how bad things were in my house. We didn’t have the money to take my dad to a doctor or have someone come in to take care of him. So I did it. He got a disability check every month and that’s what we lived on. I just didn’t go back to school and instead I stayed home, taking care of my dad. I figured out how to pay the bills, I forged his signature and everything. We lived like that for 2 years. I kept hoping my mom would come home. But one day I woke up and I knew she wasn’t going to. I knew that was it. This was my life now. After that day I thought long and hard about calling someone. The police, the hospital, someone. But I was scared. Where would I go if they came and took him and put him in a home? Into foster care? Into an orphanage? We didn’t have any family close by. None that I had ever met. So I didn’t call anyone. But I did start leaving the house during the day. I would just walk and walk for miles.”

Emma interrupted him. “Jerry, what about your sister?” 

“She’s my half-sister. Mom and dad split up for a bit just before the accident. Dad managed to get his ex-girlfriend pregnant. She never lived at our house. I didn’t really connect with her till we were adults.” Jerry wondered at the shame he felt while he told Emma this. Was he ashamed of his father? Or at himself? Didn’t he have enough going on already? He didn’t need to feel bad about this too. He marked it as inconsequential and kept talking.

“I was tall already and probably could pass for older than 16, so I never got any flack from the cops for truancy. But then I met Rodney. He was a gang member but I didn’t know it at the time. Emotionally and socially, I think my growth had kind of stalled when my mom left. So I was a 14 year old in a 16 year olds body. And I thought Rodney was fascinating. He was strong and cool and he didn’t take any shit from anyone. And I owed him from day one. The day I met him, I was walking to the grocery store to buy groceries, and a gang of teenagers started picking on me for no reason. They were walking behind me stepping on the backs of my shoes and laughing when my foot came out. There were 6 or 7 of them and I was getting scared. There were businesses and cars on the street but I still didn’t know if anyone would help me if they just knocked me down and beat me up. That kind of thing happens quickly. When I had been in school it happened all the time. After I got rolled twice I learned to never walk anywhere by myself. 

So Rodney is just coming out of a shop and he sees what they are doing to me and he gets between me and them and calls them out on it. I thought that was crazy. He was just one guy, and there were 6 of them. So one guy shoves him, and he pulls out a gun and points it at him. They scattered. Rodney put it back under his shirt like nothing had happened and asked if I was OK. And from that moment on I did anything Rodney wanted. I don’t like to think about that time, and I really don’t want to talk about it, but I will say that I almost ended up in Rodney’s gang. I got arrested only the one time. For assault. That was initiation into the gang - you had to assault a rival gang member. 

The guy I assaulted almost died. I hit him over the head with a steel bar from behind and when he fell on the ground I kicked him in the head three times. He started seizing. He hadn’t said a word or made a noise. He probably never even knew what happened. I remember standing over him and thinking he was going to die and never feeling so helpless in all my life. Rodney had sent me out to do it myself. I was supposed to jump the guy and beat him and once he was unconscious or dead I was supposed to run. But I didn’t run. I stayed, even when I heard the sirens. When his eyes rolled back in his head I sat down on the ground and rocked him and screamed I was sorry, like my apology would make him stop shaking. I remember thinking I should stick something in his mouth so he wouldn’t swallow his tongue and then thinking no I shouldn’t because that was stupid and just wishing the ground would open up and swallow me whole, even if it meant I was going to hell. I told God or the devil, whichever one would do it, to take my life and give it to that kid.”

Jerry almost whispered the last sentence. He’d never told anyone this story. In fact, when his sentencing was over he purposely never even thought about it again. Thinking about it hurt. Speaking it out loud, he was discovering, was agony. He saw Emma try to stand up, try to come to him. Craig took her hand and pulled her gently back. Good. He didn’t want to be comforted right now. He wasn’t done.

“So when the cops got there they put me in handcuffs. I watched the Paramedics take care of the kid. I still felt like I wanted to die, but I also remember thinking that I wanted to be one of those ambulance guys. They came in and fixed whatever could be fixed. They were heroes. I decided right there, that if my life were to go on, I’d have to be a hero, not a villain.”

Emma nodded as Jerry talked. That part made total sense to her.

“The cops processed me and then took me to a juvenile holding facility. Basically a jail for boys. I had to tell them about my dad so someone would go take care of him. They put him in a state facility that night. Kind of a jail for old people, except he wasn’t old. 

I didn’t have anyone to call and I didn’t have anywhere to go, and so I stayed right in Straw Blossom - is that a stupid fucking name for a juvenile detention center or what? - for a month, until my sentencing. I was terrified. The word in the facility was assault as a gang member or initiation into a gang was the hot new crime to crack down on. The other boys were telling me that it almost always got charged as an adult, and it usually carried a 2 year minimum sentence. One red-headed boy nicknamed Rock who had Tourettes’s syndrome told me his brother had gotten 15 years, no chance of parole, for assault that ended up with the victim dying 2 weeks later. And his brother was only 15. I didn’t know if I should believe any of it, but I did.

On the date of my sentencing I remember walking into the courtroom and feeling horrified because my father was sitting there in a wheelchair. My counselor in Suck Bottom - that’s what me and the other kids used to call it, we couldn’t bring ourselves to say Straw Blossom - had contacted the home he was in and arranged for him to be brought to the sentencing. 

So I walk in, handcuffed and in an orange suit with SB on the front, and my dad is sitting in a wheelchair right next to my counselor. I hadn’t seen him since I left the house a month before to go walking. He looked right at me, and he almost looked like he knew what was going on, and who I was. But that didn’t make me feel good. It made me feel awful. Like I was all he had in the world, and look what I go and do. Some stupid shit that got me arrested and now he has to be in a home.

The only time I’d ever felt worse in my life was when I had that kid in my arms, shaking all over the place, slobber coming out his mouth, and blood from the back of his head leaking out on my shoes. 

So then the judge gets me up in front of him and he wants me to tell him how I got there. So I told him about meeting Rodney and almost getting into the gang. And my counselor stands up and says ‘wait, that’s not how you got here. Tell him about what happened to your dad and then when your mom left.’

So I have to explain to this stuffy guy I don’t even know everything that’s happened to me since I was 6 years old, in the hopes that he will take pity on me and not throw me in jail. In real jail. I was only 16, about to turn 17, but you know America’s justice system. We like to charge anybody and everybody as an adult, even 12 year olds, if the crime is bad enough.

The judge listens to my story and never says a peep till the end. Then he says ‘Son, do you know what happened to that boy you assaulted?’ and I say ‘no’ and the judge says ‘he’s dead.’

And I about fall over on my fucking head. I’m not kidding. My legs just wouldn’t hold me anymore. I kind of crumpled to the ground. I was screaming ‘dead dead dead dead dead’ over and over again inside my head. I felt like I was going to rupture my brain or something. I’d killed somebody. You couldn’t take that back. You couldn’t atone for that. No matter what, he’d always be dead. 

But then the judge keeps talking. He says ‘he spent 2 weeks in the hospital recovering from the hit on the head you gave him, and then he went straight to jail, because he had a warrant. While he was there, he attempted to escape and he was shot by the guards.’ I didn’t know it at the time, but the boy was 19, had been a gang member since 12, and his warrant was for rape. Not that I think that justifies anything, but it was something the counselor made sure to tell me after my sentencing. 

Like turning off a faucet, my mind shuts up and stops screaming at me. I hadn’t killed him after all. All of a sudden I didn’t understand why the judge was even telling me this. I felt almost relieved of most of my guilt, because one minute I’m thinking I killed him, and the next I find out I didn’t, not at all. So I’m on my knees, and I push to my feet. I’m waiting for the judge to say something else, and I hear my dad’s voice behind me. He hadn’t said much at all since my mom left. In two years, I think I’d heard him say maybe 50 words. 

His voice sounded shaky and weak, like he was 80 years old, but it was my dad, I would recognize the voice anywhere. ‘Judge’ he says, ‘he’s a good boy. He takes good care of me. It ain’t fair that he’s gotta.’  I’m still staring at the judge, but now I can feel tears spilling out of my eyes. My dad hasn’t even acted like he recognized me for over a year. And here he is trying to testify on my behalf in court. It was the last time I ever heard him speak.”

Jerry stopped talking and held his almost-empty beer bottle to his forehead. His cheeks burned. He wasn’t sure if it was shame or sadness or something else, but he wasn’t sure if it mattered either. He was almost done though. He looked forward to repacking this little piece of history back into the vault in the very back of his mind and throwing away the key for good.

“I look up at the judge and I know he’s made a decision. I can see it on his face. I was prepared for a year in juvenile detention at a minimum, and terrified that I’d actually end up with 5 years in a real prison. So you can imagine my surprise when the judge announces I’m getting 5 years of probation and that’s it. But, in order to give me the 5 years, it means I was sentenced as an adult. And he says that if I ever step even one toe out of line, he’ll make sure that the next time I get slammed with the maximum penalty the law will allow.

I remember dropping my eyes and almost drowning in the feeling of relief. It was huge! Like nothing I’d ever experienced. I felt light as a feather. Like everything from then on was going to be OK, no matter what. Of course it didn’t work out like that - it never does. But my counselor had managed to track down my Dad’s sister and we both went to live with her. I’d never met her because her and my dad had a big falling out when they were in their early 20s. It had something to do with when my grandparents died without a will and my Aunt Betty went through the house and took everything that was worth any money and sold it. Well, I don’t know if Aunt Betty was trying to make up for that or what, but she was always good to me and my dad. She took over taking care of him and she helped me get my GED and then when I said I wanted to go to Paramedic school she looked up how to get me in and helped me apply for state grants to pay for it. I got approved easy since my dad was disabled.”

Jerry stopped talking. His eyes suddenly felt like lead weights. If he didn’t fall into bed soon, he was going to sleep right here in the chair. He winked heavily at Emma, so she knew he was OK. 

“And that’s it really. I was arrested at 16 for assault and charged as an adult.”

Emma got up and came around the coffee table, sitting directly next to Jerry. She wrapped her arms around him and buried her head in his shoulder. Jerry knew she was probably crying for him. Shedding tears he wouldn’t. He put his right arm around her and held her, feeling a strange mixture of lightness and heaviness.

He looked at Craig and raised his eyebrows. 

Craig shifted positions. “I don’t think it will matter,” he finally said. “It was what, 15 years ago? And you didn’t ever get mixed back up in a gang. You made a mistake, you paid your dues, and now this is something totally different. And from what it sounds like, you didn’t even harass Detective Gagne - you just annoyed him. I’m betting the right judge will throw it out completely.”

Jerry nodded thoughtfully. He felt some relief at this.

Emma picked her head up and looked at him. Her red-rimmed eyes told him he was right about the crying. “Jerry, does Sara look like your mom?”

Jerry reacted as if she’d poked two fingers at his eyes. “What?”

“You know me, I like to play analyst, and I just find it really strange that you’ve fallen so completely for this Sara, when you’ve never seemed to care if most women stayed or went. If they were around, great. If they weren’t, that was fine too.”

Jerry’s face tightened. He pulled his hand back from Emma and rubbed his neck with it. Images flashed in his mind. Dark hair, dark eyes. A smirk. A laugh. “No. She doesn’t.”

Emma frowned and shuffled her feet on the carpet. “Does she remind you-”

Jerry raised a hand and cut her off. “No. No, and no. She doesn’t look like my mom, she doesn’t act like my mom and I am not having some crazy mommy issues.” 

Emma flinched and pulled back. Jerry sighed and pulled her into an embrace. “Look Em, I’m sorry, I’m just tired.”

“OK,” Emma whispered into his shirt. “You get some sleep.”

“I will. I’m going in two seconds. But you guys have to promise me you’ll go on your honeymoon.”

Emma nodded eagerly, and her phone rang. She looked at it. “Vivian.” She answered it and slid into the kitchen.

Jerry watched her go and then addressed Craig. “Emma said you had a list for me?”

“Oh yeah, here.” Craig pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket.

Jerry looked it over. There were 18 items on it. The first four read: 1. Did she rent a car? 2. Are there cameras at the apartment building? 3. Are there cameras outside the reception hall? 4. Did she take a taxi? Jerry nodded as he read. This is what Gagne should be doing. But would he? Jerry ticked off a few in his mind that he could check out himself. But could he really? Not being a cop would people even talk to him?

An idea came into his mind. He knew it was a bad idea, but he had to ask anyway.

“Craig, would it be super horrible if a civilian like me borrowed a friend’s badge. Say a police or FBI badge, not for personal gain but to investigate a crime?”

Craig nodded. “Yep, it would be more trouble than the person or the friend ever wanted to deal with if they were found out. But I know a way that nobody would get in trouble for, and it would work almost as good.”

Jerry leaned forward. His tongue snaked out and wet his lips.

“You can get fake press credentials. And as long as you use your real name and don’t access anything you shouldn’t like actual video, it’s not even a crime. And people will talk to the press even more eagerly than they do the police.”

Of course! Jerry thought. What a good idea.

“Thanks man, I owe you one.” Jerry stood up and put out his hand. 

Craig stood up too and shook it. “Not even close Jer, not even close.”

“Lock the door on your way out, OK? And tell Emma I said bye. And have a great time on your honeymoon.”

Craig nodded. Jerry disappeared into his bedroom and fell asleep as his head settled into the pillow. His sleep was deep and dreamless and when he woke he knew what to do.

Chapter 9

Sara became fully awake in less than a second at the sound of footsteps stopping at her apartment door. Her dream evaporated into nothing. She rolled silently out of bed, fully clothed, and slid her feet into her shoes. She ran noiselessly out of the bedroom, through the sitting room and to the door, threading her eye to the peephole without touching the door itself. Just a maid, consulting her chart. Sara took a moment to watch the maid and make sure she was what she seemed, and then padded silently back to her room. 8:45 a.m. Time to get up anyway.

Surveillance the night before had gone well, although she hadn’t liked what she saw. The neighborhood was rough. The yard was non-existent. There were people walking outside even at 1 in the morning and almost nowhere to bed down and hide. The house was small, but every shade had been pulled. A parabolic microphone probably wouldn’t work, and neither would a laser microphone. She had forgotten to get Manny’s cell phone number from Jessica, and so she hadn’t been able to use her ultra-secret spy gadget that had cost her $550,000 two years ago and that the U.S. government wouldn’t even admit existed. They wanted to use the technology for themselves without the courts interfering, so they just denied that such a tool had invented yet and spied on whoever they liked with impunity.

She had an idea though, of how it could be done with little fuss and no mess, if she was willing to use the last of her business drug stash. She was. She could always get more. These days it was easy to get the worst street drugs that money could buy, even the drugs that are generally rare in the United States.

Sara showered and got ready for the day swiftly, checking her alerts, then gathering her things and heading out to implement her plan in her usual, merciless way. She put aside her thoughts of pimps and murder and walked swiftly in the unbearable heat until she found a used car lot just off the strip. Planet Reliable Used Cars took up prime real estate any casino would have paid millions for. As she walked in the front gate she saw at least 20 salespeople with customers and 5 or 6 without. Las Vegas visitors must love to fly in, buy a car instead of rent, and then what? Did they abandon the car? And did Planet Reliable manage to get the cars back somehow? However they did it, it was working for them.

Sara felt eyes on her and looked up in time to see 3 salesmen closing in on her. She picked up her pace and did a quick jog between rows, looking for a woman. Usually the woman weren’t quite as ... slimy, was the only word her mind could come up with.

She didn’t see any women, so she finally decided on a younger looking guy, in a blue suit with a striped tie. He looked different, fresher than his counterparts. She hoped he wasn’t a complete newbie or a complete jerk. 

She strode to him, ignoring the other men and put out her hand. “Brook Barnes. I need a newer Toyota Camry with no problems, any color, and I need to be out of here in 45 minutes. Can you do it?” 

The young man blinked. His hand went up on auto-pilot but his mind seemed to still be trying to process what she said. Great. She looked around. She’d have to choose one of these other guys.

“Yeah, yeah, I can do it,” he said quickly, seeing he was about to lose her. “I’ve got a gold Camry that’ll be perfect for you. And I’ll get you out in 44, Miss uh, Barnes.”

He squeezed her hand and held it too long. That was fine. It would help her if he decided he liked her.

“Perfect, let’s see it.”

He led her in through the maze of cars, took her on a short test drive, and in 58 minutes she was back on the street, driving her newer Camry that purred under her fingertips. Not bad. She hadn’t really expected to be able to complete the sale in 45, but she needed to give him something to shoot for.

After a heavy lunch, her next stop was a high end clothing shop inside a casino. Here she picked up 5 large silk scarfs, all in different colors, plus 5 drastically different pairs of sunglasses, and 5 different sun hats. She considered cutting her hair, and decided it wasn’t necessary, for now. She bought some hair ties, and 5 different shades of lipstick, plus a throw-away cell phone, then ran back to her car.

In the car, she tied her hair back, put on a silver pair of sunglasses with reflective lenses, and a large floppy sun hat. She used a hair tie expertly to connect the edges of a bright pink silk scarf and put it on like a flowing shirt over her dark tank top. Reaching in her bag she found a lipstick and applied it with a heavy hand. She looked in the mirror and imagined who this woman was that she was looking at. Hint of a southern accent, lots of money, loud personality. She tucked a silk scarf around her bag, changing its color, and changed the cross-body strap to a hand-carry strap. 

Ready, she looked up gun stores on her phone and headed out. She pulled into the parking lot of the Smoke N Gun and strutted in, heading straight to the counter. She knew what she needed. 

A white-haired gentleman with a Sig Sauer pistol strapped to his belt came to her. “Help you?” he inquired, sounding bored.

“Got any boot knives, sugar?” she asked, in a high voice that sounded strange to her ears. Men loved it though. Women hated it so when she dealt with women she used her normal voice.

He raised an eyebrow, his boredom gone. “Yes ma’am, let me show you.”

He led her down the cabinet to the knives and pulled out three wicked looking knives, placing them on the counter in front of her.

“Know what you’re looking for?” he asked.

She picked up a long, black knife with a razor sharp blade. “I’ll know it when I see it. Got anything like this but with grips?”

He thought for a moment then turned around, leaving her at the counter. When he came back out he carried a lightweight knife with holes in the handle and a super-sharp point. She hefted it in her hand and stuck her fingers in the holes. This was good. She’d abandoned all her weapons at her old apartment except the Ruger. She couldn’t wait to feel well-armed again.

“I’ll take 2 of these, honey.” 

The man nodded approvingly and wrapped up her packages. She paid and got out of there, already looking up the next gun store on her phone.

She hit two more stores, never buying anything that she needed to provide an ID for, and hopefully providing a different persona to the security cameras and watchful gun-clerk eyes each time. She didn’t want to be remembered in case anything went sour with Manny and some too-smart cop sniffed around where he didn’t belong. She didn’t expect anything to go wrong with Manny though. He looked 100% soft and used to only dealing with women who didn’t fight back. He would be easy, especially if she played her cards right. 

Done with the gun shops, she laid everything out on the seat next to her. The sun was setting outside and she wanted to go over her plan one more time. She was parked inside a large parking garage, on the 4th floor. Her car’s a/c kept her cool while she inventoried what she had.

2 boot knives with sheaths. Her small Ruger pistol with laser - the perfect concealed carry for a woman. A holster for it that would clip to her bra. 6 extra magazines for the Ruger, giving her a total of 43 easy access .380 rounds. A belt holster for the magazines. And her bag with her high-tech cell-phone sniffer and her no-tech drugs. She felt ready for anything. Well, maybe not anything, but certainly anything that a small-time pimp like Manny was likely to dish out. She’d seen his operation. It was barely an operation. Of course the women he was terrorizing might feel differently, she knew.

As she filled her magazines and put her holsters on, she felt a pang of some emotion in her chest she couldn’t identify. She pushed it away. Emotion wasn’t part of this job. Emotion got people killed.

Sara pulled out onto the street. She needed to make one stop to get Manny’s cell phone number and drop some things off to Jessica, and then she would get a few hours of sleep. Enough that she would be sharp. Even if it was a small-time, low risk hit, she was determined to be at her best. 

Chapter 10

Jerry’s eyes flew open at exactly 5:59 a.m. He swung his feet onto the floor and strode into the bathroom. Today would be a grab breakfast on the go kind of day. He had a lot to do.

By 6:45 he was on the road. His first stop was the Eller’s Mansion where the wedding reception had been held two night ago. Two whole nights ago - the thought made him sick. If Sara had been taken somewhere by someone (he wouldn’t quite let his mind say kidnapped) anything could have happened in 2 nights. (He wouldn’t quite let his mind say raped and murdered either, although those were the two words that tried to surface most often in the darkest parts of his brain.)

If Jerry were to be completely honest with himself, this wasn’t the first time he’d struggled with thoughts like these. When his mom didn’t come home from work that one night, so many years ago, the first thing he had done was call the restaurant that she’d waitressed at. She’d been due home at midnight, and Jerry and his dad had fallen asleep. When he woke up in the middle of the night and she still wasn’t there he made the call. When the hostess had found out what he was calling about, her voice took on a guarded quality right away. Jerry was only 16, but even he could recognize it. She knew something. Something that Jerry wasn’t going to like. But all she’d said was “your mom left when her shift ended.” 

Jerry hadn’t known what to do. Should he call the police? When Jerry asked if he should call the police Darren Mansko had simply shrugged his shoulders.

Jerry did call. The young, male cop who showed up looked and sounded bored, as if he’d taken hundreds of calls just like this before and they all turned out to be nothing. Jerry had felt increasingly nervous with each question the officer asked. But he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because the cop addressed each question to his dad, then seemed irritated when Jerry answered it. (Luckily his dad had given an approving nod every time Jerry had spoken.) Or maybe he’d already started to have an idea what his mom might have done. 

The cop showed back up at 6:30 and told them there was an APB out for Cassie Mansko, but they shouldn’t expect too much from it, because she was most likely either holed up in a motel or taken off with her boyfriend. Jerry’s nervousness exploded into a dozen different emotions at the word boyfriend. Surprise. Anger. Disbelief. Fear. Anxiety. Sadness. He watched his father carefully, but saw nothing in his face but a quiet resignation.

Jerry listened to the cop talk and realized two things. One, the cop had already decided that his mother had just taken off, and two, there would be no more investigation. No follow up. This case was closed in this young, bored officer’s mind.

As the days became long and dismal and Jerry’s mother didn’t return, didn’t write, didn’t call, and her car didn’t turn up, Jerry tried to accept that his mom had abandoned him and his dad. But sometimes, especially at night when he lay in his bed, after helping his father into his own bed like he were a small child, he wondered: What if his mom hadn’t simply taken off? What if something had happened to her? Thoughts tried to swirl around in his head and suffocate him with their weight. Thoughts like didn’t she love me? Even if she stopped loving daddy, did she stop loving me too? He thought she had loved him still. But that, to him, meant that something happened to her. Because moms who love their kids don’t just take off. But if something happened to her, and he and his dad and the stupid cops didn’t even look for her, then they were the ones abandoning her. 

Late at night, in the stillest, quietest hour, he would tell himself he had to do something. He couldn’t just sit here and accept that his mother, his sweet mother who had kissed him before bed every night, read him countless bedtime stories, soothed him to sleep when he was sick, listened to him talk endlessly about fishing, laughed at even his silliest jokes, had never taken a sick day, had never yelled at him in a fit of anger, and whose cool head could talk anyone out of an argument or a fight, had taken off forever without even saying goodbye. In those dark, mute hours, he could hear the words kidnapped, raped, calling for help, very clearly in his 16 year old brain. 

But in the daytime, when the habit of taking care of his dad took over, he would think What could I even do? The words he heard in the daylight as he helped his father to the bathroom and cajoled him into eating his dinner were took off, abandoned, doesn’t love me. And the other thoughts would turn off, darken, gray out for now. And after a week, a month, a year, his acceptance that maybe she had taken off grew. He stopped sweating and thrashing in his sleep. He took care of his dad. And he waited. But not for her to come back. There came a point where he told himself he didn’t care if she ever came back, he wouldn’t take her back anyway. What he waited for was for life to begin again. 

And life had begun again. When they had moved in with his Aunt Betty, he was home schooled for a bit, then took his GED test, and then went to paramedic school at 19. He discovered he was suddenly attractive to women, and thus started the endless parade of beautiful women through his life. He’d lost his virginity to a cute nursing student during the hospital phase of paramedic school and never looked back. He loved women, loved talking to them, hanging out with them, being their friends, and most of all, being their lover. Even his “serious” relationships weren’t really serious though. When he was with one woman seriously, he would be monogamous, but he wouldn’t discuss moving in or getting married. His girlfriends never got angry at him though. He was too warm, too loving, too attentive. Eventually, they just moved on. 

And if the words kidnapped, against her will, taken, still swirled in his brain at night when his defenses were low, what of it? Everyone had some sort of injury because of childhood trauma, right?

But even with 18 years of experience ignoring these same words, these darkest of thoughts, Jerry couldn’t even begin to turn them off this time. This time, the words tugged at his brain, his very consciousness, like a fishhook. As he pulled up to the Eller’s Mansion he had to sit in his car for a few moments to try to calm himself. His palms gripped the steering wheel way too tightly. His breath came in quick gasps. His heart beat a rapid, galloping metronome up high in his throat. 

Stop, he told himself. Calm down, or you’ll never even make it through the day. You will do everything possible to find Sara. You aren't going to ignore this. You aren’t going to let the police department ignore this. This is going to turn out OK. It has to.

He didn’t know how much of this had to do with Sara, and how much of this had to do with his mom, but did it really matter? If he could redeem his childhood self with these acts - great, but the important thing was that he was acting in the here and now, and doing everything he could for Sara.

He closed his eyes, relaxed his hands, and leaned his head back against the headrest. After a few minutes of deep breaths he felt better. More under control. Now let’s go find her.

A hard look at the outside of the large building told him there weren’t any security cameras up here, and a discussion with the administrative secretary told him the same thing. He’d gotten the woman to talk to him with the truthful story of what had happened, but a trip to Staples for a fake press ID needed to be on his list today. He asked her to call him with any news of anything unusual and left. 

As he drove away he peered at the rambling plantation-style houses lining the quiet street. Wrought-iron fences lined yards, and dark-green ivy climbed everything. Jerry had always loved houses like these. They looked timeless, like they could stand for a thousand years and never crumble. He wondered if it were worth talking to anyone in these houses to see if they heard or saw anything that night. He filed it away, thinking he would come back if his search turned up nothing else.

He drove to Sara’s apartment parking lot, looking for cameras in the eaves and corners of the building before he even stopped his car. He didn’t see any cameras, but as he pulled into a parking stall he saw something that caused a bolt of adrenaline to shoot into his veins. Detective Gagne’s black Suburban. Eyes wide, he scanned the grounds hoping Gagne wouldn’t come strolling across the lawn and lock eyes with him. He didn't think Gagne would like to know that Jerry was doing a little investigating of his own. 

Jerry reversed quickly out of the parking stall. His neck skin prickled and the feeling made him want to turn around. He resisted the urge and prayed it was just paranoia, not someone (Gagne) watching him. He’d have to come back to the apartments later. Maybe he should rent a car so he didn’t have to drive his own. 

As he drove, he mentally went over the list Craig had left him. He decided to stop at Staples and print up a few things that would help him. While he was waiting he could start calling taxi companies to see if any had picked up a fare at the Eller’s Mansion on Sunday night.

Hang in there Sara, he thought. I’ll find you. I promise. His mind filled with selective images of her. A smile, a laugh, the way she scrunched up her face when she was concentrating. The corners of his mouth curled up in a gentle smile, and the car seemed to drive itself. 

He didn’t notice when a dark vehicle pulled onto the road going the same way he was, 5 cars behind him. He was, after all, a firefighter/paramedic, not a cop or a spy. It never crossed his mind to think he should be watching for someone investigating him while he was investigating Sara’s disappearance. 

***

Jerry sat at a table outside the small coffee shop, eating a quick, late lunch and admiring his new press badge. He’d even been able to pick up a foldout wallet to put it in, making it look very official. He wondered if it would work how Craig said it would. He’d see. He had already called 7 local taxi companies, but none of them cared about any ‘credentials’ so far. He had his story all ready though, just in case. He was a research grunt for the channel 7 news and they were investigating a series of assaults on women that happened late at night. There’d been such an assault two nights ago and the police were completely stumped. The reporter he was working for hoped to break the case wide open before any more women were hurt. The victim had been last seen getting into a cab in the area of Eller’s Hill Sunday night, almost at midnight. She was in the hospital unconscious and couldn’t tell them anything. Did your cab company pick anyone up on Eller’s Hill on Sunday night? So far, all the answers had been no. 

He checked his list and began to dial another cab company. Busy signal. He moved on to the next. He had 12 more and that would be all of them, even the unlikely companies on the other side of town. After he called all of them his plan was to go to call the car rental companies. Then he would head back to the Mariana Day apartments and hope Detective Gagne was gone. Even if there weren’t security cameras, he would love to talk to some of the people in the apartments on the first floor. Maybe some of them had heard or seen something.

Idly, he wondered about the guy with the black and white flag tattoo on his forearm. He should call Craig or Hawk and ask them if you could run an identifier like that through a law enforcement program and come up with people who match the description. He wrote it down on his list of things to do.

A hard knife of anxiety twisted in his guts. It didn’t seem like enough. He should be up, moving, doing something. Not just sitting here thinking. He didn’t generally think of himself as someone who looked for fights, but his hands itched to close on someone’s throat. If he actually found himself face to face with someone who had taken or hurt Sara, he thought he’d probably be looking at another arrest. If it comes to that, it comes to that. Some things are worth being arrested for, he thought. He bent over his work again determined to find something that would get him up and moving.

Chapter 11

Sara drove into an open-air, free-to-park lot and cruised around till she found another Toyota Camry. Using her phone, she gained back door access into the police department’s registered owner program and determined the license plates on the Camry were clean. No wants or warrants on the owner or the car.

She parked as close to it as possible and got out, looking around for people or security cameras. Seeing no one and staying out of the sight line of one camera she spotted on a bookstore on the corner, she took the plates off the Camry, and replaced them with plates she had lifted from a car in the parking garage of the hotel next to hers. She then put the license plates on her car, and put her license plates under the back seat of her car. She would switch them back later.

Sara was dressed in dark jeans, jungle boots, and a black t-shirt, with her hair pulled back. She was well-armed, but no one who looked at her would know it until she stuck her gun in their face or one of her knives in their ear. She wore a pair of flesh-colored, second-skin gloves to conceal her fingerprints, but not tip people off that she was wearing gloves. She checked her clock. 3:30 a.m. Perfect. She hopped in her car and left the parking lot, watching the full moon rise over the city. An image of Jerry’s hopeful, handsome face rose in her mind. She pushed it away. He was dead to her now. That life was dead to her now. She had to move on.

She drove to Manny’s neighborhood and cruised past his house. It looked dark and quiet. She parked a half a block down from the house and took out the most useful gadget she owned. Her particular one was a prototype and didn’t have a name, but she liked to think of it as Cell Hell. It was only a little bigger than a cell phone itself. She punched in the number Jessica had given her for Manny’s cell phone and took over control of it. All incoming and outgoing calls to Manny’s phone would now travel through her gadget, plus she could track his phone with GPS, and use the phone as a bug. She opened the line and didn’t hear anything. Maybe a soft snoring. That was good.

She dug in her bag for her drug tin and took out a packet carefully labeled Scopolamine. She took out one of her silk scarves and tied it over her mouth and nose, then opened all the windows in the car. It paid to be very careful with this drug. It was one of the more dangerous ones she worked with.

She set about her work carefully, methodically, and was just about to step out of her car when her Cell Hell began to ring. She froze, the drug and a scarf held in front of her. 

“Lo?”

“Manny, I need a score.” A male voice. Dark and gravelly. Sara put her hands in her lap and waited

“Who this?”

“Hector.”

“Hector, who do you want?” Manny asked. His voice sounded more awake now.

“What’s the youngest girl you got?”

“16 year old man, you know that.”

“Yeah but you said you could get someone younger.” Hector’s voice took on a whining note. Sara grimaced.

“I can, but I ain’t got her yet. Next week for sure. She 11.” Sara pressed her lips in a line and tried to hold herself together.

Hector paused. After a moment he said, “Send over the 16 year old then.”

“Aw shit man, I forgot. She out. You can take Cindy. Cindy is 17.”

“Cindy, huh?” Now Hector sounded petulant, mistrusting.

“Yeah Cindy, she good. Cindy ripe and sweet.”

“I ain’t ordering a fucking melon, man.” Hector laughed at his wittiness. 

“You at your place?” Manny asked.

“Yeah.”

“Cindy’ll be there in 20 minutes. 2 c-notes for one hour.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Hector sounded eager now. 

The phone clicked off and Sara stared at the drugs in her lap. This could mess up her plan.

She listened to Manny and heard him moving around. A female cry of protest shot out of the speakers. 

“Get up bitch, you got a job.”

Sara heard a muffled response and then a slapping sound.

“You heard me, move it. You gotta pay for this bed. Get yo’self pretty. And be quick.”

10 minutes later, Manny and a young woman came out the front door and got into Manny’s little sports car that sat in the driveway. Sara slid down in her seat, not needing to see where they went. She could find Manny anywhere he went with her Cell Hell. She turned down her speakers, not wanting to listen to any conversation. Sara closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She could take him as he came home. It would be easy. But she wouldn’t. She would stick with the plan. The plan was a good one, and it kept her risk to a minimum, as long as he came back home before dark.

20 minutes later Manny pulled back in to the driveway, then entered his house. 15 minutes after that she heard snoring, louder this time. 

She got out of her car and walked to his driveway like she belonged there. Light was not seeping into the sky yet, but she knew it would start within the next 20 minutes. She needed to be quick. She held her breath and opened the tin in which she had mixed Vaseline and scopolamine together. She coated the handle of Manny’s door with the mixture, and coated the handle of his passenger side door too. 

On her way back to her car, she took off her gloves and dumped them into a plastic bag, being careful not to touch the mixture.

Now to wait. She laid back in her seat and pretended to doze. 

***

At 9:30 the little house started to come alive. Women talked and laughed softly and she heard water running and dishes clinking. A few women left, one on foot and 2 together in a car that was parked behind Sara’s on the street.

At 11:00 a car dropped off a woman. And at 11:30, Manny started to stir. Sara heard sounds of fabric rubbing together and more water running, then a toilet flush and footsteps. The front door opened, and Manny stepped out. Sara watched him through her rear-view.

He opened his car door, then frowned at the mess on his hands. He tried to wipe it off with his other hand. Perfect. He glared at his hands, then inspected his door handle. He smelled his hands and looked up the street and down the street. Finally, he wiped his hands on the grass and got in his car and drove away. She followed.

Before they even left the neighborhood he pulled over and put his head in his hands. She could see him through the windshield of the car ahead of her. She pulled past him and waited at the stop sign to see what he would do. He shook his head as if to clear it, and drove on. 

Sara picked up her throw-away cell phone and dialed Manny’s number.

“Lo?!” Irritated. 

“Manny, this is Bethany. Meet me at the Pink Palace Coffee Shop on Maryland Drive. Turn right at the next street, go one mile straight and turn right on Maryland. I’ve got your money.”

Sara clicked off and held her breath. Would he do what she said? Scopolamine was a crazy drug, making people highly suggestible, but the dosage was tricky. Too low of a dose and it just cleared up your congestion. Too high of a dose and it killed you. The perfect dose ensured that not only would your subject do everything you told them to do, it also would make it impossible for them to remember who you were or what had happened. It short circuited the brain in a way that made it impossible for the person to form memories. It was almost a perfect spy drug.

Ahead of her, his little car got in the right-turn lane. Good. A spear of adrenaline shot through her chest, up into her throat, sharpening her mind and her vision. She neither loved nor hated the killing, it was simply part of who she was and what she was raised to do. This is why you can’t be normal, a far off voice whispered to her, barely registering. Normal people don’t kill other people. Even if they deserve it. She shrugged it off, ignored it. She never wanted to be normal anyway. Until you met Jerry, that voice whispered again, louder. That pang of emotion she’d felt before came again. This time she could almost tell what it was. Longing? Wanting? She gave the voice and the emotions one final shove. It didn’t matter what she wanted or longed for or how many little voices said things should be different. They weren't different. They couldn’t be different. Not for her. She’d never be normal. It wasn’t possible.

She concentrated on the car and the job in front of her. Manny passed the Pink Palace. Damn! But he pulled over a 100 feet later. He’d found a parking spot. Perfect. Sara found one too, slipped a scarf over her hair, put on a new pair of sunglasses and some fire-engine red lipstick, and stepped out to find him.

As she opened the door to the coffee shop she watched him. He was sitting at a table, alone, staring, zoning. The drug was working its will on him. She assessed him and decided he needed just a bit more to get him through the next part of the plan. She stepped to the counter and ordered two coffees. At the sugar and cream counter, she palmed a tiny packet of scopolamine and emptied it into one of the coffees. 

She breezed towards him, dropping her keys behind his chair. “Go outside.” She said in a low voice.

She picked up her keys and walked outside, waiting for him by the door. When he got there, she gave him a coffee. “Drink this.”

He looked at her, eyes vacant, and raised the cup to his lips. He drank it without stopping, wincing a little as it burned his tongue. 

“Stop drinking,” she said, watching their surroundings. Everything seemed clear.

He stopped drinking, holding the cup to his mouth and breathing heavily. His eyes seemed to stare through her at something behind her. His face twisted with something like fright.

“Listen to me very carefully. Hold your cup at your waist. Walk down that alley and wait for me at the sidewalk on the other side.” She pointed at the alley and watched him. He lowered his cup to his waist but kept staring through her. “Go, now!” she whispered, hardness in her voice. She wanted to give him a little shove but stayed her killer’s hands with effort.

He started walking. She walked past him to her car and sat inside until he was halfway across, then she walked around the other part of the block, to meet him at the sidewalk. “Go in the motel and ask them for a room for a week. Pay for it, then come back outside. Stand in front of your room.”

“OK. Money gas.” he said. 

She knew he had money, so she ignored him. People on scopolamine were bound to say anything, and most of it wouldn’t make sense.

“Go get a room for a week. Pay for it. Come outside and stand in front of it,” she hissed at him.

He did as she told him, looking stoned out of his mind. But that was good. That was playing right into her hands.

While he did as she asked, she walked, just a regular person with places to go and things to do. Traffic on the street was light. No one looked around or minded her business. At the end of the block she crossed the street and came back towards the motel, watching for him. She would have liked to have told him to go inside the room, then answer when she knocked on it, but scopolamine was tricky. It didn’t allow for too many commands. You could cajole someone into doing something with one or two steps, but no more. After that they would just stand around and forget what you told them. He stumbled outside the motel office door, almost falling to the ground. She waited to see if he would fall or stand. He stood, then seemed to forget what he was supposed to do. She kept walking, watching him from the corner of her eye. He held the coffee in one hand, and a small packet in the other. His key. He looked at the coffee, then looked at the key, but didn’t move. She calculated her risk quickly. If he stood there, just outside the door, much longer, he was going to attract attention, either from another customer or from the clerk at the desk.

She sprinted across the street to him, and grabbed his arm, pulling him away from the glass door. She took a look at the packet of key cards in his hand. “Go to room 8, put your key in and open the door” she told him.

He started walking. She looked around and didn’t see anyone coming towards them or watching them. She already knew this motel didn’t have security cameras. She followed behind him and when he stopped at his room and put the key in, she was ready. She surged forward, pushed the door open, and shoved him inside. Manny was hers.

Chapter 12

Jerry dragged himself out of bed at 5 a.m. He wasn’t getting enough sleep, but sleeping in till 8 or 9 just didn’t seem right, when Sara could be hurting somewhere. He looked around the too-quiet room and rubbed his hands with his face, trying to wake up.

Yesterday afternoon and last night had been disappointment after disappointment. The car rental companies wouldn’t tell him anything, reporter or no. He’d felt too anxious to try going back to Sara’s apartment building, and the cab companies he’d been waiting on hadn’t called him back yet. He’d also gone up to Eller’s Hill but no one he talked to had seen anything. Who knew investigation could be such hard and fruitless work?

The only thing that partially panned out for him was a trip to Sara’s work to talk to her co-worker, Steve, another physical therapist. The first thing he found out was that Detective Gagne hadn’t been there to talk to the co-worker yet, and that made him both anxious and angry.

The second thing he found out was that Sara had patients scheduled all week, and in fact for months to come. Steve had been double busy trying to cancel them all. Steve felt convinced that something had happened to Sara. “She wouldn’t just take off, just abandon me and her patients,” he had said. Jerry thought of two things at that statement: his mother, and the words written in blood on Sara’s wall: Conniving Abandoning Bitch. Then his face had flushed with guilt. 

Jerry had asked Steve about any family or friends Sara had in the area. Steve said he’d never met any friends or family, or really anyone related to Sara. They had worked together for a year, but Sara never had anyone come to the office, no one ever called her, no one ever picked her up or brought her anything. Steve said he’d always thought she was just a private person.

Jerry replayed that comment over in his mind. She was private alright. What was she hiding? He went into the bathroom, got into the shower and tried to wake himself up. While in the shower he made up his mind. He was going back to Sara’s building today, and he was going to call the two cab companies he was waiting to hear back from.

In his bedroom, his cell phone rang.

Jerry finished his shower, scrubbed off and got dressed, checked the kitchen for food, and ran out of the house with a frozen breakfast sandwich just barely warmed up. He’d eat when he was dead. No wait, that was supposed to be he’d sleep when he was dead.  Well then he’d eat when Sara was found.

He checked his phone on the way out to the car. Three missed calls from Craig and a missed call from Bayside Taxis, plus one message. Three missed calls from Craig? That’s a little weird, especially since it was 3 in the morning in Hawaii. He backed out of his driveway and tried to check the time of the calls at the same time but almost hit a small tree, so he put the phone in his lap and concentrated on driving. The drive to the Mariana Day apartment buildings only took him 6 minutes on the freeway, his phone forgotten in his lap.

As he pulled into a stall, his intention was to sit and listen to his message and maybe call somebody back, but before he even turned off his engine he saw a man with crazily-spiked, brown, bed-head hair walking up the walk to the building. Quickly, he threw his door open, yelled “hey!” and ran to catch up with the man. His phone, forgotten on the seat, began to ring.

As Jerry ran, the man’s eyes frantically scanned the grounds as if he were looking for a place to hide. Jerry opened his hands in front of him. “I just want to ask you a question about my friend who disappeared.”

Jerry pulled to a stop a few feet from the man and racked his brain for the guy’s name. “Hey, thanks. My friend lives across from you and she’s still missing.” Wysong, that was it. Chester Wysong.

Chester nodded. “You came that night. You were in a tuxedo. You were in the stairwell when that detective asked me what I saw.” 

Jerry smiled. This guy’s powers of observation and recall were great. “Yeah, I was. I came from a wedding, that’s why I was wearing a tuxedo. Sara was my friend.” Is my friend, damnit. Jerry wasn’t sure where to go from here. What to ask. But he didn’t need to worry. Chester seemed glad for someone to talk to. And the next thing he said chilled Jerry’s bones. 

“That guy came back yesterday and the day before. The cop-looking guy.”

Jerry’s brain seemed to freeze and all his thoughts and movements suddenly came in slow motion. He forced out a word. “What?”

“You know, the guy with the American flag tattooed on his arm? He was here again yesterday and the day before.”

With effort, Jerry unstuck his lips. “Did you call Gagne?”

“I did. I told him.”

Jerry looked around suddenly. What if the guy was here, right now? 

Chester looked around too, his voice lowering almost to a whisper. “Nah, he didn’t come till the afternoon the last two days. But maybe we should go up to my apartment.”  

Jerry nodded, glad to go, but his eyes still crawled over every bush and hiding spot.

Up on the second floor, Jerry waited while Chester unlocked his door. Chester slid the door open a foot and peeked into his apartment. After what seemed like an age, Chester finally opened his door all the way. He palmed something in mid-air that Jerry couldn’t see. 

“Hair,” Chester said, as they walked into his apartment. I tape it across the doorway when I leave so I know if anyone’s been inside.” His grin said he knew it was an awfully smart and sophisticated thing to do. 

The apartment opened up into a small, rectangular kitchen. Chester carefully wound the long hair inside a small bowl on the counter, and taped the two pieces of tape to the outside of the bowl.

Jerry looked around in shock. The entire apartment, including each kitchen counter, was stacked floor to ceiling in newspapers, boxes, and household items. Jerry had heard of hoarders - people who save everything they ever touch or come in contact with- but he’d never met one. Chester appeared to be a very neat hoarder. 

“I know, I know, you’re thinking I’m a nut-job. Well I’m not. I like to think of myself as a collector. If you look around, you’ll notice there’s no food being saved. I’m not saving my own poop. The house is clean. The garbage goes out every day. I just like to collect real stuff.”

He walked quickly over to a large stack of newspapers that bookended the small, brown couch. Jerry thought for a second that he should have just made the couch out of newspapers.

Excitement shone on Chester’s face. “Look.” He made a sweeping gesture towards the biggest stack of newspaper. The one that somehow, looked like an intact column in the room. It was impossibly neat, compressed, and ran all the way to the ceiling. “This is exactly one year’s worth of Westwood Harbor Gazettes.”

Jerry was impressed in spite of himself. It was almost a work of art. He gave a low whistle. “Wow, man.”

Chester’s eyes glittered savagely at the compliment. Jerry almost took a step back. Suddenly he was a little afraid of this obviously slightly-crazy man. He wished for his gun. The gun that Craig had convinced him to wear and gotten him a concealed carry permit so he could protect Emma if Norman Foster hunted her down while they were working. The gun always felt good and solid in the small of his back. A secret weapon with ultimate stopping power.

Jerry ran his tongue out over his lips. “You were going to tell me about that guy?” he said.

“Oh yeah!” Chester wound his way past newspapers to the blessedly clear dining room table. “Sit.” He held out a hand towards the chair nearest the door. Jerry stepped towards it. “Coffee?” 

“No thanks. I had some. Besides, I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

Chester nodded and sat down in the chair opposite the one he offered Jerry. Jerry slid into his.

Chester leaned forward and spoke in a low conspirator’s whisper. “He’s a hit man.”

Jerry’s body jerked involuntarily at the words hit man. His innermost fears burst out of the box he contained them in and exploded all over his brain.

“A hit man?” he choked out. “What makes you say that?”

Chester leaned forward farther. “Because man, get a clue. He’s carrying, for one. He’s got this fancy gadget he always checks, for two. And he’s covered in prison tattoos, for three. And let’s not even ignore the fact that he broke into her apartment to do a hit. And when he couldn’t find her, he marked the place up. With blood. Who does that?” Chester sat back, satisfied he had proved his point.

Jerry didn’t want to engage in this discussion. He felt like if he did, the safe, normal world he lived in would evaporate, fall over like stage dressing, and he’d never get it back. But he also felt like if he didn’t, he’d be damning himself to his own personal hell a second time. And that was unthinkable. So he leaned forward, mimicking Chester’s body language and whispered voice. 

“Wouldn’t a hit man lay low, wait for the victim to show up, and not destroy her apartment?”

“Yeah, unless he knew he lost her. Then he’s gotta let her know he knows and hope she makes the next move.”

“Lost her?”

“She sniffed him out. Knew he was coming. Took off.”

Jerry thought about this. It didn’t make sense to him. “But why keep coming back here if he knows he lost her?”

Chester dropped his voice farther. Jerry strained to make out his words. “Cuz he’s got nowhere else to go, man. He’s waiting for her to slip up. To come get her stuff. To send for her stuff. For someone to lead him to her.” Chester stopped for a moment, appraising Jerry openly. “Someone like you, man.”

“Like me? I don’t know where she is!”

Chester nodded knowingly. “You don’t think you do, anyway.”

Jerry’s head swam. This guy was a genuine loony tunes on a stick. Suddenly all Jerry wanted was to be out of here, away from this apartment, away from the floor-to-ceiling collections, but most of all, away from this crazy conspiracy-theorist. But he needed a little more information first. Besides, Chester’s got it backwards. This guy’s going to lead me to Sara, not the other way around.

“You said the guy was carrying. Do you mean a gun?”

“I don’t mean his library card!” Chester laughed silently, and slapped his knee. Jerry looked on in amazement. 

“How do you know he had a gun?”

“Saw it, didn’t I? Under his shirt, right here.” Chester put a hand under his left arm. “I got a nose for weapons. Just like I know you ain’t carrying nothin right now.” Chester smiled a small, somehow malevolent smile that made Jerry feel like an idiot for coming into this apartment. But what could he do? He needed the information. He would just have to stay alert.

“What did you mean by a gadget?” Jerry asked. 

“He got a little metal gizmo, no bigger’n a pack of smokes, and he pulls it out of his pocket and looks at it all the time. It’s covered with buttons and lights and it has a little screen on it, like a cell phone screen, but tiny.”

Jerry nodded like he knew what the hell Chester was talking about. “Can you tell me where and when you saw him?”

“Sure, I saw him yesterday about 3 o’clock, right in the hallway. He was just walking by like he lived here. And I saw him yesterday after the sun went down in the parking lot, just passing through again. And I saw him the day before, going into the super’s office.”

Jerry’s heart gave a little tripping leap forward. “What would he be doing in the super’s office?” 

Chester laughed again. Jerry felt a white-hot bolt of hate jolt through him at the sound of that laugh. “Ain’t it obvious? He’s trying to rent an apartment here. What better way to spy on the building than to live here?”

Jerry knew there was more he should ask, but he couldn’t stand to be in this dull, cramped apartment for one more second. He stood and moved to the door, his hand on the knob. “Thanks, I really appreciate you answering my questions.”

Chester jerked to his feet, knocking his chair over. His eyes darted around the kitchen wildly. Jerry didn’t wait to see what the problem was. He opened the door, leapt over the threshold, pulled it shut behind him, and ran for the closest stairwell.

Chapter 13

“Sit down over there,” Sara ordered, pointing.

Obediently, Manny sat down on the bed and stared at the floor. Sara pulled the drapes completely shut, flipped on the lights, then checked the room to be sure it was completely empty.

“Empty your pockets,” Sara told Manny.

Manny patted himself down from shoulders to waist and smiled horribly at Sara. He leaned forward and put his hand out as if he were going to try to pull her to him. Instead, he fell off the bed, his head making a sickly thunk sound on the thin carpet.

Sara waited to see what he would do. 

When he didn’t move at all, she told him, “Get up, get back on the bed.”

A stream of unintelligible sounds came from underneath Manny. She couldn’t tell what he was saying and she didn’t particularly care.

“Get up, now!” She leaned down and grabbed a handful of his hair, pulling him upwards. Unless he was a closet scopolamine junkie, there was no way he could fight her, but she was alert for it anyway. It never hurt to be more careful than necessary.

He pushed up off the floor and made his way back to the edge of the bed. She let go of his hair and told him again to empty his pockets. 

“Pockess, sprockess, wockets,” he said. He shuffled forward a little and stood, sticking both hands in the pockets of his jeans. They came back out full. He dumped it all out in front of Sara and stood there. Sara pulled a pair of gloves out of her pocket and put them on. Then she started going through his pile.

His money clip, a butterfly knife, a closed locket with no chain. Sara put these aside, moving the knife itself onto the floor beside her. She restrained the urge to look inside the locket to see if there was a picture in there. It never did any good to see a guy like this as a human being with emotions and a life outside of the evil things he did. 

A metal tin with ibuprofen stamped across the top of it. She opened it. 4 white pills and 2 yellow pills. She held it up in front of Manny’s face. “What’s this?”

“Codone. Roofos.” He mumbled, swaying on his feet.

“Sit down on the floor,” she ordered. He sat/fell and stared a the drapes.

Codone? Roofos? She grimaced. Probably Oxycodone and roofies. The Oxycodone could be useful here, but the roofies made her sick to her stomach. She hated to think of what he’d done with pills like those. She bet some of his girls were talked into being prostitutes with roofers, that quintessential date rape drug. And once they’d done it a few times, many of them felt too damaged to quit.

She put aside the pills and kept picking over Manny’s belongings.  His cell phone. Under that, a tiny baggie of brown powder. Jackpot! She held it up. “What’s this?” 

He looked and licked his lips. “Smack. It’s mine.”

Sara opened the baggie and smelled it, then wet her finger and tasted a tiny amount. It was Heroin alright. Perfect. And it was more than enough for what she had in mind, no matter how much it was cut. She placed it by itself on the bedspread. 

Two quarters and some pennies. A piece of paper with some names and numbers on it. A rumpled paper that looked to be torn out of a book. A pair of knuckle dusters with wicked looking points. That was it. She read the names and numbers on the paper but didn’t recognize any, then smoothed open the other paper. It appeared to be a page from a book called Woman as Queen. She read a paragraph.




Women are prepared to throw off their shackles of domestication and take their rightful place in the world. They aren’t looking for a King to fulfill them. They are looking for their own role as ruler and writer of their own life. In fact, most women don’t even know that another Queen would fulfill them better than a King. This is where they need support right now.




Sara shook her head as if to clear it. Was this a joke? Some sort of a crazy laugh for Manny and his pimp buddies? She crumpled the paper and threw it with the rest of his stuff. 

She looked at Manny. He was staring off into the corner of the room, a little piece of drool dangling from the corner of his mouth. She snapped her fingers in front of his face. “How do you take this?” She held up the little baggie of heroin.

He looked at it, and his mouth dropped open as if he’d never seen it before in his life. He reached for it in slow motion, more drool falling out of his mouth. She pulled it back. “How do you take the heroin? Injection?” She mimed pushing a needle into the big vein at her elbow. She doubted that was how he took it though. There weren’t any needles or tourniquets in his pockets. Unless he kept them in his car. But his arms didn’t have any marks or scars on them either. He could be shooting up on his legs, where it wasn’t so obvious, but she doubted it. She would bet money he was a snorting man.

He watched her mime injection and his mouth broke into a smile. If Sara didn’t think he was a disgusting worm who had lost all potential to be a useful member of society years ago, she could have thought that smile handsome. 

He mimed rolling something with his fingers, then held his imaginary straw to his nose and sniffed hard. That made him laugh stupidly.

Bingo, Sara thought. Time to take your last hit Manny. She considered asking him where he was going to get an 11 year old girl from, but decided to pass. Scopolamine made people completely unreliable. What he said might be a total story, and she didn’t have time to chase stories. Besides, she couldn’t save everyone. If she were going to clean up Las Vegas of all its pimps and sex trafficking, there really was no reason for her to ever have left Mexico, to ever have abandoned the agency, now was there?

She peeled a dollar bill out of his money clip and rolled it up, then grabbed a credit card too. “Stand up,” she told him. He stood. “Put this back in your pocket.” She handed him the items, one thing at a time. She debated on giving him the knife and then decided against it. She’d push it into his back pocket when he was dead. Her mother had taught her to never count on anyone to be completely helpless, no matter how much they seem to be. She hadn’t frisked him, so he could have other weapons on him, but she could see clearly there weren’t any on his torso. If he had something it was an ankle holster. And she could have a knife in his ear long before he could actually get to it.

“Sit at the table.” She motioned to the small writing desk.

Sara handed him the baggy and the rolled up bill and credit card. “Time to get high, Manny. Deal yourself 4 lines.”

Manny bent to work, slobber spilling onto the desk blotter. He shakily poured out almost all of the heroin and began to push it around with the credit card. When he had 4 lines he snorted one of them easily, then put the bill down and tried to relax into the hit in what was probably his normal fashion. Except his face looked sick, not relaxed. 

She pushed his arm. “Another,” she growled at him. 

Manny reached out for another and bent his head to the table, but he didn’t take it. Sara bent into his ear. “Suck that shit up your nose, now.”

Manny snorted. The powder disappeared. He coughed and sputtered, moving in slow motion. His fingers dropped the fake straw on the blotter and pushed it off onto the floor.

“One more, you can do it.” She whispered, picking up the straw and trying a sweet approach this time. He could and he did. Sara smiled. That had to be enough to kill him. That was a lot of heroin.

His eyes drooped. His head nodded. It started to fall and she let it. It hit the blotter hard and she heard his nose crunch. He didn’t make a sound. She could barely see the end of the 4th line under his forehead. 

Sara sat down on the chair in the far corner and waited. She would wait until his breathing and heart had stopped for at least 10 minutes. And then she would leave. She knew that the cops wouldn’t spend a lot of time worrying about what had happened to a small-time pimp in a hotel room. It would be written off as an accidental overdose, and good riddance to bad rubbish, even with scopolamine in his system. The U.S. wasn’t like Columbia. People here didn’t use scopolamine to commit crimes. And some people did like to get high on it. It might raise an eyebrow or two since it was rare, but it wouldn’t warrant any extra investigation, she was sure of it.

As she watched his back, she ticked off all the things she planned to do today. This whole situation with Jessica and Manny had put her behind. She’d be even farther behind once she finished getting Jessica and Zoey somewhere where they could have a real life. That little baby deserved to at least have a chance. Every baby deserved a chance.

And the Brook Barnes identity? Was it ruined already? She didn’t think so, but it didn’t hurt to be extra careful. Her mother had taught her that too. Maybe she should wrap things up here in Vegas and head somewhere else. Be someone else. New York, maybe. She could really get lost on the East Coast. 

Sara got up and checked Manny’s pulse in his neck. Slow. Almost gone. Good. She sat down again and waited for it to be over. 

Chapter 14

When Jerry hit the stairwell, he chanced a glance behind him. Chester’s door was still closed and the hallway was clear. He slowed to a walk and examined his options. Wait for the guy to show up, of course. But he wanted his gun. He glanced at his watch. Still early. He would drive home and get it, then come back and wait for the man with the prison tattoos who looked like a cop.

Jerry got to his car, scooped up his phone, and climbed in. He started the car and backed out, checking his alerts before he pulled out of the parking lot. Two more calls from Craig and a call from Emma. Damn, something big must be going on.

He hit the button to dial Craig’s number and headed for the freeway entrance. Craig’s phone clicked like he was on the other line and his voice mail answered. “Hey man, it’s Jerry. Call me back.”

He hit the end button and tried Emma’s number. His phone beeped, telling him a call was waiting. It was a cab company. He hung up the call to Emma before it ever even rang and answered. The Sunset Cab company hadn’t picked up a woman on Eller’s Hill on Sunday night. Jerry thanked them and hung up, thinking. That left just one cab company. Bayside Taxis. And they had called him this morning. He would call them back and then be able to cross call all cab companies off his list. 

The freeway exit loomed, so he put his phone down on his lap. He’d call when he was stopped.

Jerry covered the few miles to his house in minutes and stopped on the street on the side of his house so he was closer to the back door. He unlocked the back door and ran inside to his safe, grabbing his gun and holster quickly, and sprinting back out to his car. He fastened the gun in its holster under his shirt, in the small of his back while he ran. It felt good there. Heavy. Business-like. He climbed back in his car and sat for a second. This felt right. He didn’t know if Chester Wysong had any idea what he was talking about or not, but something about what he said had felt true to Jerry. And if someone was running around acting like a hit man, then Jerry felt safer this way. More equally matched.

His phone rang. He grabbed it, expecting Craig, but the screen told him Bayside Taxis was calling again. Perfect.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Mr. Smith?” A clipped, female voice.

“Yes.”

“Hi, I'm Sandy from Bayside Taxis and I had some information for you about the fare you were asking about on Sunday night?” She sounded breathless, anxious. Like she really had news. Jerry sat up straight, half afraid to hear what she had to say.

“OK, great. Shoot.”

“Bayside Taxis picked up a woman on Eller’s Hill that night. I talked to the guy that picked her up myself today when he got off shift, cuz I don’t want any more ladies to get hurt, so I wanted to help, ya know?”

The inside of Jerry’s car seemed airless. Too still. His lungs worked frantically, trying to breathe nothing. A car slid past him on the main street. It seemed to float, soundlessly.

“Thank you, what did he say?” He heard himself talking and wasn’t sure how his larynx was functioning with no air.

“He said she fit the description except she was wearing black pants and a shirt, not a dress. He said he was s’posed to pick up a woman in front of 1504 Eller’s Hill Lane. When he got there she was standing in front of the gate. She got in and gave him an address and didn’t say another word. He dropped her off at the address. She paid him and gave him a $5 tip. And that’s it.”

Jerry’s chest screamed for air. He sucked in a breath. It didn’t seem to help. So she did leave voluntarily. No one came and got her. And she changed her clothes? Why? How? Why? 

Jerry spoke again, surprised at how he managed to get the words out even though he was drowning with no water. “Can you give me the address please?”

“Yeah, it was the corner of 67th Street and 2nd avenue.”  

Downtown. “And did your driver say what she did when she got there?” 

“She just got out and walked down the sidewalk.”

“Do you know which way?”

“No, sorry.”

“It’s OK, thanks. She wasn’t ... crying or anything, was she?”

“Crying? No, I don’t think so. At least he didn’t say anything. If you call back tonight after 10 you can talk to him yourself. Just ask the night dispatcher to patch you through to Izzy.”

“Izzy, OK, thank you very much, uh Sandy. You’ve really helped me out a lot.”

Her voice beamed. “Oh great mister, you gonna mention me in your article?”

“Yeah, sure, just watch for it.” Jerry’s voice trailed off and he clicked the end button on his phone. 

It was time to get real with himself. He’d just known that something had happened to her at the wedding reception. That she had walked outside for some air and she’d been ... abducted or something. But now that was obviously not the case. So now what? What did this mean? That she just took off? Or was she abducted once she got dropped off downtown. But why change her clothes and go downtown in the first place? And where did she get her clothes? And what happened to her dress? That was less than a mile from her office. Maybe she walked to her office and got her car and ... and what? Left town? He should go up to the Eller’s Mansion and see if they’d found her dress in the trash or something. 

But why. Why even search for her anymore? She obviously didn’t want anything to do with him. It was done. It was over. The thing that happened at her apartment was just a ... a what? A coincidence. 

Jerry’s thoughts swam back and forth, his cheeks and ears heating up with the effort of keeping what now seemed like the obvious truth from himself. She had not just left. She had abandoned him. And not because she had to. Because she wanted to.

Jerry’s phone buzzed in his hand. He looked down at it, more on reflex than because he had any reason or desire to. His brain felt numb. His heart felt like Sara had squeezed it and squashed it and thrown it in the trash.

Craig’s face flashed on his screen. Craig. He should answer this.

“Hello.”

“Jerry man! Thank God I finally got you!” Craig didn’t wait for an answer. Just kept talking. “I got a call from a buddy down at the Westwood Harbor PD last night, Jer. Gagne just put out an APB for you.”

Jerry’s head and heart temporarily shook off their recent injury and tried to get back in the game. “What? An APB? Like he’s going to arrest me?”

“Yeah.”

“What for?”

“S.R. 1900. Perverting the course of justice. I think he thinks you’re messing with evidence or something. Basically it’s an obstruction of justice statute and it could mean anything. Probably you’re just stepping on his toes a little too much.”

“What the actual fuck Craig? What’s wrong with these cops?”

“I don’t know man. From what I’ve heard Gagne’s a pretty straight-laced guy. You must have just rubbed him the wrong way. Or given him the wrong impression. And now he’s got a hard-on for you.”

“Great.” Jerry rubbed the back of his head and watched the traffic drive past his house on the street ahead of him. “So what do I do now?”

“Can you get out of there for a little bit? I don’t know Gagne but I think Hawk has talked to him before. Hawk could try to talk him into leaving you alone, but not till he comes back from his honeymoon.”

“Get out of here? Like leave town?”

“Yeah, I would. Just for a few days.”

“What about Sara?”

Craig sucked in a breath. “Yeah, that’s the hard part. Have you discovered anything?”

Just that she hates me. Just that she’s a liar. Just that I’m the worst judge of character in the world. Or maybe I’m a good judge of character and I’m working out some disgusting mommy-fantasy in real life.

“Not really. Things are getting a little weird, but I’m no closer to finding out where she is or what happened to her.”

“Well Gagne’s supposed to be a good investigator. I don’t think he’s just letting this thing sit. Even if he’s -” Craig’s words ceased to make any sense to Jerry as he tracked a black Suburban drive past the street he was on, and slow down like it was going to turn into his driveway. It passed out of his view, and the house was between him and the vehicle, but then it reappeared on the other side of the house. It didn’t park in his driveway, but rather sideways, at the end of it. If Jerry’s car would have been in the garage, he would have been blocked in.

“Uh Craig,” he said, cutting Craig off. 

“Yeah?”

“Gagne just parked in front of my house.”

“Oh crap. You can see him?”

“Yeah, what should I do?”

“I don’t know man. If you can get out the back door before he says anything to you, you aren’t technically breaking the law.”

“I’m in my car, on the side street. I don’t think he’s seen me.”

“Maybe you should just take a little vacation Jer.”

“Yeah, maybe I should. I’ll call you later Craig. Thanks.”

Jerry put the phone down slowly on the seat next to him, hoping Gagne wasn’t watching him through his windshield right now. He cranked the engine and winced at the noise it made. He threw the car in reverse and backed slowly down the street, trying not to attract attention. Hopefully the detective’s eyes were plastered on the house, not behind it. 

No one had gotten out of the Suburban by the time Jerry reached the far corner. He reversed through the intersection and turned onto Hickory street, driving carefully. He breathed a sigh of relief, but watched his rear view mirror. Things were getting out of hand.

He turned his mind to the reality of the situation. He didn’t want to be arrested again. Craig’s suggestion was a good one. Just get out of town for a little bit. Let someone smooth things over before he came back. He had been planning to go to Vegas in a few weeks anyway. He could call, get the date for his hotel room changed, and be there by tonight. But he didn’t have any bags or clothes or anything. Well, he had his wallet didn’t he? He could buy new clothes.

But what about Sara? a small part of his mind offered up. What about her? She’s probably fine somewhere, maybe having a good laugh over this, Jerry thought bitterly. But that’s not right. She’s not that type. There must have been a reason for what she did. Didn’t there?

Jerry drove through town, staying off the freeway for now. He remembered all too well how Craig and Hawk had tracked Norman Foster using the freeway overpass cameras when Foster had kidnapped Emma and Vivian. He needed to quit thinking about Sara and focus on the task at hand. Getting his ass out of this city before he ended up in a small stinking cell for the next 2 or 3 days was job number 1.

Jerry drove and tried not to think. Las Vegas. That would be the perfect place to let this blow over. And maybe do a little work on forgetting about Sara and her mess for good.

Chapter 15

Sara pulled the motel door shut behind her, polishing the handle with her flesh colored gloves as she did so. She didn’t look around, but her peripheral vision told her all was quiet in the parking lot. She walked across the street, the other way from her car. She entered and exited several stores and found a crowd of people to walk with. She shed her gloves and added sunglasses and scarves from her bag as it seemed prudent to do so. By the time she walked a block north of the motel again to get back to her car, she looked like a different person.

She drove away feeling the mid-afternoon sun on her arms. She lifted her face to the window and smelled the breeze. It still smelled hot and dry, like always, but there was an attractive lunch-time scent of desserts and pizza too. She was starving. Her mind did not turn to Manny. She did not brood over her kill. The act of killing never bothered her. It was what she had been raised to do, wasn’t it? Her father had started her with a mini bolt youth .22 rifle at 5 years old, shooting rats at a friend’s farm. The rifle had been a bit too big for her, but she was good with it anyway. By the times she was 7, she could hit running mice in the head, every time. That had only been the beginning of her weapons and killing training, but it was one of her most conflicted memories. Her and her dad, riding in the pickup together, the guns stowed behind the seat. The feel of the trigger under her finger, the loud crack of the bullet leaving the gun, and the instant satisfaction of the rodent falling down in its tracks. It seemed like a good memory, but it was all mixed in with her current feelings about what she'd been trained to do her whole life. She just avoided those feelings.

Killing people was different than killing rats, but she’d never killed a person who wasn’t just a rat in disguise. Men and women who didn’t value human life, human pain, human sacrifice. Who made their living exploiting other people, especially women and children. Those were the rats she took out these days. Manny had been her first kill in over a year. She wasn't sure how she felt about it. She knew for sure it was the easiest and cleanest way out of the mess for Jessica and Zoey. But what did it say about her and her place in the world now?

But then she realized again that she didn’t have a place right now. She wasn’t a hired killer ridding the world of evil men for her country anymore. She’d done Manny for free. No, not for free. For Jessica and Zoey. Jessica didn’t know that Sara had killed Manny for her, and she would no doubt be appalled if she ever found out. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Either way, Jessica was smart enough to know that the only way she would truly be free was with Manny dead. Guys like Manny meant it when they said “if I can’t have you, no one will” and they didn’t think twice about hurting and even sometimes killing ‘their’ women. Sara knew that as well as she knew the lines and planes of her own face.

Back to the plan for now, she thought. She had really enjoyed being Sara Acosta. Now to try her hand at being Brook Barnes, stay one step ahead of her pursuers, and see if another, new life would be as enjoyable as the last one. Not without Jerry, her traitor mind whispered to her. She cut that voice off viciously. Jerry was an enigma, an unknown. And nothing but trouble, she stated emphatically. No, he was the real thing, the turncoat in her brain insisted. She shook her head and pressed her lips together. She didn’t know what Jerry was or wasn’t, but it didn’t matter, because she was never going to see him again.

The traitorous voice in her brain kept quiet, perhaps knowing that, at least was true. Sara turned her full attention back to the road and headed towards Jessica’s hotel.

She parked and jogged up to Jessica’s room, excited to see how baby Zoey was doing. She pressed her ear to the door, smiling at the pop music she heard blaring from inside. Jessica was getting to be a teenager. How wonderful. She knocked. The music instantly cut off. Sara smiled into the peephole and waited. 

Jessica tore the door open. “Brook!” she cried, baby Zoey held in her arms, her eyes filling with tears.

“Oh, hey, what’s wrong?” Sara asked, moving inside the room and shutting the door, then hugging Jessica and moving her to sit on the bed. 

“Nothing, really, I mean, I just am so happy to see you. I just. I’ve been thinking and you’ve been so good to me and I’ve been here just me and Zoey and ...” the tears really started to come now. Jessica’s breath hitched. Baby Zoey looked at her mom and burst into loud tears herself. 

Jessica got up off the bed and began to rock and shush Zoey, even while her own tears continued to roll down her face. 

Sara watched her with admiration in her heart. Here was this girl, really little more than a baby herself, and her mothering instinct was as strong as any Sara had ever seen. Sara said a mental prayer of thanks to whatever fate had brought her and Jessica together. Jessica and Zoey were going to do great. They just needed a little helping hand.

Jessica wiped her face and managed to get Zoey quiet. She sat down next to Sara again. “I just wanted to say thanks. No one has ever been good and kind to me, really in my whole life, but especially since I - since I’ve been here in Las Vegas. And well, I never really knew that it could be different, not until I had Zoey. And people here were still mean to me, but I couldn’t stand to be mean to Zoey. So I had to learn - or teach myself how to be kind.” She looked at Sara, her large brown eyes swimming in tears and emotion. “You know what I mean? I just didn’t know how to be nice to someone because no one had ever been nice to me. But because of Zoey I learned. I’m not going to hit her because she’s crying, or throw her across the room because she pooped in her diaper.” Jessica’s face twisted with horrible memories. “She’s just so tiny, you know?” 

Sara nodded. She did know. She reached out and caressed Zoe’s impossibly soft cheek. Zoey grabbed her finger and locked eyes with her solemnly. 

Jessica went on, smiling at Zoey. “But I was trapped. And I didn’t know how to get un-trapped. But then you showed up. And even if Manny comes and finds me and makes me go back, I’ll always remember what you did for me, Brook. How you treated me like a human being. What you did for me and Zoey.” Jessica turned her smile up towards Sara, but Sara thought it was the saddest smile she’d ever seen. She understood then that Jessica thought this was only a temporary respite, and she’d be back with Manny by the end of the week.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about Jessica. Would you be willing to leave Vegas? Go somewhere far away? Go to school or something maybe?”

Jessica considered. “Manny will follow me, you know.”

Sara shook her head. “I’ll make sure he can’t find you.”

Jessica smiled that sad smile again, looking as if she didn’t believe it for a second. “Maybe.” 

“Look Jessica, I know what men like Manny are all about. I know what they respond to. Let’s just say I could ... I don’t know, buy his cooperation. Would you be willing to leave then? Start a new life for you and Zoey?”

Some new, fierce emotion dawned on Jessica’s face. It started slowly, with a curve of her lips. Her eyes opened wide and fixed beyond the walls of the small hotel room. Suddenly Sara could see the woman she would be. Tingles marched up and down Sara’s arms. 

“Yes!” she whispered, emotion filling the word, making it pregnant with purpose. 

“Do you think your friend, the one with the baby, would go with you?”

“Amanda? Maybe.” She turned her eyes to Sara. “You wouldn’t make us go home or call our families?”

Sara tucked a piece of Jessica’s silky hair behind one dainty ear. “No baby. I know that sometimes home is worse than the streets, or even worse than pimps who hit and threaten.”

Jessica’s eyes filled with tears again. She nodded savagely and turned away, leaping off the bed and making a show of bouncing baby Zoey.

Oh dear one, I’m so sorry that your life up till this point has been sharp tongues, heavy hands, and maybe worse. It can get better. I promise. Sara sent the thought to Jessica, not speaking it out loud because she knew Jessica wouldn’t be able to fully believe it until she experienced it.

Jessica turned to her, determination in her eyes. “I’ll go. And I’ll ask Amanda if she’ll go. But no matter what, I will go. I don’t want to stay here in Vegas. And I’ll go to school. Anything you think I should do, Brook.” 

“Great!,” Sara said. “I’ll start working on the details when I leave here. But first we should have lunch. You got any of that $200 left?”

Jessica smiled and opened a drawer in the desk. She handed Sara $174. 

“Goodness Jessica, you should have spent most of this! You have to eat! Zoey depends on you for her nutrition. Look, I’ll show you how it’s done.”

Sara ordered room service and when the food cart came, it held enough food for 4 women. Sara and Jessica ate till bursting. Sara left Jessica with $200 more, telling her to be sure to spend at least $15 for each meal. She asked her not to leave the room again and told her she would bring her news of her new life soon. Sara kissed baby Zoey on one sleepy eyelid, then slipped out and headed to her hotel. She had a lot of work to do.

***

Jessica sat at the computer in her hotel room. She’d contacted a lawyer in Southern Idaho about setting up a trust for the two girls, to buy them food, housing, basic needs, and schooling for the next 5 years. Together, they’d estimated how much that would be. She was in the process of transferring $250,000 into the trust when her computer speakers sounded an ear-splitting alarm. 

Damnit! Her mind screamed in alarm louder than the speakers and her heart doubled its speed. Within an instant though, old habits dropped a cold towel over her panic. Her hands unconsciously flew to her body, patting herself down to ensure her gun and knives were all in place exactly where they were supposed to be. That done, she cleared the desktop in one grand swipe, moving everything but the keyboard and monitors to another desk. She sat down, fingers zipping over the keyboard, pulling up the security camera that had spotted the face that triggered the alarm.

Her heartbeat now trebled. It couldn’t be. She took over control of the camera and zoomed in on the face. 

It was. 

Jerry Mansko strolled through the neighboring casino floor.

Chapter 16

Sara let go of the controls for the camera. If she kept them too long casino security could get suspicious. If their IT guy was good enough he would find her piggybacking off their cameras. If he was amazing, he could probably trace her general location. That would be a disaster. 

The camera on Jerry zoomed out, then he walked out of frame. She locked onto him with her own software, and it automatically jumped from camera to camera as he walked out of sight in one and into sight in another. 

Sara’s mind careened out of control. Her thoughts came fast and severe, and each one seemed to contradict the last. 

He’s agency.

He’s not. He can’t be.

Then what is he doing here?

It’s a coincidence. 

It can’t be.

What’s wrong with him? He looks so forlorn, so lost. He’s not working or he wouldn’t look like that.

He is working, and he came here to find me. But how? And if he’s following me what took him so long? And if he didn’t follow me, how did he find me?

No matter who his friends were, and no matter how hard he’d pursued her, it didn’t make sense to Sara that Jerry was agency. If he was, he would have jumped her a year ago, not patiently tried to win her over. She never got any double-crossing vibe from him, ever. He seemed to be genuine every step of the way. But if he wasn’t agency, and he was exactly what he seemed to be, then how was he currently less than a 1/2 mile away from her in a city over 800 miles away from where she’d left him?

Jerry seemed to be wandering aimlessly. He didn’t look with interest at anything. She could see none of the spark - none of the generous, joking passion that she associated with him. His open, handsome face looked dead. His clothes looked rumpled, as if he had slept in them. He traversed through the entire casino floor, walked up the three, red-velvet steps into the lobby, and stood in line at the check-in desk. 

He doesn’t have any bags. 

As she watched, his eyes wandered to the bar. He looked lost, sad, lonely. To her, he almost looked like a scared 8 year old, separated from his mom in the crowd, and trying not to cry. Sara’s heart went out to him. She wanted to know what had happened. What made him look like that? It couldn’t be because she’d disappeared, could it? It’s not like they’d ever had any more than the one date. It’s not like she’d ever promised him anything, or even hinted that maybe there could someday be something between them.

She leaned forward, trying to see him better. Her hand swept her forehead, even though her hair was back. She held her breath and studied his face. A soft part of her mind, one connected to her heart, whispered to her that if she were ever going to have a chance at real life, normal life, this tall, sweet, funny man in front of her could be her way in.

Have you forgotten who you are?! the other part of her mind snapped. She was starting to feel slightly schizophrenic with these two completely opposite voices in her head. Bitterly, she named this one Miss-All-Business. She recognized it immediately as the voice that talked her through killing someone. It was all business, and couldn’t be swayed with tears, reason, logic, or even her own pain. Miss-All-Business was single-minded, and very cold.

Go to him, Miss-All-Business jeered at her. And let’s just say he’s not agency, he wasn’t recruited recently, and he’s exactly who he says he is. And then you can find his head on the front seat of your car someday. Or his blood can drench you when he opens the door for you and triggers an explosion. You can play the ‘I’m-a-normal-person’ game as much as you want, but that doesn’t mean you could ever dare to have a boyfriend, a lover, husband, a child, or even a friend. You’re not normal. You’re just playing normal until you are found. And if you don’t want to see him die a painful death in front of you, you’ll just get out of Vegas and pretend you never saw him. Go, now and don’t look back.

As she watched, war raging in her head, he abandoned the check-in line and walked to the bar. She got a full view of the back of him. What she saw made her breath lodge in her throat. She knew she had to chance it. She took the controls of the camera again and zoomed in on Jerry’s athletic backside.

He was carrying a gun under his shirt. A big one from the looks of it. 

So if he’s not agency, and this is just a coincidence, why is a fireman carrying a concealed weapon on his vacation?

Sara didn’t know, but now she knew she couldn’t even just make a clean break. She had to know what he knew at any cost. 

***

Sara watched him for an hour. Miss-All-Business had strangled the voice of her heart into submission. All Sara heard now was a whoosh in her ears, counting time with her bodily functions. She sat in her chair and watched as Jerry nursed three beers and talked to the bartender, worry and heartache clearly stamped on his face. Miss-All-Business didn’t care about his worry and heartache at all. At one point she grabbed her bag and inventoried her drug stash. No scopolamine left. That was OK. She wouldn’t use scopolamine on Jerry anyway. Her heart said no way. Her heart still gave him a 60% chance of being completely innocent, even if he was carrying a gun. And she would never use scopolamine on innocents. It was too dangerous. She did have some sodium pentathol, but if he didn’t stop drinking soon, she wouldn’t even feel comfortable using that.

Sodium pentathol wasn’t quite as tricky as scopolamine, and it had almost zero risk. You couldn’t legally use it as a ‘truth serum’ these days, but it was still useful if you didn’t need a confession that could hold up in court, and if you knew what you were doing. She didn’t need anything to hold up in court, and she did know what she was doing. All she needed was a little time alone with him. Sodium Pentathol tended to make people try to please the questioner, and it made them recite their life stories, even to a simple yes or no question. Sara knew how to get around these two issues though, to get to the real truth. She’d become quite good at it over the years.

Finally, Jerry pushed the bottle away, left a few dollars by his napkin, and headed back out the door to the check in line again. Now was the tricky part. She needed to know what room he was in. At the very least she needed to know what floor he was on. But how to find out? She might be able to hack into the hotel’s computer system, but she didn’t have the computer programs to make it easy. She could go down in the hotel lobby and stand close to him as he got his room assignment, hoping to overhear what floor he was on. She certainly couldn’t just follow him into the elevator. The chance that he would recognize her was too great, even if she wore one of her small disguises. Momentarily, she wished for a hijab, the Muslim dress that covered the hair - or even better a niqab, which covered everything but the eyes. Both were great disguises in America. Most Americans had a strange aversion to seeing them, and would purposely not look at anyone wearing one. But she didn’t have one. That wasn’t something you could just pick up at a Las Vegas strip mall. Oh well, she’d have to work with what she had. She put on a large pair of sunglasses and a scarf, plus a large shirt hat hung almost to her knees and hid her shape.

Sara had already scanned the lobby for hiding spots. There were a few, but mostly she just planned to wait behind him in line. It was dangerous, but so was her whole life. She thought it would work. 

She sent the lobby cam image to her cell phone, grabbed her bag, and ran out the door. Miss-All-Business steered her.

By the time she got to the lobby he was still waiting in line, but he was the next to go up. She fell in behind him, so close that she could smell his clean, somehow strong scent. She watched the muscles in his broad back move under his shirt as he fidgeted. Now that he was so close, close enough to smell, Sara’s wayward mind remembered back to the last night she had seen him. At the wedding reception. She’d danced with him, their bodies pressed together. The emotions that had swept through her that night were the same she was feeling now. Uncertainty. Indecision. A little fear? And another emotion she refused to name. It made her feel hot and a little shaky, standing this close to him. She didn’t understand why she was feeling this way. He was just a man, for pity’s sake. Men didn’t do this to her. Men never did this to her. For a moment she wondered if this was the real reason she had fled. If this man’s pull on her had caused her to pull up roots in an instant and pretend it was for another reason. 

She ground her teeth together and willed the emotions and thoughts away, her body half turned, so she could hide her face quickly if he turned her way. He didn’t. She steeled her mind and willed Miss-All-Business to take over completely. Miss-All-Business was happy to. She felt the steel will of the coldest, most frigid part of her seep strength back in to her body, completely chilling her wayward thoughts and emotions. 

It was his turn at the desk. He spoke. His voice cut through the steel like it was butter. Ah God, she missed him. She missed his quick smile, his easy laugh, his handsome, open face. She wished— Miss-All-Business cut through her silly, soft thoughts with a horrible admonition. Keep this up and you or him are going to die. Is that what you want?

No, it wasn’t what she wanted. She had forgotten who she was for a moment, but it wouldn’t happen again. 

She overheard his room number: 1919, and in an instant she left the line and found the stairwell. She would beat him there. She sprinted up the stairs, glad she’d kept up her grueling workouts up even though she wasn’t working anymore. Well of course she did. Who knew when she would have to fight, to run?

She opened the door to the 19th floor, panting but not winded. It was empty, quiet. She spied the room number closest to her without stepping out into the hall. 1928. She wasn’t sure of the layout of this hotel. Were the elevators around a corner, or right at the end of the hall? No matter, she had to step out into the hallway, no matter what. The stairwell was too far from his room to wait here.

She strolled through the hallway like she belonged here, reading room numbers. As she passed 1919 on her left, she heard the elevator ding.  The hall opened up to the right and left, a balcony to the left and the elevators to the right. She walked past, then turned as the hallway turned. Hearing heavy footsteps behind her, she spun on her heel and went back to the initial hallway. There was Jerry, heading towards his room. He stopped at his door. She was 15 feet from him. He looked up at her and smiled faintly. Miss-All-Business was fully in charge now, and she didn’t even startle as his face turned towards hers. She knew he couldn’t see her eyes behind the sunglasses, so she acted as if she hadn’t seen him smile. He looked back down to the business of swiping his door key. She quickened her pace, and reached him exactly as he pushed the door open. 

Chapter 17

Jerry smiled at the woman walking down the hall, but she didn’t smile back. He wouldn’t have worked up the energy to smile at all, but she reminded him a little of Sara. Similar height, same confident walk. It would be a man’s heavy, straightforward, gait except her hips gave it a natural roll, making it a bit more feminine. Jerry had found it endlessly fascinating. If Sara really were here right now, would he smile at her? He wasn’t sure.

Jerry swiped his key card, looking forward to falling into bed. He’d driven for 8 hours straight, only stopping twice for food and bathroom breaks. He hadn’t felt safe until he got out of California. He didn’t think he was a big enough ‘criminal’ for Gagne to notify the state police, but he wasn’t sure. The drive had not been relaxing. His mind had played an endless loop of the last 4 days over and over in his head, trying to find something he missed, something he could have done different. He kept telling himself to give it a rest already, Sara left of her own free will and chances were he’d never see her again. And he was done with this secret agent crap. Done. When he returned from Vegas, he would call and see if they would let him go straight back to work. His leg was as good as it was going to get, and there would be no more physical therapy anyway. He was, to put it simply, done with this entire mess. Done with Sara, done with women, done with everything that didn’t have to do with his job. He even planned to shred his concealed weapons permit and sell this gun. Lucky it is a multi-state permit so I can legally carry in Nevada, he mused. Otherwise I’d already be a criminal here too.

Jerry pushed his door open and put his hand out to flip on the light. The heavy weight of his fatigue had seemed to make things slow down for him. Swiping the key card and pushing the door open had all happened in a kind of surreal, slow motion. A bright, hot blast of pain in his right armpit and shoulder switched everything to fast motion in an instant. His arm ceased to function, falling limp at his side, but that didn’t stop the pain. It traveled down the right side of his body and wrapped itself up around his head. His leg wanted to collapse. His bleary mind tried to make sense of what was going on. Was he shocked by the light switch? Was electricity traveling through his body right now? Stopping his heart? Frying his muscles? But no, he hadn’t even touched the wall. The pain in his shoulder released and now that it was gone he could tell it actually had been in his neck, under his clavicle. The pain in his armpit intensified and he felt pressure in his back. Someone was assaulting him. He tried to twist away from the pain and reach out to battle with his attacker, but the pain followed him, and his hands found no one. The pain in his armpit lessened and a burning lance of pain in his right ear exploded a quarter of a second later. Hard steel was being pressed into his ear. 

“Move into the room,” a muffled voice told him, and someone gave him a shove. Jerry stumbled three steps into the room, falling to his knees. Blessedly, all the pain was gone, although he could feel the remnants in his armpit and under his clavicle, oh yeah, and in his right ear. He put a hand up to his ear, but it came away clean, no blood.

He turned, half expecting to see Detective Gagne.

The woman from the hall stood just inside his door, holding a gun on him. Wait, is that my gun?

Jerry felt shocked, completely fazed by what had just happened.  It had taken only a few seconds, and here he was inside his hotel room, with a gun pointed at him. He shifted his perception to the gun holster in the small of his back. Yep, it felt empty.

“Put your hands up,” the woman said. 

Jerry floated his hands in the air, and his brain hit him with the next piece of information, hoping he could handle it. That’s Sara pointing your own gun at you. Sara just simultaneously incapacitated you and took your gun out of your retention holster in about three seconds.

Jerry could feel he was gaping openly, but he couldn’t help it. There was nothing about this situation that seemed rational. Maybe he had been hit on the head during the assault, and he was now passed out on the floor dreaming all this. 

“Back up,” Sara said. “Sit down on the bed.”

Jerry backed up, mouth still open. He sat down on the bed with his hands in the air.

“Let’s get something straight right now, Jerry. I will shoot you. Don’t think that if you rush me you’ll be able to overpower me. You’re bigger and stronger than I am, but you won’t win if you take me on. I promise you that."

Jerry’s mouth dropped open another inch. “Sara, Wha-what’s going on?”

“I’m going to ask you some questions Jerry, and you are going to answer them. That’s it.”

Sara took off her sunglasses and her scarf with one hand, the gun still trained on Jerry’s chest. She glanced around at the decent sized hotel room, her gaze stopping on the chair, then sliding off, then stopping on the bed. With a half-nod to herself, she turned part of her attention to the curtains. She turned on the lamp, then pulled the curtains closed.

“Do you have any other weapons?”

“No.” Jerry was starting to get his wits back, just a little bit. The situation still seemed completely unreal, but at the same time it also made a sick sort of sense. If Sara thought there was something dangerous about him, that would explain why she had ditched him. It wouldn’t explain why she was here and how she’d disarmed him so quickly though.

“Unlace your boots and kick them off. Slowly. If you move too fast or if I see a knife or gun or even a holster I’m putting a bullet in your kneecap.” 

Jerry winced. She didn’t specify which knee. What would be worse? Getting a bullet in his good leg, or his bad one?

He leaned over with exaggerated slowness, doing as she said. While his fingers did the work they’d done a thousand times before, he stole quick glances at her face. 

Her color was high, two blooming roses stamped on her cheeks. Her mouth was drawn into a tight little line. Her hair was tied back, so he couldn’t see it well, but it looked black, not her usual brown. Other than that, it was Sara. Beautiful, enigmatic Sara who he’d been searching for all week.

He didn’t know what made her feel like she had to hold a gun on him. Was she scared he would fight her? Run? Did she somehow think that he was carrying the gun to shoot her? He hoped that he could get some answers too. 

“Stand up,” she told him once his boots were off. “Take off your pants.”

Jerry cocked an eyebrow at her. Even though he couldn’t think of a single funny thing to say, he felt an unmanly giggle build in the back of his throat. 

Sara gestured with the gun. “Undo your buckle, drop them to the ground, and kick them off. Do it. Slowly.”

Like a striptease? He wondered, but he didn’t say it. He didn’t know this Sara. Her reaction might be explosive.

Kicking his pants over to join his shoes he looked down at his underwear. Blue boxer briefs. Not exactly how he planned any sort of an intimate setting with Sara, but at least he looked presentable.

“Now lift your shirt up, and turn around slowly.” He lifted, and turned. Was she looking for a wire? What in the world?

“Sara, can you tell me what’s going on? Why did you take off on me? Why are you in Vegas? What do you think I did?” Jerry asked.

Sara ignored him. She fished her phone out of her bag with one hand and glanced at it, then put it back and pushed a stray lock of hair off of her forehead. Jerry watched her hands, those strong hands that had kneaded his sore spots and coaxed healing into his muscles, and felt his body heat rise and tingles march up and down his spine.  The ridiculousness of the situation struck him, and again he wondered if he were actually passed out on the floor. Here he was, running from the law, hiding out in Las Vegas, and being held at gunpoint by a woman who had gotten him into this mess in the first place. A woman he found infinitely attractive. A woman he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about for months now. Oh, and don’t forget that she’d just had him strip down to his underwear.

Jerry felt a half grin slide onto his face and he shook his head. Sara’s eyebrows pulled down and together. In irritation? In consternation? He wasn’t sure. She shoved her hand into her bag again and pulled out some sort of a white plastic wire. She threw it to him. It fell on the floor in front of him.

“Put this on your wrists and lock it, but not too tight.” He looked at it curiously. It looked like a plastic zip tie, but there was a stretch of plastic in the middle. What it really looked like was handcuffs. And he supposed that’s what it was. Some sort of plastic handcuff.

“Hey, Sara, is this really necessary? Ask your questions. I’m not going to lie, or run away, or try to fight with you, I promise.”

She nodded. “I’m sure you won’t. Just humor me, OK?” She wasn’t smiling, but her voice was light. OK.

He put the plastic cuffs around his wrists, then fed the plastic ends through their locking mechanisms. “OK stop, now push it farther up your arms.” He did, pushing the ‘cuffs’ about a quarter of the way up his forearms. 

“Take these, then sit up there on the bed.” She gestured towards the pillows on the far side. He walked to near the wall and sat down, looking at the second pair of cuffs she had tossed him curiously. Why did he need two pairs?

“Now put your wrists on both sides of the leg of the headboard.” Jerry looked at the obviously heavy, and probably fastened to the wall headboard. Now he got it. She was going to handcuff him to the headboard, but he was already handcuffed once as extra security. She was wily, careful, smart. His admiration for her grew, in a crazy, dreamlike way. If she didn’t shoot him, maybe she could give him tips on how to escape being arrested again. 

He glanced at her. She watched him closely, eyes narrowed and unreadable. “Sara, I swear I won’t do anything. You don’t have to tie me to the bed. I’ll just sit here like a good boy and answer any question you ask of me.”

And he meant it too. He couldn’t think of anything he would want to lie to her about. Well, except maybe the depth of his feeling for her. He’d been trying to lie to himself about it all week, but now, seeing her here, he knew he was a goner. Even the fact that she was holding a gun on him and about to tie him up didn’t change the fact that he thought he might be painfully in love with her (painful because she was obviously the most unavailable woman in the world). If she shot him, that might make him feel differently about her, but just pointing the gun at him? It bothered him, but he still loved her. God. He loved her. The weight of the realization hit him in the chest. Maybe she had been right to ditch him. Maybe she was right to tie him to a headboard. Because he wasn’t letting her just walk out of his life now. If she left now he would follow, gun or no gun. What a cluster fuck this was turning out to be.

“Just do it Jerry. I’ll feel better and we can get this done with. I’m not going to hurt you if you cooperate. I’ll even cut these things off you when we’re done. I promise.”

What the hell? Jerry thought. You’re supposed to trust the one you love, right? Another sick, alien smile slid across his face. He put his hands on either side of the bedpost and maneuvered the flexi-cuffs until they were around his wrists. It took him a few minutes from the awkward angle but he finally managed. 

“Now pull the locks tight.” She waited while he did, and then went around the other side of the bed, tucking the gun into her waistband. She yanked the blankets to the foot of the bed. “Now lay down.” 

Jerry did. His hands went over his head. He had to sit, then scootch his body down. Sara pulled the blankets on her side halfway up the bed, then tucked them in. 

“Now I’m going to walk over to that side of the bed. Don’t think you can kick me or grab me with your legs. I will be quicker than you, and merciless. I will not fight. I will just shoot.” She took the gun out of her waistband and pointed it at him once more.

“I won’t move,” Jerry promised her.

As she walked over, slowly, watching him for movement, Jerry had a moment to fervently wish this was all some sort of sex play. That she would shoot the gun and out would pop a plastic slide with a banner that unfurled to say BANG! Then she would throw the gun away and climb on top of him, her stern, calculating look instantly dissolving into a coquettish, hungry look. She would rip off his underwear and have her dirty way with him. Jerry felt his body respond to the intimate images marching through his brain. He’d loved Sara for months now, he was sure of it, but he’d never so much as kissed her. He wanted to kiss her so badly it hurt him. But one look at her face told him kissing was the last thing on her mind. 

Frantically, he locked his eyes on the gun she held in her hands and recalled gunshot victims he’d worked on, trying to turn off his body. He was getting hard, and this was a ridiculous time for it. If she saw it, she would think he was a ... a pervert or something. Or one of those submissives who got off on people beating them.

Relief flooded Jerry as Sara took the blankets in one hand and pulled them to his waist. She knelt and pulled them tight, tucking them under the mattress down the full length of the bed. She stood, surveyed her work, then retreated to the desk against the wall.

Jerry relaxed his muscles for a second and blew out an anxious breath. His shoulders were already starting to ache from the awkward positioning. Maybe he should have stayed in Westwood Harbor. Maybe jail would have been the better choice. 

Sara turned back around and Jerry almost choked on fresh terror. She held a small needle and syringe. This scared him 100 time more than the gun. 

“This is sodium pentathol Jerry, that’s all. You weigh what, 190 pounds?”

“193,” he whispered, his eyes locked on the syringe. 

“This is 175 mg. It won’t hurt you, or even knock you out. I know you had 3 beers downstairs so I adjusted the dosage slightly. I just want to be sure that you tell me the whole truth.”

The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, Jerry’s mind recited stupidly. Jerry told it to shut up and rifled through his mental filing cabinets to see what he knew about sodium pentathol. He came up with exactly nothing. He didn’t know if that dosage was safe or not. 

“I’m going to inject this into the big vein on your arm right there. You want to hold very still. This drug causes tissue necrosis if it gets outside of the vein. As long as you hold still that won’t happen. And Jerry, if you yell, I’ll knock you out.” She tapped the butt of the gun, in her waistband. “I really, really don’t want to do that, so don’t yell, OK?”

Jerry nodded, fear nibbling at his insides. Still love her? Some crazy part of his brain gibbered.

Sara bent over his arm, close enough that he could smell her sweet, feminine smell. 

Biggest cluster fuck of my life, he had time to think before he felt the prick of the needle in his arm.

Chapter 18

Sara hesitated for a moment before pushing the needle into his vein. She knew that once she did, any slim chance she had once had for a real, healthy relationship with him would dissolve like a pile of sugar in a heavy rain. And oh did she want to hold onto that slim chance. Her heart ached with it. But she knew it wasn’t possible, drug or no drug. So she pushed aside her want and pricked his arm, carefully depressing the plunger on the syringe. She watched the liquid transfer from the syringe to his body and felt what slim humanity she’d managed to gain in the last year slip away with it. Now she was nothing but a soldier again. A dishonored soldier without a general.

Sara wondered when she’d become dismally poetic. She pushed away the thoughts and stepped back to watch the drug take effect. Jerry’s face, stamped partly with fear and partly with dismay, softened. His muscles gradually relaxed. His eyes closed and he took a deep breath, and Sara knew he was ready.

“Jerry.”

“Mmmm?” Eyes still closed.

“Jerry, listen to my voice. It will calm you, soothe you, make you feel sleepy and relaxed. I have some questions to ask you and it’s very important that you tell me the first answer that comes into your mind. When you answer the questions that way you don’t have to worry or stress about them. When you answer with the truthful answer that first comes into your mind you can feel good and know that everything is going to be OK. Do you understand?”

Jerry smiled. Sara ordinarily loved his joking, easy manner, but just before now it had been bothering her. It made it hard for her to read him. He’d smiled like this several times before she got the drug in him and it just made her think he was hiding something even more. Now though, she knew it was just the drug and how it had turned off the parts of his brain that made him worry or think about his actions.

He slowly opened his mouth and said “I understand,” the smile still on his face.

“Who do you work for?”

“Westwood Harbor Fire Department.”

“Who else do you work for?”

“No one.” 

“Who is your boss?”

“Captain Horace Burns.” Jerry laughed. “We tease him about that, don’t we? Tell him he starts every fire we have to put out.”

Sara smiled in spite of herself. 

“Who have you killed?”

Jerry laughed again. “I’ve never killed anyone.”

“Who have you stabbed?” 

“Nobody.”

“Who have you shot?”

Jerry giggled madly, almost girlishly. “You know this. Norman Foster. He deserved it though. He tried to kill Emma. I would shoot him again if I had to.” 

“What do you do for the DCIA?” 

“Nothing.”

“Do you know what the DCIA is?”

“No.” Jerry laughed again. Sara could see the flexi-cuffs biting into his relaxed wrists. She grimaced and wondered if she should loosen them. No way to loosen flexi-cuffs though. Maybe she should just cut them off of him. Her questioning was revealing that he was just what he said he was. A fireman, that’s it.

Just a few more questions, Miss-All-Business whispered.

“Are you a spy?”

“No. I’m a Firefighter and a Paramedic.”

“Are you an agent?”

Jerry laughed again. “Like an insurance agent?”

Sara smiled. She marked that one in the ‘no’ pile.

“Why did you follow me?”

“I thought you needed help. I’ve been looking for you for days.”

“How did you find me in Las Vegas?”

Jerry’s brows drew together even while his mouth grinned. “Find you? I didn’t find you. You found me.”

Sara leaned forward. “Wait, you mean you didn’t know I was here in Vegas?”

“No.”

“Why did you come to Las Vegas?”

“I didn’t want to get arrested. Besides, I was coming here on vacation in two weeks anyway. I took an early vacation so I didn’t have to take a concrete vacation.” Jerry laughed wildly at this. Sara barely noticed. Her mind forced her back to a day about 2 months ago, at her gym. She was working on Jerry, massaging his leg around the scar tissue, and he was telling her that it was almost time for him to return to work, but that he was going to take a short vacation to Las Vegas first. Fast forward to that night when she decided to abandon her Sara Acosta personality and her life in Westwood Harbor. She could have gone to Vegas, New York, Miami, Chicago, or a couple of places in Canada. But she picked Vegas. She didn’t even consider another location. 

Sara put her head in her hands in an uncharacteristic moment of doubt and self-flagellation. Had she been ... what? Hoping he would find her? That was stupid, Miss-All-Business piped up. You’ve never been stupid before. You need to grab your stuff and get out of town, quick before your stupidness catches up with you.

Sara focused on Jerry. She reached down to pull a knife out of her boot to cut him loose with, and that’s when the whole world exploded. She had time to think shredder gun, and then she was swarmed.

*** 

Jerry waited for the next question. This was fun. This was awesome. He felt happy, and like he and Sara were getting along great. She was asking questions, he was answering them. She even smiled once. He felt on top of the moon. Pretty soon she was going to let him out of these cuffs and then maybe they could really talk. Or go gamble. Or kiss. His mind seized on that last one. She’d let him kiss her now, he just knew it.

He watched her put her head down and press her hands to her cheeks. She looked sad. He was just about to tell her everything was going to be OK, when a loud boom shook the room, the bed, the building. Jerry looked up, interested. What was going on? Did Sara know this was going to happen? He smiled as people swarmed into the room. They were yelling, but Jerry couldn’t tell what was being said. His ears were ringing too loudly. 

The first man he saw was wearing SWAT gear. He trained a large, mean-looking shotgun at Sara. His lips pulled back in a grimace and his teeth flashed as he yelled. Jerry could barely make it out. “Put your hands up! Put your hands up!”

Jerry’s hearing returned in a whoosh and he realized they were yelling “Police!” Sara was crouching on the ground, but as the man with the mean-looking shotgun got close to her she propelled herself forward, under his gun. Jerry saw it driven upwards into the man’s helmeted face by the force of her shoulder. Jerry’s mouth dropped open in an O of surprise. 

Sara screamed, a loud aiaiai sound. She tucked in her head and pushed the man backwards with all her might towards the door, and she was actually moving him! Jerry fought to swim up from under the influence of the drug. Sara was battling with the police in front of him!

Sara had something in her hand. It was a gun, but not his gun. It was smaller, much smaller. She pointed it around the man she was pushing and pulled the trigger. The small retort still seemed loud in the little room. Had Sara just shot a cop? Jerry closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see anymore. He closed his eyes and laid his head down on the pillow. He needed to have a little talk with himself about the women he fell in love with. Soon. But right now he just wanted to sleep.

Chapter 19

Jerry dozed in and out of what was the strangest sleep of his life. Words flew around him in a storm. His body was manhandled. Someone pulled up his eyelids and peered in his eyes with a light. His clothes and boots were forced on his body. He was placed in a chair and pushed out of the room. And still he slept. He couldn’t care about what was going on in the real world. He didn’t even care what was happening to Sara. Until he did. 

His eyes flew open and he jerked forward, but he was tied around the waist and didn’t move much. He tried to make sense of his surroundings, but even with his eyes open, he couldn’t see anything. A hum and a familiar bouncing-swaying feeling told him he was in a vehicle. His eyes adjusted. He was in the back seat of a sedan, driving down what appeared to be a small road with no streetlights and no oncoming traffic. Two men were in the front. Sara was next to him, unconscious, her clothes stained with what could be blood. Her body slumped uncomfortably forward, and he could see her arms were cuffed behind her. Her legs had metal cuffs or shackles on them too. Like she was public enemy #1. Like these guys were scared of her.

Jerry gasped and tried to move to her. His hands were stuck behind his back. He tried to pull them apart. He was handcuffed, but not with the plastic cuffs. These were real, metal cuffs.

“Hey, what’s going on? Why am I handcuffed? Are we going to a hospital?” he croaked, his voice barely registering to his own ears.

The man in the passenger seat looked back at him anyway and grinned an evil grin. He slapped the driver on the shoulder. “Yep, we’re going to the hospital alright, aren’t we Chris?” His voice dripped with sarcasm. Jerry’s stomach clenched in fear. He looked at Sara, hunched over, shackled and bleeding, unconscious in the seat next to him. What kind of horrific thing was she involved in? Who were these men? What had happened to the police? These couldn’t be the police, right?

Jerry looked at the driver and passenger again. They looked mostly like ordinary guys. Both had short hair, but not military short. The driver, Chris, seemed a bit on the stocky side. The passenger with the evil grin was slim and looked like he would kick a dog just to hear it yelp and then grin that evil grin and laugh about it. 

Jerry’s heart threatened to explode out of his chest. When it had been just Sara in the hotel room, holding a gun on him, he’d been scared, but not terrified. He’d still felt the pull of Sara. Her allure. And he didn’t think she would shoot him out of spite, or malice. But these guys? This situation was like something out of a bad horror movie. Where the victims never had a chance. A chance of what? his brain whispered. Escaping? Or even Living?

The passenger leaned forward. “There! Right There!” he yelled, pointing to the left. Jerry jerked forward as the car slammed to a stop. Jerry peered out his window and saw the twin ruts through the desert dust that could be a driveway. The car nosed slowly into them.

Jerry leaned back, his racing mind trying to make sense of all of this. Obviously Sara was more than she seemed. Was she a criminal? Was she a fugitive? But if she was the criminal who were these guys? They couldn’t be cops. Cops took you to the police station, not out in the desert. But how had they gotten Sara away from the cops? And why had they taken him too? Because he was a witness? 

Whatever she was, Jerry knew that Sara couldn’t help him now. He was going into this situation blind, but if it was as bad as his heart was telling him it was, he needed to pull himself together, use every resource he had to fight or talk his way out of this and save Sara too. What would Craig do? What would Hawk do? Jerry thought about his friends and desperately wished they were here, or that they even knew he was missing. Wait, maybe that was a key? Maybe he could talk his way out of this. He did have friends in the FBI, after all.

Jerry opened his mouth but before he could say a word, the car stopped. The dusty glare from the headlights revealed a ramshackle house that looked to be long abandoned. The guy with the evil grin hopped out of the car and ran to the front door, twisting it open. He fished a flashlight from his pocket and shone it around inside. He was back to the car in seconds. 

“This is it alright. Kill the engine.”

Chris did, but left the headlights on, then got out of the car. Both men stretched their spines. 

“This place is très spooky, Brian.”

Brian and Chris, huh. Those were his ... His what? Captors? Just a couple of all-American goofballs, Jerry thought. He gritted his teeth and prayed it was true. If they were goofballs, maybe he and Sara had a chance. 

“Yeah, let’s get inside.”

Brian walked to Sara’s door and opened it. He reached over her and jabbed her seatbelt release. Sara spilled forward and Brian pulled her towards the door so she fell head-first onto the ground. 

“Hey!” Jerry yelled. “What the hell are you doing? She’s hurt and unconscious!” 

Brian gave Jerry his usual evil grin and then kicked Sara in the ribs. She didn’t move.

Jerry’s eyes went wide. He shook his head in shock. “You can’t do that to a woman.”

Brian threw his head back and laughed. “Did you hear that Chris? This guy’s soft on her.” He bent down and looked Jerry in the eye. “Love ‘em and Cleave ‘em Lola isn’t a woman, she’s a machine.” He looked down at Sara. “Isn’t that right, Lola,” he said, putting as much innuendo and hate as he could muster into the last word. Then he kicked her again. Jerry winced and wished Sara hadn’t taken his gun. This was bad. This was very, very bad. Jerry twisted in his seat and found his seatbelt release. He clicked it then pulled his body across the car with his legs. He jumped out of the car, knelt next to Sara, and threw his body over hers. If she was getting any more kicks, he was going to take them.

Brian laughed again and aimed another kick. Jerry shimmied his body around, his hands pulling cruelly tight behind his back, and tried to cover Sara fully. 

“Knock it off,” Chris said in a harsh tone. “You kill her and the boss is gonna have your head. Let’s get them inside.”

Jerry knelt, panting, waiting to see if the kick would still come or not. It didn’t. He felt something on his cheek, which was pressed against Sara’s face. A soft, but definite fluttering of her lips. She had kissed him. Jerry pulled his head back so he could see her. She still looked unconscious. Was she shamming? Jerry felt a quickening of hope in his belly, as soft as her lips had been. Did Sara have a plan? Something up her sleeve? Or was she just trying to gain what small advantage she might have by feigning unconsciousness. Again Jerry wondered just who exactly she was and what exactly was she into. What was going on here?

Chris came around the car towards them, a large gun drawn and pointing at Jerry. “Get up, stand over there.” He lifted his chin towards the front of the car. Jerry maneuvered himself to his knees with effort, then stood. 

He watched each man grab an arm and prepare to drag Sara into the house. “Unlock me,” he said quickly. I won’t run, I’ll carry her for you."

“No.” Chris spat the word out, leaving no room for argument. “Walk into the house and go into the first door on your right.”

Jerry walked, sneaking glances back at Sara. Her head hung down and her feet dragged on the desert hardpan, leaving dusty grooves. 

The house was as dark as a well. The slight night breeze of the desert pushed its way through the door, stirring up dirt and dust that made Jerry want to sneeze. He could make out the first doorway to the right with the light from the headlights, plus a second doorway a little ways down. He stopped in the first doorway and turned around.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, or why you grabbed me and Sara, but if its about money, I can get you money if you let us go. A lot of money.” 

Chris and Brian exchanged a look. Jerry couldn’t see their faces, but he sensed an almost-laughing, evil grin surface on Brian’s face. It wasn’t about money then. Fuck. What else could he offer?

“I have friends in the —” Chris dropped Sara’s arm and took a step towards Jerry. He planted the hand that wasn’t holding the gun in Jerry’s chest and shoved hard, putting his body into it. Jerry wasn’t expecting it. He tried to save himself with a step backwards but fell instead, landing on his backside and smashing his hands painfully. Chris slammed the door shut and Jerry heard metal jingle and scrape. 

Great, he thought. Now I can’t do a fucking thing for anyone, including myself. He scooted quickly to the door and pressed his ear to the small gap at the floor. He heard muffled talking, and footsteps, then another door slammed and more metal scraped. His guess was Sara had been put in the next room. 

He circled his wrists carefully inside the cuffs and looked around the room. Soft moonlight fell through the window. Maybe when his eyes adjusted he’d be able to see more. His first job was to get out of these handcuffs. Jerry thought hard. How was he supposed to get out of these cuffs? A bobby pin, right? Too bad he was fresh out.

He got up and circled the room in the meager light. A small cot. A toilet like in a jail cell. And that was it. The room itself was roughly the size of a jail cell, maybe a little bit wider. Nothing that he could jimmy his cuffs with. Maybe on the floor, or under the bed? This was obviously intended to be used to house prisoners. Maybe he could find something hidden.

He pressed his ear to the door one time. Hearing nothing, he started a thorough search of the room. As thorough as it could be with his hands secured behind his back anyway. A frantic voice hollered at the back of his mind, pulling at his attention, but he forcefully ignored it. That voice was panic, and he knew if he listened to it he would lose most or all of his wits and effectiveness. This was the worst, most dangerous situation he’d ever been in in his entire life, and panic could easily be deadly for him. Deadly for him and for Sara. That panicked part of his mind screamed that Sara got him into this, and he’d be better off if he just forgot she existed. He needed a plan to get him out of this mess and Sara be damned. She probably was just reaping something she had sowed anyway. 

This time he took a moment to tell the panicked voice to fuck off before turning back to ignoring it. If he could find a way out of here, there was no way he was leaving Sara, shackled at the hands of men who would kick her while she was unconscious. He didn’t care if she was a criminal or not. Even criminals didn’t deserve to be treated like that. 

His mind set, he got to work. Sara owed him some answers, that was certain, but she didn’t owe anyone her life. And he would never abandon her.

I don’t want to die out here, he thought. Then do something about it. 

Chapter 20

Sara listened hard, making sure the men had actually left and one of them wasn’t just inside the door, waiting to see if she was really unconscious. She didn’t think so but it always paid to be cautious. She’d never met or heard of this Brian or Chris before, but she was reasonably sure neither was a big boss. And the real party wouldn’t start until a big boss got here. She’d been out of the game so long she barely knew who the players were anymore, but still, she knew a big boss when she met one. Neither of these guys was one.

These guys were either lower-level agency, or they were just standard criminals who had been recruited. One of them at least had to be agency, she thought. The DCIA wouldn’t trust her to just anyone. And she had seen Thorpe at the hotel. He’d been behind the swat guys. She had tried to shoot him, but she was pretty sure the shot had missed him. The second officer in had bulldozed into her from the side and smashed her in the head with a metal baton. Dazed, she had still tried to claw her way through them to Thorpe but one of them had shot her in the arm. She didn’t know if they had been real Las Vegas PD or agency playing a part, but since she didn’t know, she refused to shoot or stab any of them. Thorpe, though, if she had been able to get to him, she would have put a bullet in his brain in a heartbeat.

Thorpe was a big boss. So high up in the agency he was practically untouchable. He only answered to the Senator in charge of The Agency. He was one of the biggest reasons she was on the run.

She had lost consciousness at some point. The last thing she remembered was being shot, and then some sort of painful explosion in her head that had instantly stolen her awareness. She didn’t wake up until they were just leaving the city in the car. They had driven mostly North, but sometimes North/Northeast out of Vegas for 3.5 hours. Much of it on crappy side roads. She had stayed in the position she was in when she woke up, cramped and uncomfortable, but not wanting them to know she was awake, watching the sun go down out of the corner of her eye to determine their direction. She had counted the minutes in her head and estimated how fast they were going. The best she could figure was that they were 175 miles north of Las Vegas, in the Nevada desert. 

She had a pretty good idea what was in store for her once they got where they were going. Thorpe wanted the identities of the leaders of the agitadors - the name given to the band of rebel women fighting against the government-sanctioned human trafficking in Mexico. The band of rebel leaders she had founded and funded. He also wanted to know how they contacted Sara. And he wanted all of Sara’s reports and pictures on him. Sara knew he wasn’t above plans of torture to get what he wanted.

And Jerry was with them. Poor, sweet Jerry who had never been agency. Why had she ever thought it? He wasn’t agency, his friends weren’t in on anything, and now she had signed his death warrant by being attracted to him and letting him believe there might be a chance between them.

In the dark, pregnant quiet, she said a silent apology to Jerry for getting him into this.

When she was certain she was alone, she turned her focus to getting out of her cuffs. She’d been in a situation like this once before, and had managed to escape. She was seriously surprised that she did not have an armed guard right now. Thank God she didn’t though. Disarming a guard before he realized she was free would have made things even harder. Hard, but not impossible. Not for Love ‘em and Cleave ‘em Lola, she thought. God, she hated that nickname. She hated all her nicknames.

She categorized her injuries. Head, throbbing on both sides. Bad, like a giant rotten tooth. Left arm, numb from the elbow down. Could she move her left hand? She could, but vaguely, like it was part of a poorly-built mechanical arm. Right shoulder, sore.  Other than that, she felt OK. She rolled her shoulders and turned onto her stomach. Using her strong back muscles she brought her shackled feet up to her handcuffed hands. They’d left her with her shoes, too, which was another big mistake on their part. They’d taken the knives, but left the shoes. She felt through the lining of one shoe until she found what she was looking for. A short, small piece of metal. She fished it out and relaxed, giving her arms a break. As her feet fell to the floor the piece of metal caught on her shoelace and quietly clattered out of her fingers to the ground. No matter, she had another. Several more actually, including a short one in her mouth between her cheek and gum. That one had been there so long she had developed callouses around it. She brought her feet back up and felt around for the second, grasping it more carefully. She relaxed again for a moment, then maneuvered the piece of metal around to her handcuffs, tapping carefully for the little hole. She found it, and with a quick push and twist, her hands were free.

Quickly, she tried to sit up and simultaneously flip her arms forward to unshackle her feet, but her left arm froze up and almost forced a scream from her lips. She clamped her tongue between her teeth and waited, sweating against the pain. That was her gunshot wound. Her arms had been forced behind her back for hours now and it had gone to sleep. But it was awake again, and furious.

When enough of the pain abated, she moved her right hand towards her ankles, but more slowly this time. She picked the lock and rubbed her ankles as the shackles fell to the ground.

Quickly, Sara stood up and paced the room, looking for any sort of weapon or advantage. She picked up the cuffs and shoved them in her pocket as she went. 

Cot, toilet, small room with absolutely nothing in it. Sara tried the door. Locked, of course. She ran her fingers over the hinges, plucking at them. They were heavy, with no movable parts. Dead end. She bent over and examined the lock plate and latch assembly, poking her little piece of metal in there. No luck.

Sara went to the window and tried to open it. It was stuck tight;  shut and locked and covered with bars on the outside. Improbable means of escape, even if she could loosen the bars somehow. But she would come back to it. She ran her hands over every inch of the outside wall, looking for cracks or weaknesses. It was made of clay on the inside. One of those shacks made with red desert dirt and water that would last forever and keep the inside cool at the same time. Was there paneling on the outside? She tried to see but couldn’t. 

She ran her hands over the toilet and then pulled on it. It didn’t budge. How do you anchor a toilet into clay? Was there a steel plate in here somewhere? She put her foot on it and pushed, but still there was no movement at all. She left it for the time being and flipped the cot over. There were small screws she could take out but they were useless without a plan. She could take it apart and use the connecting pieces as a weapon. Pretty shoddy weapon though. They were too light to be very useful.

She got down on her hands and knees and went over every inch of floor. The floor itself was oiled, hard-packed dirt. She found no items, no loose dirt, and no holes. Sara didn’t allow herself to get discouraged. There was something here that would allow her to escape. She just had to find it.

She had three more walls to check, and then she could move the cot around and check the ceiling. She ran her hands over the wall separating her from Jerry. She found a hole, only about an inch wide but about 3 inches deep, about a foot above the floor. She scratched at it with her fingernail, trying to dislodge more clay, but nothing moved. She put her little piece of metal to work on it, and was able to scrape away some tiny pieces of clay. She looked closer and saw the circle of clay around the hole were stained a darker color than the rest of it. Blood? Sara grimaced and wondered how long it took someone to dig that hole with only their fingers. She didn’t want to know.

How many inches until it broke through to the room next door? And why wouldn’t the person try this on an outside wall? Maybe there was paneling on the outside wall and the person who did this knew that. Maybe they just wanted a diversion, a distraction, or to be able to talk to the person in the next room. Sara wouldn’t mind being able to talk to Jerry, but she didn’t have time for this now. She had to focus on getting out.

She heard movement behind the door. She ran over quietly and put her ear to it. “I’m just going to check on her,” a voice called, then metal scraped against the door. She jerked the handcuffs out of her pocket and flattened herself against the wall.

The scraping stopped and she heard a key slide home in the lock. The door opened slowly. Sara waited to see what would enter first. Gun? Head? Body? A brown-haired head poked in at chest height. This man was an amateur.

Sara flung the handcuffs around the man’s neck and pulled him into the room, squeezing his neck with all her strength. He never had a chance to make a sound. His hand came up blindly, a gun in it, trying to hit her. She leaned her head back and pulled more pressure on the cuffs. His movements slowed. She pulled harder. He began to slump forward. Now Sara had to decide - choke him out and leave him unconscious? Or keep choking till he was dead. Not knowing who he was, Sara wanted to just leave him unconscious, but it was oh so dangerous to do so. Killing him would probably more than double her chances of getting out of here alive with Jerry.

Pain exploded in Sara’s right temple. The struggle had made her sloppy, and the other man was pushing a gun in her face. She gritted her teeth against the pain and kept pulling. She’d made her decision.

“Let him go, bitch!” Chris screamed. 

No way, Sara thought, hot blood pounding in her ears. Shoot me or don’t. Either way, you’re next.

Instead, Chris brought the gun butt down on her head. For the third time that day, explosions rocked her brain. All of the strength oozed out of Sara’s body, and she fell forward on top of the man she’d been trying to strangle. She didn’t lose consciousness. But it was a close thing.

Chapter 21

Jerry paced his room, his shoulders crying out at more than 4 hours behind his back. He’d searched the entire room thoroughly, twice, and there was nothing loose in here. OK, change tactics. Is there a way to get out of these cuffs without finding anything to stick in the lock?

Jerry thought long and hard. Could he at least get his hands in front of his body? That would relieve the pressure from his shoulders and make a third search easier. He experimented a little, and found he could not move his hands up at all, but what about down? He crouched, and ran his hands down the back of his body. They caught on his butt and wouldn’t go farther. Damn! He pulled his hands apart as far as possible and crouched and pushed/pulled at the same time. Success! They slid past and he almost fell over. Now he bent at the knees and moved his hands all the way down to his feet. He stepped carefully backwards with first one foot, and then the other and stood up, marveling that his hands were now in front of his body.

His shoulders sang in relief. He let his arms recover and wished he would have done that as soon as he got into this room. It was simple enough. Now, don’t start berating yourself, he thought quickly. You did it. You’re doing a great job. Focus on getting out of here.

Jerry started another search of the room, starting at the door, and fastidiously examining every inch of the rooms with his fingers. He refused to hurry. 

While Jerry was turning over the cot and wondering if there was anyway to tear the fabric from it and get it stiff enough to jimmy his cuffs he heard a commotion outside the doorway. He ran to the door and pressed his ear against it. Grunts and clanging sounds. Was it a struggle? He dropped to the floor and pressed his ear to the crack at the floor trying to hear better. 

He heard a shout. “Let him go, bitch!” Jerry’s heart took the express elevator to his throat. Sara was fighting. Somehow, Sara was fighting with the men that had brought them here!

Jerry got up and yanked on the door handle. He braced his foot against the doorway and pulled with all his might. He had to get out there and help! The door held fast. Jerry let go and turned around and around the room in an impotent rage. He couldn’t just stand here! 

He held his breath and listened at the door again. All sounded quiet. What had happened?! Fear and anxiety beat at his chest with panicked fingers. What was going on? 

He heard voices. 

“Get up, help me with her!”

Then a low moaning and rasping sound.

“Shake it off, help me get her into the chair before she wakes up. You fucked up going in there like that.”

It sounded like Chris, the stockier guy was talking. That meant Brian was the one doing the moaning. Jerry mentally high-fived Sara for messing him up, while at the same time he moaned internally at the words ‘before she wakes up.’ Had they knocked her out again? A person’s brain could only take so many blows to the head before it suffered permanent damage.

More talking. Jerry strained to hear. It was Brian, his voice torn and gravelly. “She got out of her cuffs. Bitch tried to kill me. We can’t put her back in there. She’ll just get out of her fucking cuffs again.”

“We’ll break her arms. Thorpe won’t care if we break her arms, as long as she can still talk when he gets here.”

“Yeah, let me do it. There’s a sledgehammer in the shed.”

Brian’s voice had taken on a note of excitement now. Jerry’s hands clenched into fists. Break her arms? These men were monsters!

“Yeah, OK, but first put her on the chair. We got to tie her to it before she wakes up.” Jerry heard grunts of exertion and knew they were moving Sara.

Jerry’s mind raced furiously, he had to get out of here. He had to help Sara. He couldn't just sit in here and listen while they broke her arms with a sledgehammer. His mind would break in two. 

“What’s this?”

“It’s a gunshot wound. She was shot at the hotel.”

“Looks painful.” Brian’s voice had taken on a horrible mocking quality. Like a nasty bully who was about to get his way. 

Sara screamed. Jerry didn’t want to imagine what was going on out there. Did he stick his thumb in her wound and grind it around? Sara screamed again and Jerry couldn’t stand it one more second. He backed up, ran, and jumped at the door, pounding it with his weight. There was no way he was going to bust it open or down, because the hinges were on the wrong side, but maybe he could splinter it, pulverize, and push his way out. Either that or he was going to beat his brains in trying. He saw no other way.

He bounced off the door and landed on his feet. He backed up and ran at it again, yelling out his pain and frustration. The impact jarred his bones. His teeth seemed to come loose in his head. No matter, he ran at it again with another ear-splitting bellow of fury. Again, again. He started to feel it give in the middle. He doubled his efforts and pushed harder with his feet. A loud crack down the center of it gave him strength to ignore the pain and hit it again.

A boom echoed through the room. Another. Movement caught his eye and a hole appeared at the very top of the door. They had shot it from outside. 

“LAY OFF! JUST QUIT IT! OR SHE’LL SCREAM MORE.”

Jerry stopped, panting hard, listening intently.

A soft voice he could just barely hear. “Why can’t we just kill him?”

The reply, also soft. “Thorpe wants him. If she won’t talk Thorpe plans to torture him in front of her.”

Yelling, directed at him. “STAND BACK FROM THE DOOR. IF YOU RUSH ME I’LL SHOOT YOU.”

“OK, I won’t rush you.” Jerry said back, his voice shaking from the adrenaline squirting through his body.

The door opened inward. Chris stood there. “Step up to the doorway, and look.” He stood back and Jerry did. He saw Sara, her eyes closed, her head rolled forward, and her arm leaking blood from the hole in it, in what looked like a dentist’s chair. They had looped rope around her middle and her legs. Brian was standing next to the chair, holding a gun on her. Chris was holding a gun on Jerry. 

“Look, we aren’t going to do anything to her. We just need to keep her here until our boss gets here. He’s the one who wants to talk to her. But if you hit that door again, I’ll start breaking her fingers. Every hit of the door equals one finger broken. And if you come through the door, I’ll shoot you. My boss wants to talk to you, and I don’t want to kill you. I don’t want to kill anybody, but I will if I have to.”

“You aren’t going to break her arms?” Jerry demanded powerfully, mostly to keep Chris talking. He couldn’t go back in that room. He and Sara were both dead if he did. 

Chris and Brian exchanged a worried look. 

“Yeah I heard you guys. What’s this Thorpe got on you two that you’re willing to torture innocent people for?”

Brian laughed, a sad, broken sound. “Innocent? She ain’t innocent for a second. Do you have any idea how many people she’s killed?”

Jerry shook his head. “No, how many?” Something about Sara looked different. She had shifted in her seat maybe.

“Hundreds. Maybe close to a thousand. They don’t call her the Carnicero of Zapopan for nothing,” Brian spat out, his gun hand losing focus, pointing at the floor while he talked.

Jerry blinked. Carnicero? Butcher? Jerry tried to focus on his goal here: keep them talking, but his mind kept wanting to go to what they had said. She had killed hundreds of people? Could it be true? And if it was true, what did that mean about her? Was she a monster too? Was he caught sideways in this den of monsters who deserved each other? Should he just let them close the door, then try to figure a way to get himself out, and leave Sara to whatever mess she had created. 

Sara herself decided for him. As Jerry looked at Brian, trying to digest what he had just heard, he saw movement in the chair. Sara stretched, elongated, and her hands moved almost quicker than his eye could track. They snatched a screwdriver from Brian’s pocket and buried it in his throat. She pulled forward viciously, and Jerry saw her perforate his trachea. Brian convulsed madly, blood from his throat spattering Sara in thick, red threads. His hands scrabbled to his throat, his eyes unbelieving. He fell over with a thud.

Chris turned his head. When he saw the bloody hump that had been his partner, his gun swung towards Sara. Jerry’s thought ceased and a veil of action fell over his eyes. He leapt forward, his handcuffed hands above his head. He brought his hands down as hard as he could on Chris’ wrists, feeling a satisfying crunch, but Chris still managed to pull the trigger. His bullet reverberated loudly in the room. Jerry didn’t have time to see where it went, he brought his hands up in a quick, hard jab, hitting Chris as hard as he could in the face. Chris’ neck snapped back and his body followed. Jerry would have huge, purple bruises from his wrists to his elbows for weeks, but he didn’t feel a thing in the moment. As Chris’ body flew backwards and slammed into the wall, his hands opened and the gun flew out. Jerry went after it and scooped it off the floor, immediately turning it on Chris.

Chris lay immobile and seemingly unconscious. Jerry snatched a glimpse at Sara. She was working on her ropes. She didn’t look shot. 

Jerry’s mind tried to register what had just happened here. Part of him, the Paramedic part of him that had vowed to do no harm and always help if he could, fought to go to Brian and see if there were anything he could do for the wounds. Another small part of him replayed the eagerness in Brian’s voice as he discussed breaking Sara’s arms. Jerry stood firm and held the gun on Chris.

“We have to get out of here,” Sara stumbled to him, taking the gun from his hand. To Jerry, it looked like an extension of her arm. 

“OK,” Jerry said. Wishing he were already gone. Wishing he hadn’t ever been here in the first place. Only the growing ache in his arms and shoulders convinced him it hadn’t all been a horrible dream.

“Go look for supplies. See if there’s a kitchen. We need backpacks, coats, food, water, rope, plastic bags, aluminum foil, plastic wrap, medicine and first aid packs if they have them, any tarps you can find, lighters or matches, a pot, and both of those cots. I’ll take care of him,” Sara said, motioning to Chris. 

A question had been forming in Jerry’s mind - an important question, but it fled. He looked at her, suspicion written on his face. “Do you mean kill?”

Sara looked at him and said nothing, her arms rigid, holding the gun on Chris’ inert body.

“You can’t just kill him. He’s unconscious!”

“Jerry,” Sara said softly. “What do you think they were going to do to you?”

“I know, but that’s what makes them the bad guys,” Jerry whispered. His worst thoughts were coming true. Sara was a bad guy too.

“There’s a very slim line between the good guys and the bad guys, Jerry. Most good guys never have to learn that. But the ones that do keep the world from utter chaos,” Sara said softly, kindly.

“You owe me some answers,” Jerry said, looking pleadingly into her eyes.

“I know,” she nodded. “And you’re going to get them, all of them. We just have to get out of here now, before anyone else comes. Quickly.”

“OK.” Jerry turned uneasily and sprinted through the doorway on the far side of the room, looking for the things she had asked for. The next room was a kitchen. He pulled open a top drawer, looking for aluminum foil. A gunshot crashed behind him.  

A single fat tear slid down Jerry’s face, unnoticed by him.

Chapter 22

Jerry gathered what he had found and brought it to Sara, who was going through the pockets of the dead men. The question had popped back into his mind. “We aren’t walking?”

She wiped her hands on her jeans and stood up. “We have to.”

“Sara, we’re in the middle of the desert. We can’t.”

“We can. It’s safest.”

Jerry spotted the car keys on the floor. He toed them with his boot. “We can drive the car,” he said keeping a grumpy, beseeching note out of his voice with effort. 

“We can’t Jerry. They could have a locater on it for one thing, and do you remember what the road we came in on looked like? It was 5 or 6 miles long, a one way road. If we meet anyone on that road, it will be Frank Thorpe, and we’ll have no chance. He’ll have more guns, more ammo, and more people than us. He’ll run us down and bring us right back here.”

Frank Thorpe. Jerry tried to remember where he had heard that name before and couldn’t. He put it out of his mind for now.

“Then we can use their phones,” Jerry said, now toeing the phone Sara had spilled out of Chris’ pocket.

“They might be bugged. The probably are bugged. Jerry, you don’t understand how this operation works. I do. Believe me when I tell you that we need to get out of this house within the next few minutes, and it has to be on foot.”

Jerry’s mind flashed over what that meant. Endless days of walking ahead of them. The search for water, for food. His still-healing leg. He didn’t know anything about surviving in the desert. Sara might, but ... “My friends! I can call Craig or Hawk and they’d send in a helicopter to get us out of here!”

Sara took his hand. She leaned towards him. Her eyes burned into him like a great fire. “You’d be signing their death warrants,” she said quietly.

Jerry’s brain shook inside his skull. Was this all a delusion? Were the people Sara was dealing with really bad enough and crazy enough to kill two FBI agents for trying to help her?

“Alright,” Jerry said, feeling the heat of her hand in his. “Let’s do this then.”

She nodded and dropped his hand. She pulled a gun from the waistband of her pants. Chris’ gun? Brian’s gun? Did it matter? “Take this. Stand outside the doorway. I’m going to assemble what we need and check the shed that must be behind the house. We leave in 10 minutes. If you hear a car or see headlights, run as fast as you can to get me. ”

Jerry took the gun. “Got it.”

Despite Sara’s best efforts, they still didn’t leave for another 25 minutes. Sara, ordinarily quite calm and relaxed, even in the worst situations, started to show the strain of the situation. Jerry, from his place just outside the door, watched her shove items into the packs she had found in a survival kit in the shed without even trying to organize anything. He saw the blood leak sluggishly out of the ragged gunshot wound on her arm and hoped he’d get a chance to clean it out soon. The last thing she did was drag the two cots out of the rooms and place them with their stuff.

“OK, we’re ready. Here, put this on.” She carried the slightly larger pack to Jerry. He took it, surprised at the weight. It was probably 80 pounds. He shrugged into it. She went back and got the cot. “You’ll have to carry this for now. When we are far enough away we can drag them - maybe even put our packs on them and drag them.” Jerry took the cot. It was quite light, thank goodness, but awkward because of its size. 

“I can sleep on the ground,” Jerry said. 

“The cots aren’t for sleeping on. They are going to search for us either with dogs or with FLIR helicopters. Dogs are problematic in the desert, especially after about 20 miles, and definitely if we can find a wash of water to walk in. FLIR helicopters will spot us easily though, unless we use these.”

“Oh.” Jerry said, like he knew what the hell she was talking about. He guessed he was about to find out. He felt a wave of surrealism wash over him. Was he really on the run in the desert from killers? Or government agents - he wasn’t sure. Sara acted like she did this every day. No wonder she was so efficient and unavailable if this was her life.

Sara shouldered her pack with a wince, picked up her cot, and pushed past him, her face grim and tight. He followed, each step feeling like he was walking through quicksand. 

But it got easier.

***

Before they left, Sara had them walk around the house in a circle twice, then she took off in a direction that looked just like all the others to Jerry. The moon shone almost completely overhead, lighting their way. She set an impossibly quick pace. She said she would feel better when they were at least 5 miles away and she would tell him her story then. For now she was walking too fast for conversation. She changed directions once, heading almost the exact opposite way from how they had started. Jerry followed her without comment. He was glad one of them knew what they were doing. 

The terrain was mostly easy to walk on. For that he was glad. Much of what they walked over was flat, completely flat, without even a plant. Nothing but miles of dust and hard pan. When they got to an area with scrub brush littering the ground, she knelt and examined it. Then she said they could drag their cots. Jerry’s arms rejoiced.

The night air was surprisingly cold. Surprising to Jerry anyway, he thought deserts were hot. We are at probably 5000 feet elevation, she’d explained when he’d asked. A slight breeze stirred the air sometimes. To Jerry, it smelled like dust and small animals. He watched the moon, listened to his feet moan in his boots, and followed Sara. Sometimes he looked behind them and was gratified to find he could no longer see the house they’d been imprisoned in. He did see a single car traveling on a lonely, invisible road back the way they had come in that glance, and that made him quicken his pace.

Finally, when his feet were screaming instead of just moaning, and his lungs were making him feel like an out-of-shape couch potato, Sara turned to him. “Want to take a break?” she said.

“God, yes.” Jerry shrugged off his pack, dropped the cot (which now felt heavier than the pack) and collapsed on the ground. Sara sat lithely beside him and took off her shoes to rub her feet.

“Do you know how far we’ve gone?” Jerry asked. 

Sara nodded. “My guess is we’ve gone 10 miles.”

“10! 10 miles! No wonder I’m so sore. How do you even know?”

Sara looked at him, smiling a secret little smile he had never seen on her face before, almost seeming to ask ‘Do you really want to know?’

“Two ways. For one, I’ve been counting my paces. I know how long my paces are. Every time we hit a mile I put a pebble in my left pocket. I have 10 pebbles in there now. Plus we’ve been walking for almost 3 hours. At the pace we’ve been setting, 10 miles is just about right.”

Jerry smiled. He’d seen her gather pebbles when they first started out, but hadn’t even wondered what she’d been doing. He looked at the sky, thinking he might know the answer to the next question. “How do you know how long we’ve been walking? We don’t have a watch or a phone between us, do we?” 

“No, I don’t have a watch or a phone. But look at the sky. The sun is going to come up soon. I would guess it’s 5 in the morning. We left just after 2 a.m.”

Jerry nodded. “What are you, some sort of desert survivalist?” He grinned in what he hoped was a charming manner.

She smiled back, almost shyly. “I’ve taken many survival courses. Desert survival was one of them.” She looked down at the ground and took a deep breath. She seemed to be weighing an important decision. Jerry let her weigh it. What else could he do?

“You wanted answers Jerry, and I want to give them to you. We should only sit here for a short while though. Maybe 5 more minutes. I want to head up to that ridge up there. That way we can scout for water. We only have about 2 days worth on us right now, so it will be important to refill as often as we can. We don’t have to keep up this pace though, so we can walk and talk.”

“Two days worth of water? How long are we going to be out here?” 

Sara sighed and looked at the sky. “The best I can figure it will take us 6 to 8 days to get back to Vegas.”

Jerry’s mouth dropped open. “We’re walking back to Vegas? Why? I’m sure there’s small towns out here. We can stop at one of those. Make a phone call.”

Sara started shaking her head before the words were out of his mouth. “We have to go back to Vegas. Either that, or we have to head north to Boise, Idaho. I’m betting Thorpe thinks I’ll head north, so that’s why we are going south. We can’t stop at a small town for 2 reasons. He’s smart, and he’s determined, and he’s got all the resources of our government at his disposal. As soon as he discovers I’m gone, he’ll send agents out to every single small town in the area. As soon as we walk into one, we’re as good as dead. And he’ll mobilize a state-wide wire tap on the phone, with computerized voice recognition listening for certain words. Plus, he’ll be investigating you already. No matter who we try to call, if he intercepts it, that person is as good as dead. We’re on our own Jerry.”

Something hit Jerry like a lightning bolt to the forehead. “Frank Thorpe! I thought I knew who he was. He’s the Arms Control Undersecretary right?”

Sara nodded. “Close enough. He’s also the head of the DCIA. It’s a U.S. intelligence agency that doesn’t officially exist.” 

Jerry shook his head. “Of course he is. And let me guess, he’s really an evil guy and he uses this intelligence agency to do evil things.”

Sara smiled. A full, genuine smile that crinkled her eyes. “You got it.”

“So why does he want to kill you?”

“Actually, he doesn’t want to kill me. I’m sure he would kill me eventually if he could, but what he really wants is to get some information and some files from me.”

“What kind of information?”

Sara sighed. “Maybe I should start at the beginning.” She put her head down again, and spoke her next sentence into the dirt, like she didn’t want to look at Jerry’s face when she said it. “I’m a spy, Jerry. Or I was a spy. Now I’m just a rogue ex-agent.”

Her words slammed into Jerry. He wasn’t sure what they meant to him yet, but they sure explained a lot of things. They explained just about everything actually. Except they didn’t explain the part that really mattered to him. And that was what he meant to her. But he’d ask her later. Right now he just wanted to hear the rest of it. Every detail.

Chapter 23

Jerry interrupted Sara. “I really want to hear your story - all of it - but I want to clean out your gunshot wound while we’re sitting here.”

Sara looked up sharply in almost comical surprise. Surprise that he wasn’t blown away by her statement? He smiled at her. “I knew you had to be something like that Sara. It’s the only thing that explains all this.”

She nodded and opened his pack. “Here.” She handed him what looked like a military aid bag. Jerry’s eyes gleamed. He should have everything he needed in here. Hell, if it was a true military aid bag, there’d be drugs and suture kits and everything. He took it, and rolled it out on the ground, examining every item with undisguised glee. Sure enough, this bag was like a mini hospital. No wonder his pack was so heavy. This thing must weigh close to 40 pounds.

Jerry whistled appreciatively. “I could do surgery on you right here. Our own mini-MASH unit.”

Sara laughed, a bright tinkling sound that Jerry didn’t hear nearly often enough. “I guess I know what gets you excited,” she said.

Jerry’s stopped his examination and fixed her with a stare. You get me excited, he thought, feeling the truth of the statement. After everything he was still more excited by and fascinated with this woman than he’d ever been with anyone in his life. God help me.

Sara saw the essence of his thoughts and blushed. A dusty rose-colored tinting of her cheeks. Jerry had never seen her blush before. He thought it made her look sexy as hell. Jerry felt his body respond - his most intimate parts stiffen - and laughed at himself. No wonder there’s 7 billion of us, he thought. Because men are simple, stupid creatures, ready for sex in even the most unlikely and dangerous circumstances. 

Jerry turned his attention back to the aid bag and Sara’s wound, shifting on the ground and willing himself to calm down.

He picked out some disinfectant, syringe, and a metal tool. “This wound looks shallow, but because there’s no exit, the bullet is probably still in there. I need to get it out if we’re going to be out here for a week.”

Sara nodded. “Go ahead.”

“I’ve got benzocaine, but it still might hurt quite a bit.”

“I’ll be OK,” Sara said. “Should I keep talking?”

“Yes. I can listen while I work.”

Sara nodded. She looked around at their surroundings for a moment. Flat, dusty plain on one side, looming mountains on the other. Nothing but cactus and scrub in between. She took a deep breath and started talking as Jerry stuck the needle in her arm several times, attempting to numb the area around the wound.

Her next sentence chilled Jerry to the bone.

“I was born to be a spy,” she said, wincing slightly as Jerry hit a sore spot. “Or at least a DCIA agent. Both my parents were agents. They fell in love and married secretly, because it’s against the rules for DCIA agents to marry each other. Once they were found out, they were sent together to the toughest, most thankless duty that DCIA agents face. These days they probably would have been sent to Pakistan or Afghanistan or something, but back then, in 1975, the worst duty that existed was human trafficking in Mexico, plus Central and South America. My mother was a half-Egyptian, half-Caucasian refugee granted citizenship at 12 and my father was a half-Mexican, half-Caucasian illegal immigrant granted citizenship at 14.”

Jerry looked at Sara’s face as she said this. So that explained her impossible-to-pin-down-ethnicity and her exotic looks.

“Both my parents were fiercely patriotic. More so than any flag-waving, gun-toting redneck. They always said they didn’t take the U.S. for granted, like people who had been born here seemed to do. 

They didn’t complain when they were sent to their new duty. They knew it was important work. And they were together. And they could have been fired. 10 years later my mother got pregnant. They were scared to tell the agency, but when they did, a strange word came back through proper channels. Prepare for a dignitary visit.

The dignitary ended up being a new, junior senator. He came right to their house in Mexico City and sat at their kitchen table. He laid out a plan that he called new, cutting-edge, and promising. He dangled an offer in front of their face. And they took it. Basically, the agency wanted to put the baby - me - on the payroll as soon as I was born. They didn’t know if I would be a boy or a girl, but they didn’t care. Each gender has its advantages and disadvantages in spy work. They wanted me trained as an agent from day one. Imagine it, he’d said. A baby who grew up hearing 5 or 6 languages instead of 1, who learned weapons as a toddler, who trained in martial arts as an adolescent, who learned to pick locks and detect surveillance as a pre-teen, who drove tanks and flew airplanes and helicopters as a teenager. This would be a kind of super spy. He’d said that most kids spend 12 years of their lives in school, learning things like algebra and sociology. But in his spy school they were going to teach map-reading and arctic survival and lock-picking. 

My mother had misgivings, but my father thought it was an excellent idea. My mother wanted to know ‘what if the baby grows into an adult who doesn’t want to do this kind of work?’ The senator laughed and said that was no problem. They were training spies, not slaves. Eventually, my father wore her down and she agreed. ‘We’re both excellent agents,’ my father said. ‘And we both love our jobs. Chances are the baby will want to be a spy too. And imagine, he or she will start out at 18 knowing everything they need to know, with no need to take more schooling.’”

Sara stopped and looked down, shaking her head. Jerry took the opportunity to try think about everything she had said. He tried to imagine toddler Sara playing with gun parts instead of baby dolls. The image came too easily. Sara was a very serious, expeditious person. It wasn’t hard to imagine that she’d been denied a normal childhood.

Sara’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “What my father never imagined was that they wouldn’t wait till I was 18. They wanted me to start missions at 14. My mother balked at this, especially when she discovered what they wanted me to do. I’d gone on a few missions with one or both of my parents. Small ones. Talking to assets - those are people who have information you want and are willing to sell it to you - looking for new assets, surveillance. Stuff like that. No immediate danger. So when the senator’s assistant at the time showed up and laid out the mission they had in mind, my mother went nuclear. He was in our home, having dinner, and when he laid out his plan, my mother threw him out of the house. Physically. She knocked him out of his chair and hauled him to the door by his collar. That turned out to be a huge mistake.”

Jerry had a probing tool slightly in the hole in Sara’s arm. He took it out when he heard how quiet Sara’s voice had gotten. He was afraid all of a sudden. He knew he didn’t want to hear anymore of this. But he also knew he had to. “What did he want you to do?”

“He wanted me to be traded in to a brothel as a child sex slave. The man who ran it had a penchant for pre-teen girls. I was 14, but I could pass for 11 or 12.  When I was in, he wanted me to ask some questions of the man, and then get him to drink a poisoned drink. Once he was dead, I was to open the window and throw a red flag out, and the team would pull me out.”

Jerry’s tool fell from his fingers into the dust below. “AT FOURTEEN?” he yelled.

“That’s what my mother said. She said, ‘she’s never even kissed anyone, and you want her to have sex with a monster and then kill him?!’ Then she pushed him out of his chair and threw him out. I remember the look of hatred on his face very clearly as she slammed the door in his face. I’ll give you one guess who the man was.”

“Frank Thorpe,” Jerry said, his tone flat.

“Yes. He wasn’t in charge of the DCIA back then. He was trying to work his way up to it though. Back then they didn’t do most of the things we do today. My mother had acted as a prostitute a few times I’m pretty sure, but I don’t think she ever killed anyone. My father killed someone in self-defense twice, but not as one of his duties. It wasn’t until Frank Thorpe took over completely that we started to get more aggressive. And one of the biggest reasons he could is because the group of super-spies that the senator had set in motion in from 1980 to 1989 were growing up and able to take on missions. You have to understand, none of us went to school, none of us played with our peers, none of us knew anything but what our parents and our handlers and our counselors told us. We were indoctrinated. There was a camp that we went to in the summers somewhere in the southern U.S. I’m not even sure where it was. But it was 6 weeks long and we could start going when we were 10. It was mostly war games, survival training, that kind of stuff, but the camp instructors filled us with propaganda. America is the greatest country in the world. America is the only country able to save the world from communism and other human evils (Of course in the 2000s communism was changed to terrorism). Killing the worst of the bad guys is sometimes the only way. Justice doesn’t work in third world countries. Stuff like that.”

Sara looked down at her arm. “We have to get moving again, are you done with my wound?”

“No, uh, keep talking, I’ll be done soon.” Jerry had been so fascinated with her story he had forgotten what he was doing. He picked another tool out of the pack and went back to work on Sara’s arm. As she spilled out the next part of her tale he fished out the bullet, receiving only a small grimace from Sara, then cleaned, packed, and wrapped her wound.

“So back to me and the mission they wanted me to take on. I didn’t do it. My mother ranted and raved for days. She wanted to pull me out of the program. She wanted to quit. She wanted my dad to quit. She wanted to report Thorpe to the president. My dad calmed her down, but she stuck to her guns about pulling me out of the program. I was glad and terrified at the same time. Glad because I didn’t want to go into that brothel. But terrified because suddenly my life seemed to have no purpose. I wanted to be a spy. I wanted to do what my parents did. I’d been trained for it from the day I was born and really, I knew nothing else. What would I do if I weren’t a spy? Be a waitress? Become the garbage truck driver? I didn’t have contact with the real world, with anyone who wasn’t in a service position or in the agency. I didn’t know what else existed. Being a spy was fun, glamorous, exciting. Hadn’t I been taught that and shown that by the two people I loved most in the world?

All my training stopped. Mom went out and bought me some books. Real books. Not agency-approved stories. She said we were going to learn how to cook together. And then she went out on a mission and didn’t come back.”

Jerry looked up sharply. He knew this had been coming. He had been praying in his mind that he was wrong. But he wasn’t.

“It was a simple mission. She was to fly to Bogota, talk to someone that said they had some information on babies that were being stolen from women’s arms in shocking numbers, and fly home. Something went wrong, and supposedly her contact stabbed her instead.”

Jerry had just finished his bandage and looked into Sara’s face, trying to read the emotional weather there. Her face was a stoic mask, her eyes peered out over the swiftly lightening desert, but appeared to see nothing. He put an arm around her and pulled her in to him. She let herself be hugged for a short moment, then stood up quickly, pulling away from him.

“We should get going. I want to be up on that ridge by full daylight. We can walk and talk.”

“OK.” Jerry got to his feet. His poor, bruised feet. He couldn’t wait to get these boots off. He wondered where they were going to sleep today. Or if they were going to sleep today. Sara already had her pack on her back and her cot legs in the air. She took off and Jerry had to jog to catch up with her.

“Sorry about your mom,” he said when he did.

“Yeah, thanks.” She whispered. He thought she wasn’t going to pick up her story thread for a while, but she did.

“My dad tried to hold things together, but he was lost without my mom. My mom was the strong one in the family. The decisive one. I never did leave the program, and after a while things just got back to normal. I started going on all my dad’s missions with him. One night I realized he was talking on the phone with Thorpe. He was telling Thorpe, no, he wouldn’t, that was ridiculous, but Thorpe was obviously not listening to him at all. My dad finally hung up, seemingly disgusted. And the next night he was on the phone with Thorpe again. It seemed like Thorpe talked to him almost every night for weeks. And my dad eventually gave in.

He came to me and he asked me did I remember the mission that the agency wanted me to go on? It had been over a year since they’d first asked at that point. I had turned 15 and was halfway to 16, but still looked younger. I said I did. He said that the bad man who ran that brothel was still free and he was still having sex with little girls, younger than me. He asked me if my mom had ever had the sex talk with me. I said yes, but I was embarrassed. She hadn’t really. What little I knew was from the summer camps and the other kids there. I asked my dad why they didn’t just shoot the guy through a window or blow up his car or something if they wanted him dead. He said the guy was too careful for that. He always kept the shades drawn, always checked his car or had it watched, that kind of thing. I asked him if they still wanted me to do it. He said they did. I asked him if I had to do it. He said no, I didn’t have to, that it was my choice, but that I’d have to start taking my own missions at some point. Every day I inched closer to 18, the agency was going to put more pressure on me.

I told him I’d let him know in the morning. He nodded. I remember his face. He looked incredibly sad. Like no matter which answer I gave him, it would be the wrong one. I thought about it all night. I knew my mother wouldn’t have wanted me to do it. If it hadn’t been for that I just would have said yes. I didn’t think my dad would let anything happen to me, and I didn’t think it would be that awful. And I was another year older. And if I did it the man would stop hurting the little girls. And I would be considered a real agent once I did my first mission, not just a trainee. All these reasons to do it floated around in my brain. And the only two reasons I could think of not to do it were that he might get to have sex with me, and that my mother hadn’t wanted me to. I had been trained in weapons, computers, surveillance, escape and evasion, persuasion, machine repair, hand to hand fighting, survival, lock picking, disguises, disabling alarms, languages, first aid, and I was even starting to take flying lessons. But I was still just an immature teenager who made poor decisions. I said I’d do it.”

Sara snuck a look at Jerry’s face. Jerry could feel the weight of her gaze. He kept his face even, relaxed. He knew she probably wasn’t looking for approval - but maybe more like an absence of contempt. He had no contempt for her. She’d been trying to do the right thing.

Whatever she saw in his face allowed her to keep going.

“The agency came in and outfitted me. They put me on birth control, just in case. They gave me a necklace that was strong enough to strangle a man with, but they felt any more weapons would be a risk. They gave me the pills I was supposed to put in his drink in a little pouch. I tucked it between my cheek and gum, way in the back of my mouth. The tied a dirty red handkerchief around my wrist like a bracelet and said to throw it out the window when it was over.

I was put in a car and driven to a man who was supposed to be with the agency. He was dirty and old and he didn’t seem like he was anything but a criminal. He took me in to the city and locked me in a small house. 2 other men came and got me from there. They were crude and handled me horribly. At one point I was afraid they were going to rape me before I ever got close to my mission. Finally, we made it to the brothel, a large hacienda with an 8 foot wall like a prison. I was put in a big room with dozens of beds and a lock on the door. There were 8 or 9 women there, but they didn’t act like prisoners. When they wanted out they knocked on the door and someone let them out. Sometimes a man would come and get one of them. They would go happy and joking, not by force, like I had come in. I waited for hours. No one came to get me. Finally, I got up and started talking to some of the women. In one of the far corners I saw a girl with dirty clothes and stringy hair hanging in her face. I thought maybe she was someone’s daughter, but no one ever talked to her. She seemed to be hiding between the wall and the bed, just sitting on the floor, hugging her knees and talking to herself. I tried to talk to her, but she stared right through me. I asked one of the woman about her. Her name was Lupe. She was 9. She’d been there for at least 2 years. She wasn’t anyone’s kid. The woman didn’t know how she came to be there, but she knew why she was there. The fat man liked her. I knew who the fat man was. That was who I was supposed to kill. I was horrified. She was 9! I made up my mind at that moment that she was coming with me out of that place. I sat at her feet and sang songs. I told stories. Eventually she looked at me, then I got her to smile. I told her my name. I asked her if she would go with me when I left the hacienda. She didn’t say yes or no, but she cried a little.

A man came into the room, and I saw Lupe’s eyes lock on him, huge and terrified. I got up and walked towards him, hoping that he was coming for me and not her. He was. It was my chance. Hate burned a thin fire down my insides. When I got to the fat man’s room, all fear had fallen away from me. I wasn’t there as a scared little girl anymore. But when I saw him, I knew I’d have to do this the way I was told, and not the way I wanted to. Oh how I wished for a weapon. But my necklace was no good. His neck was too fat for it. So I steeled myself for what was going to come next. I told myself I could handle it. I could handle it for Lupe. But I didn’t have to go through with anything. He left me alone to go to the bathroom and I put the pills in his drink right away. He was sweating in 2 minutes, his lungs were drowning him with fluid in 5. He fell over, making horrible noises and died in front of me. I watched him and I was glad. I opened the window and threw the red bandanna out. Nothing happened for the longest time. I was just about to search his room for weapons and try to sneak my way out, when finally a ladder came to the window. I tried to tell the agent that we had to go get Lupe. He wouldn’t. He said his orders were to get me. I said I wasn’t going without Lupe. He grabbed me and practically threw me out the window. I told everyone I saw that we needed to get Lupe out, but none of them would listen to me. Even my own father. I still wasn’t a real agent after all. 

When I got home that night, all I could think about was Lupe. I did the math inside my own head and knew that if I had done the mission the first time they had asked me to, Lupe would have been in there for only a few months. After my father went to sleep I searched through his papers until I found the address to the brothel. I took two of his guns and two of his knives and the car, and I drove to it. I thought the place would be crawling with cops but it wasn’t. I couldn’t decide if they didn’t know the fat man was dead, or if they buried him in the garden, but I didn’t care. I climbed over the wall, found an unlocked window, and searched out the locked bedroom. It was 3 or 4 in the morning, but there was a guard. He was dozing on his feet, but there. I argued with myself for a long time. I wasn’t tall enough to efficiently cut his throat, but I couldn’t shoot him either, or the whole house would come running. I didn’t know what to do, so I did nothing. Finally, he walked down the hall - to the bathroom or something. I took my chance and tiptoed in. Lupe was sleeping between the bed and the wall, where I left her. I whispered in her ear until she woke up and then she and I went out the window. I boosted her over the wall and drove her to my house.

My father didn’t discover I had her on a makeshift bed in my closet for 2 weeks. She was quiet as a mouse and barely ate anything. I brought her books, and she read all day. I finally had to tell him because he wanted me to go on a mission out of town. She was terrified of him. I tried to explain that he wouldn’t hurt her, but she wouldn’t even look at him. She curled into a ball and moaned if he was in the room. 

He was livid when I told him what I did. And terrified. He didn’t know what to do. He wanted to take Lupe to an orphanage. I wanted to find her parents. She hadn’t told me her last name but I was confident I would get it out of her eventually.”

Jerry had been so entranced in the story he didn’t notice that Sara’s voice had taken on an almost frantic tone. When she had talked about her mother dying, her voice had been flat, neutral. But now her final sentence pulled him out of his reverie and he looked at her closely. She was crying and her face was contorting as if in pain. Jerry wondered if she had ever told this story to anyone before. He doubted it. Who would she tell? He reached his arm out to hug her, one-armed as they walked, but before he could she spewed out her next sentence with a moan.

“The next day the choice was taken from us. Lupe hung herself in my closet with one of my belts.”

Sara collapsed to the desert hard pan. 

Chapter 24

Jerry threw off his pack and covered Sara’s body with his own, at first afraid she’d been shot somehow. When he heard her sobbing he realized she’d been ambushed by only her emotions. He ran his fingers through her hair and pressed his cheek to hers. “Shhhhhh, baby, shhhhhh, it’s OK,” he murmured into her ear. His heart went out to her, and to Lupe, and to the whole goddamned mess. If the fat man had been here in front of him now, he might have killed the fat fucker himself. He didn’t normally believe in violence as a way to solve problems, but one man who could inflict so much pain on children didn’t deserve anything better, did he?

Sara sobbed and shook and Jerry let her. He held her close but knew she’d be better off if she got this out. He wondered if she’d ever cried over Lupe before. Knowing Sara, this might be the first time.

Eventually, her cries started to break off into sniffles. She pushed herself to a sitting position and wiped her face with the back of her hand. “Sorry,” she said.

“Oh baby, you don’t have to be sorry. Everyone cries sometimes. It sounded like that was a long time coming.” Sara bit her lip and nodded, looking at the ground.

“Sara, you know it wasn’t your fault right? What happened to Lupe?”

Sara’s mouth twisted. “Some of it was my fault. I could have saved her earlier.”

“No baby, you couldn’t have. You were just a little girl yourself. You didn’t even know she existed.”

Sara shook her head. Jerry could see on her face that she didn’t believe it for a second. Sara held herself fully responsible for the atrocities visited on that little girl. Jerry wanted to press. He wanted to insist. But he stayed quiet. She wasn’t ready to give it up yet, and he knew he had to respect that.

Jerry looked around. The sun was rising now. He could see the terrain well. “Is there somewhere close by we can set up camp? Maybe we should break for the day. Let you rest.”

Sara shook her head. “No, we have to get up there.” She pointed where she wanted to go. “The sun will bake us right here.”

“OK, let’s just have some water and then we’ll move on.”

Sara nodded, looking relaxed and sad.

When they got moving again, Sara started talking again. 

“We didn’t know what to do with the body, so my dad called Thorpe. He was scared to death to do it, but he did. Thorpe flew down himself to take care of it. Afterwards he came to our house and said he wanted to talk to me alone. My dad thought he’d be hard on me and didn’t want me to, but I saw Thorpe's eyes. He wasn’t upset. He was excited. I told my dad I’d be OK and went for a walk with him. I was right. Thorpe said he knew why I did it. Then he said that the country was full of brothels just like that, and many of them had little girls like Lupe in them. He said I could save them though. He said I could do it just like I had done this one, but I’d get more support from now on. He said he could imagine a place where human trafficking just didn’t exist anymore. Where people were too scared to steal babies and little kids because they knew it would be a death sentence.  He said he would start a foundation for me that found the mothers and fathers of kids like Lupe, and if they couldn’t find the parents they would find them homes, and if they couldn't find homes they could live at the foundation. He said he would provide therapy and care so that none of them felt like they just had to end it all. He sold me a vision and I bought it. I bought the whole package.”

Sara took a deep breath and plunged forward in her story while they walked, their path steadily on the incline. 

“I started to get missions that didn’t involve my dad. He accepted this, but never seemed happy about it. Now, I was a real agent though. My support staff treated me like I was in charge, and I fell into the role willingly enough. But over time they became more of a liability than anything. I only did a few missions the way Thorpe set them up for me, and then I started doing them on my own. I would enter a place as a street prostitute looking for a pimp or a permanent bed. I would stay a few days and figure out what was going on inside. Sometimes I just left them alone, if there was nothing worse than adult women willingly selling themselves. Sometimes I would go in and come back out with 5 or 6 children. Frequently there were teenage girls who acted like they were OK with being there, but really they were terrified and terrorized. I became an expert at convincing them that I could help them - that they didn’t have to live like that. And Thorpe was true to his word. He set up an amazing foundation that is still funded today throughout Mexico and South America. 

Thorpe let me have free reign as long as I would do missions for him when he needed one. He would give me a name and instructions and I would be expected to drop what I was doing and carry the warning, or sometimes even to kill someone. By the time I was 21, I had freed over 54 children under the age of 12 and 138 under the age of 18. I had also killed 9 men. My father was a basket-case because of it. He hated the killing especially. He retired and refused to talk to me about the agency at all. I obliged him, and pretended that I was a kindergarten teacher when I went home to visit him. It was strange. I finally figured out that he was starting an early decline into old-age and illness. The stress of the changes at the agency had put strain on him. Eventually I had to take him to the U.S. where he moved in with his sister. She took care of him. 

Back in Mexico, if I ran into trouble of any type Thorpe had a clean up team on it in hours. But I began to get frustrated. It seemed that no matter what I did, things never slowed down. Every time I cleaned out an illegal brothel that dealt in trafficking and got rid of the person in charge, someone else just took his place. I watched the stories in the U.S. and the funnels from Mexico to the U.S. and the U.S. to Mexico never slowed either, like he swore they would. That was the reason we were doing this in the first place. Supposedly our over-arching mission was to reduce trafficking for the U.S.

I began experimenting. My first experiment was a run down place near the border. I went in and found the worst conditions I’d seen so far. And there were 4 young children being held captive here. 3 young girls and a boy. Plus there were 8 girls between the ages of 12 and 16. I got them all out to the foundation, then I went back and slaughtered almost every man in the building. The only ones who were safe were the regular johns with adult women. Everyone else I killed. I did that twice more. And my reputation started growing. I began to get nicknames. You’ve heard a couple of them. I became this mythical creature. Some swore I was a monster or an apparition, like the chupacabra. And finally things did start to slow down. Finally I would go into brothels and there would be no children. And every place I went there would be stories about the butcher of Mexico, a lovely girl, who would kill you if you stole children.”

Jerry interrupted her. “How is it that no one recognized you when you went in to a brothel as a prostitute?”

She smiled. “You have to remember, this was before the days of cell phones and digital photos. No one took pictures of the prostitutes. They were non-people. And it’s not like I stood out. I looked like everyone else. Besides, I had a knack for disguise. I made myself look a little different every time. Some people would describe me as having short hair, some with long. Some said I had black hair, some said blondish. Some said my skin was fair, some said dark. They were all right.”

She got back to her story.

“I also started to see bands or groups of local women who would swarm local brothels and take in any teenage girls or children they found. This surprised me the most. It was like I started a movement or something. I didn’t create these groups, or encourage them, and sometimes the women in them would get hurt or even killed, but most times the men would stand back and let them come in, let them search the place and free the children. It was an incredibly gratifying thing to witness. They would sew cloth banners that had a picture of a large knife on them, and carry them to the brothels. They would say they were there in my name or with my blessing. And the men in the brothels would be terrified that if they stopped the women I would show up and they would all die. These women could just march in, take the children, and march out. Their pictures would be in the paper the next day. The children would all get new homes or reunited with their families if they could be found. It was even better than Thorpe’s foundation.

Eventually I branched out of Mexico. I went to Guatemala, then Honduras, with Thorpe’s blessing. I noticed the pattern start all over again. I set in to work. I became computerized. I started keeping extensive records above and beyond what the agency wanted.

Then one day something happened that made me question my purpose, the agency, my country, and my entire life. I was doing scouting in Honduras, and living in a hotel. When I came in one night I had a package at the front desk. It was a manila envelope and inside it were 7 pictures. The pictures were all of Thorpe and different men. Each one of the men was someone I had killed on his orders.”

Jerry sucked in a breath. He could see where this was going. Sara looked at him with an odd expression on her face. They were both breathing heavy from the steady incline. Sara had led them to a way up the ridge line and they were going higher and higher in the now full daylight. 

“One thing you have to understand now, is that when I went into a place it was never just prostitution and trafficking going on there. There were always drugs, money and weapons too. Always. I didn’t ever care about the drugs, money, or weapons, but when it seemed like there was just too much, I would call in one of Thorpe’s clean up teams. And they would do whatever they did with the drugs, money, and weapons. I never thought about it much. That was someone else’s job.

Back to the pictures. Each picture in the envelope was dated. Each picture was obviously surveillance and showed Thorpe in a heated discussion with the man. Always he looked like he was trying to convince them of something. The pictures were in restaurants or homes. That confused me. Why would Thorpe be dining with criminals. And what would he be trying to convince them of? I took the pictures to my room, not even bothering to ask who had left them. It would be a dead end. I abandoned Honduras and flew home. I checked my old reports, and discovered each picture was taken approximately 1 week before I was given the order to kill the man.

With the pictures was a note. It was handwritten and said ‘The wolf is not what he seems.’ Cryptic. Almost silly. Why not say ‘Thorpe is not what he seems.’? Thorpe was not known as The Wolf, as far as I knew.

I thought a lot about who had sent the pictures. It had to be someone very high up in the agency. Someone who knew about me and knew much about Thorpe. Someone with their own agenda. But suddenly Thorpe’s agenda was called into question by the very fact that the pictures existed. I had to know. I told Thorpe I was taking a vacation. I’d never taken one. At this point I was 23 years old, and the agency, plus my obsession had become my whole life.”

Sara broke off and dropped her pack and the cot she was dragging. The movement broke into Jerry’s reverie, where he was seeing the things Sara was describing. “Be right back!” she yelled and then bounded up the side of a huge boulder to stand on top of it. Jerry watched her go in amazement. She didn’t even look tired. He felt exhausted.

Sara turned in a circle and examined the land around them. Jerry looked back the way they had came and saw the desert shine gorgeous in the morning light. It stretched on forever in every direction. Not a house or car or road to be seen. Just oranges and purples and muted chocolate browns spreading across the landscape.

Sara slipped back down the side of the boulder and landed on her feet in front of him. “I know you’re tired. We’ll stop soon, but we have to get just a little closer to that area first, just in case. It looks like there’s a spring there.” She motioned with her finger and Jerry saw it. A line of trees on the other side of the ridge line, set close together. “I’m pretty certain that Thorpe won’t send dogs after us, at least not until it’s too late, but better safe than sorry is the spy’s motto.”

Jerry smiled, despite the weariness that had slammed into him when they stopped moving. “I thought that was the boy scout motto?”

“Oh no,” Sara said. “That’s always do what you’re told.” 

Jerry barked a laugh in spite of himself. He’d rarely seen this light, playful Sara. Maybe this was what she was always like when she was being chased by madmen across the desert? When she was in her element, in other words.

As the orange light grew across the desert, they walked. And Sara talked.

Chapter 25

Sara snuck a glance at Jerry out of the corner of her eye. The morning light favored him. His strong face looked at peace out in the wild, and the young beard stubble made him look sexy as hell. She’d always wondered why more men didn’t just walk around with a day or two worth of growth on their face. Women loved it. Or at least she did. That was one thing about American guys. They shaved too much.

She was surprised that he hadn’t asked more questions. He seemed to just accept her story, and her. And she was really surprised that he seemed so at peace with her past. She knew how idealistic he was - how much he valued life. And yet he hadn’t batted an eye when she said she had killed 9 men, then more. 

A pang of emotion ran through her again and this time she recognized it immediately for what it was. Deep, deep longing. Deep longing to never have been placed in the super-spy program. To not know that spies existed outside of the movies. To be a normal person who lived a normal life: school, work, falling in love, the big wedding, the two kids, the house, the mortgage, the vacations to the beach - all of it.

Sara shut it down. She was one of the people who made all of that possible for everyone else, that was all. Not everyone could live like that.

She took a drink of water and started talking again, not noticing how hard her voice had become.

“My vacation created more questions than it answered. I didn’t have a lot of money. The Agency always provided everything for me, so I had never spent much of my salary, but I sent my father money every month, and I sent the foundation money every month, and I gave the girls at the foundation almost everything else I had. So suddenly I was trying to do spy work with no budget. And in America. America is very expensive compared to Mexico. I have always been an American citizen, so that part was easy, but nothing else was. But I made do. I didn’t have one contact outside of Mexico who wasn’t in the agency so I started calling the men and women I had gone to camp with. I wanted to be careful, and not tip off Thorpe that I was suspicious of him suddenly, so I couldn’t ask anything about him. But I got together with a few people. We gossiped. I found out what most everyone was doing. This seemed to be a dead end to me so I followed Thorpe. I watched him. But from a great distance. I discovered that a woman I had gone to camp with was his personal bodyguard. This surprised me. Why would he need a bodyguard in the U.S.? And she was very alert, like she was constantly dealing with trouble. Thorpe had his own jet. He flew off and left me in America, unable to follow him. I soon discovered that what I was doing wasn’t working.

I flew back to Mexico and formulated a new plan. The pictures hadn’t made my work any less important to me, but they’d called Thorpe’s work into question. So for the time being I just kept on doing what I was already doing, with a few small changes. I didn’t have the lust for blood anymore. So I stopped killing people if I could help it. I woke the women and told them to run with the children to the foundation. For the first time I contacted a woman who was in charge of the local gang that was doing my work, and I asked her to wait for the fleeing women and children and take care of them. I took what money I could carry, and set the drugs and weapons caches on fire. I would make sure at least one man was able to raise the alarm, and then I left them to whatever fate decided.  I did this twice before Thorpe flew down to see me.  

I knew he would come, but I didn’t know he would be so angry. It was a strange thing. It seemed to me that he cared deeply about the money and the weapons. Usually I left them to be cleaned by one of his teams, but now I was destroying them. I asked him what his teams did with the money and the weapons. I could tell immediately that what he told me was a rehearsed lie. He said the money (it was always mostly American dollars) was examined to be determined if it was from a crime of some sort and returned to the rightful owner if so, or returned to the U.S. Treasury if not. And the guns were destroyed. I asked why did it matter if I destroyed them, then. He spouted off about government accountability and responsibility and basically said nothing at all. 

I told him I didn’t care about any of that. My mission was human trafficking - child trafficking - and that was all I cared about. And I needed to do things how I saw fit. He argued with me and said if I cared about the children I would have to do things the way they’d always been done. He said without the backing of the U.S. Government I’d never be able to work in the same scope as I had been. And he was right. I knew that. 

So I backed down. I kept doing missions, but I always took as much money as I could carry at each one now. I needed a bankroll. And I kept investigating him. I found an asset who could hack into the U.S. government computers. I’d had some hacking training, but nothing on that scale. My asset taught me how to get in using back doors, how to hack into other people’s security codes, and how to sift through mountains of data. It wasn’t easy, but it was possible.

I started reading Thorpe’s reports of my own missions. I hadn’t kept detailed logs about drugs, money, or weapons because that wasn’t important to me, but looking over my reports and dredging up my memory, I discovered that Thorpe’s reports were vastly under-reported. The amount of drugs reported destroyed seemed unremarkable, but the reports of weapons and money recovered were so low it was laughable.”

Sara stopped and looked at Jerry. He had a sour, tired look on his face. He was a smart man and he knew where this was going. She also knew they were done for the day. This had to be good enough, because to push them any farther would be dangerous for them. She couldn’t take a chance of disabling one of them on their first day out.

“We should stop,” she told him. “I’ll finish this tonight.”

He blinked and looked around. “OK. Where should we stop?”

They were on the top of a small ridge, with a view of the desert for miles and miles in every direction. There were no trees, just a few cacti and boulders, plus scrub brush lining the ground.

Sara stretched backwards, feeling her spine crackle. She let her eyes wander, not looking at anything in particular. Her eyes would know it without her brain’s interference. She turned in a circle and let her eyes do their thing. Her vision zeroed in on a spot to the right. Two boulders stacked against each other, leaning against the ridge. “There,” she pointed.

She knew it wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. They walked to it and dropped their packs. Sara took out one tarp from the pack and fashioned a crude sun shade, just big enough for one person between the bottom of the two rocks where they opened up a bit. She lined this spot with their jackets, making a sort of bed.

“You can sit down if you want. I need to do a few things. Go ahead and drink plenty of water too - we can only carry two days worth and I should be able to collect enough to replace what we drink.”

Jerry grunted and sat. He took his boots off and his feet sighed in relief. If he’d known he was going to be hiking through the desert for a week he would have worn different shoes. He took out a bottle of water and drank it down swiftly. He took out another and drained half of it. He almost poured the rest over his face to wash the dust off and then caught himself. They were in the desert. Was that really a good idea?

He watched Sara. She had walked a dozen yards away and was digging a hole in the ground with the small, foldable e-tool she had found in the shed back at the house. It looked like hard work to Jerry. All of a sudden he felt like a jerk for sitting here and drinking water - almost talking a bath in it - while she was working. He laced his boots back up with a small pang of regret as they confined his feet again, then ran over to her. “Can I help?”

“Sure, dig another one that looks just like this right there.” She handed him the e-tool and walked off. While he dug she filled the old hole with scrub brush and cacti. She went for her pack, dug a few things out of it, and laid them around the hole. 

“Jerry, this is going to seem weird to you maybe, but could you turn your back? I am going to pee in this hole.”

“Um. OK.” Jerry stopped digging and turned his back. In the hole?

“OK, you can turn around now. When you’re done, you pee in your hole if you can.”

“Um. OK,” Jerry said again, a cocky grin playing around the corners of his mouth.

She went back to her work, grinning also.

When she was done, she stood up and surveyed her work. It looked good. The sun would bake all the plants plus the pee in the hole and the water trapped in the ground and the plants would evaporate and then collect on the piece of plastic she had secured to the top. It would then run down the sheet of plastic to the lowest point, which was directly in the middle, thanks to the rock she had placed on top. It would drip into the coffee can she had placed underneath it. And best of all it would all be safe to drink, since only water can evaporate and any germs would be left in the soil.

She turned to Jerry to see if his hole was ready for a tarp on top yet. Heat flooded her face when she realized he must have just finished doing what she had asked him to, and was still zipping up his pants. She whipped back around, standing stiffly and hoping he hadn’t seen her. His soft laugh told her he had. “Sorry, I should have warned you,” he called out.

She turned back to him, preparing to scold him. Yes he should have warned her! But the words died on her lips. The sun was raising directly behind his back, so all she could see was his silhouette. He looked like a muscular cowboy: all tight jeans, broad shoulders, and work-roughened skin. His cocky grin was still there, but rather than detract from his attractiveness, it added to it. To her, he looked like he belonged out here. Like he should be roping cattle and bedding women in long flowing dresses who wore bonnets and hid their faces when they laughed. 

She realized she was staring and heat rose to her cheeks again. Get ahold of yourself Lissa, she said, using her mother’s pet name for her. All of this talk about her past had brought the name back to her mind. She hadn’t thought of her mother in years, hadn’t talked about her to anyone ever. She had never had a best friend, and never really had a boyfriend. What made Jerry so special that she felt she could just open up to him like this? Tell him everything, even though she had planned on leaving out the worst parts. It couldn’t just be because she was attracted to him, could it?

Jerry’s grin widened a bit as he watched her face. Then he set to work gathering rocks that would hold the tarp over his hole. She swallowed hard and pulled another tarp and can out of her pack.

When they had the second hole done and ready to collect water, Jerry handed her the last of his water bottle. “I got all I could drink for now. I didn’t think I should wash my face with it so here, it’s yours.”

She held her hand up. “You can wash your face. Look.” She dipped her chin at the first hole and Jerry saw the water collecting on the plastic sheet already. “Those cans will be full by tonight. We’ll have plenty to wash with and drink so we might as well wash now. It will make sleeping easier.”

“Great!” Jerry put his bottle on the ground, lifted his shirt over his head, and tucked the tail of it in the back pocket of his jeans to keep it off of the ground. He retrieved the water bottle and dumped it directly over his head. To Sara, this display looked boyishly enthusiastic. That boyish enthusiasm was one of the things she loved about him. She watched his back muscles ripple as he bent forward and scrubbed his face. Her hands itched to reach out and touch his skin. To see if it felt as sexy and masculine as it looked. 

Sara bit her lip and turned on her heel to block the sight of his broad back. She couldn’t turn her brain around though, and the image still flashed in front of her eyes, making her body throb with want. What in the hell is wrong with you? she chastised herself. If ever there was a worse time to be turned on by a man, she couldn’t think of it.

Chapter 26

Sara walked quickly to their makeshift bed area, trying to scrub the image of shirtless, sexy man out of her brain. She heard Jerry walking behind her, so she started talking, hoping business would calm her down. “We should eat, and then sleep. We’ll have to sleep in shifts. I’ll take the first shift. I’ll let you sleep for 3 hours, and then I’ll wake you. It will get hot, but not so hot as to be super uncomfortable. When it’s your shift, you’ll want to stay out of the sun as much as possible. Sit in the shade of the larger rocks, but get up and walk around occasionally. You are watching for any people or dogs or vehicles moving in the desert, and you need to be listening for helicopters. If you see or hear anything wake me up right away. Also watch our holes. If the water stops dripping, cut more cactus to put in the hole. If the can fills to the top, pull it out, empty it into these water bottles, and put it back in there.”

Sara rummaged in her pack and brought out 4 cans of beans and weenies and a can opener. 

“We will sleep until dusk, and then start walking again. Each of us should get almost 6 hours of sleep. Will that be enough for you?” She chanced a look at Jerry. He had put his shirt back on, thank goodness.

He nodded and knelt next to her, taking the offered cans of food. “I know it’s not much,” she said. “But it’s food. There were a few military style MREs in the survival pack I found, but I thought we should save them. They are the lightest to carry and have the most calories. We’ll need them more in a few days.”

“Good thinking,” he said, smiling a soft almost-secret smile.

She took a spoonful of food and glanced at him while chewing. He kept looking at her with that damn smile on his face.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked him.

Instead of answering, he asked her a question in a voice as soft as his smile. “How many languages do you speak?”

“7,” she answered automatically, then ticked them off on her fingers. “English, Egyptian, Arabic, Spanish, French, Italian, and Farsi.”

“Wow,” he breathed. “Did your parents speak all of them?”

“My mom spoke Egyptian, Arabic, and Farsi. My dad spoke Spanish and a little Italian and French. When I was 5 and again when I was 12 we spent a year overseas in the Middle East and in France. 

He shook his head, awe shining in his eyes. “You really are the perfect spy aren't you?”

Something in his look disturbed Sara. She put down her food and stood up, pacing the ridge-line, trying to get a handle on her feelings.

“Did I say something wrong?” He had come up behind her, silently, more silently than she would have thought a man as large as him could move.

She whirled on him, eyes burning. “You shouldn’t admire me because I am a spy Jerry! I have done unspeakable things because of it! I have lived an unspeakable life! I have seen horrors that you should thank God that you have never had to see!”

Jerry stepped backwards at the ferocity of her verbal attack. “Sara, I know, I mean, I don’t know, but I can imagine. I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.” 

He reached forward and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. A gentle and intimate gesture he’d wanted to do dozens of times, but only now felt the courage to perform. 

“I do admire you though, not because you are a spy, but because of who you are, because of your strength and conviction.”

The blaze of anger in Sara’s face dissolved. Her body relaxed. “You do?”

Jerry nodded. “I think you are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met,” he breathed, looking into her deep brown eyes.

“You don’t think I’m scary?” Sara asked, her lower lip trembling minutely.

“Scary? I’d be plenty scared of you if I were a criminal,” Jerry said. “But I’m not a criminal. No, I don’t think you’re scary.”

“And y-you still ... like me?” Sara asked, something like fear evident in her eyes.

“Like you? Yeah, I like you. I like you like I like breathing. I like you like I like eating.” Jerry told her, his voice pitched low, his words just for her.

“What does that mean?”

“It means-” Jerry stopped, scared to tell her what he really thought, scared to bare the real emotions swirling through his brain and body. He took a deep breath. If he couldn’t be honest with her, he needed to quit being honest with himself. Risk it now  or regret it forever, he told himself harshly.

“It means I think I’ll die if I have to go one more second without kissing you.” There, he’d said it.  Jerry’s face dropped to within an inch of Sara’s. He could smell mint on her breath and salt on her skin.

“I don’t want you to die.” Sara’s voice trembled. She tilted her mouth up towards Jerry’s. She watched him closely under lowered lashes with those eyes that missed nothing. 

Jerry resisted the urge to close his eyes. Not daring to believe it was really happening, he slowly lowered his face and pressed his lips to hers. The moment their lips touched, Jerry felt as if the hot desert air exploded around them and pressed back in on him. His body throbbed and pulsed. His thoughts fell away.

Electricity crackled everywhere their skin touched. Jerry reveled in it. He rubbed his hands up her arms, then encircled her, pulling her entire body in to his. Her fingers tangled in his shirt and tugged him closer. Her tongue met his eagerly, circling, exploring, claiming what it could.

The desert fell away. The past disintegrated. The recalled horrors ceased to matter. Jerry’s once-tired body re-charged in an instant. He felt ready to run a marathon, if only she would go with him.

Sara pulled away, gasping a little. She leaned her forehead against Jerry’s chest for a moment. He desperately hoped she wasn’t having second thoughts about kissing him. Her whole body ached for more. She looked up, giving him a serious look.  “I’m suddenly very aware that I’ve been walking in the desert for hours and haven’t had a shower in days. I must smell.” She pulled her shirt away from her body and let it fall again, wrinkling her nose. 

Jerry smiled, relief filling him. He kissed her cheek, then her neck, then trailed kisses from her ear to her collarbone, running his fingers through her hair. It felt smooth and heavy, silky and sleek. She shivered under his attention. “You smell sweet, like a vanilla cupcake.” He kissed her neck again. “A salty vanilla cupcake.” He smiled to show he was joking with her.

She pulled away, with a look of alarm. “I need to wash up.”

He caught her hand. “Do you need help?”

“No.” She grabbed a water bottle and practically ran behind the rocks. Jerry winced, hoping the fragile moment wasn’t ruined. 

***

Sara leaned against the boulder, her heart beating wildly. Kissed her. Jerry had kissed her. Kissed him. She had kissed Jerry. They were in the middle of the desert, fleeing from men who wanted to torture and kill her and him too, and they were kissing. So what, a soft voice said. A voice that definitely did not belong to Miss-All-Business.

So what, it repeated. You like him, he likes you. He knows what he’s getting into. You’ve told him your story. (Not all of it) she told the voice. You’ve told him enough that he knows what your life is like. He knows the stakes. He knows you are playing for your life and his too, not just for money or matchsticks. You aren’t hiding anything from him. He’s a big boy. If he wants to kiss you, you should let him kiss you. God knows you’ve wanted to kiss him for long enough. God knows you could use a little bit of a man like him in your life. 

Sara looked out across the desert as the voice echoed in her brain. She saw a small movement a mile away - a rabbit hopping out of a hole or maybe a fox, looking for food. Absently, she took off her shirt and washed herself with the water. She splashed her face and her chest and under her arms. 

Kissing Jerry felt like a dream, even though it had only happened a few minutes ago. She continued to wash up, her brain working furiously. What was she thinking? No matter what the part of her that wanted to kiss Jerry again said, this was a bad idea. 

Decision made, she pulled on her shirt and walked purposely back to Jerry.

He was sitting on a rock. He began to get up as she approached, an eager look on his face. She held up a hand like a traffic cop. “I don’t know what I was thinking, but what we just did was inappropriate. Perhaps there is some sort of a spark between us, and if circumstances were different maybe we could see where that spark would lead. But circumstances aren’t different. The fact is we are being hunted by evil men, and now is not the time or place to play out whatever attraction we may feel for each other.”

Sara set her feet and crossed her arms, expecting Jerry to maybe hang his head in remorse. Maybe apologize. Maybe agree with her.

Instead, he walked towards her until they were almost touching. The eager look on his face had morphed into something leaner, hungrier. He had some things to say also. His voice, whiskey-smooth, yet inexplicably sandpaper-rough, told her almost as much as his words. It said “I want you and I’ve wanted you for a long time.” It said “I’m willing to take my chances with you.” It said “You are worth the pain, the chase, the fate that may come.” Her knees almost gave out at this revelation. He didn’t just want to kiss her, to touch her, to have sex with her. He still wanted a relationship with her! He wanted to know her! He wanted to share the horrors of her life and halve them if he could. He loved her. She could see it in his eyes. But did he understand the worst of it? The worst of what she had done? How could he possibly love her? She hadn’t actually said the words. The worst words she had to share. That must be it. He didn’t truly understand what she was.

Mentally, she shook herself out of her thoughts and concentrated on his words.

“The way I see it,” he said, “circumstances have led us here together and life is for the living, no matter what may come. The way I see it, you’ve spent an awful lot of your time on this earth devoted to your very worthy cause - but its eaten your life. The fact that we are in grave danger doesn’t make me feel like stuffing my feelings and keeping myself from kissing you, from touching you. It makes me want to explore that kiss - those touches all the more, because I know there may be no second chance. I know if those men find us we could die. And I don’t want to die without having held you in my arms, and felt your body against mine. I don’t want to regret never having told you how I feel about you and how much I want you.”

Sara trembled at his words. If only she could believe them! He had to know.

“Jerry, I don’t think you understand some of the things I’ve done.” She took his hand and held it to her cheek. She stared into his soul, drinking him in, while he could still stand to be this close to her. She pushed her cheek into his palm and he caressed her skin lovingly, patiently. She memorized the feeling of it. She kissed his fingers lightly, then placed his hand back at his side. He wouldn’t want to touch her after her next revelation. “I don’t think I made something clear to you.” Her voice dropped till he could barely hear her. “I’ve slept with men as a prostitute.”

His eyebrows furrowed together. “No, you’ve slept with men as an agent working for her country, undercover as a prostitute. There’s a difference.”

She leaned forward urgently. “There might be a difference, but don’t you understand? I’ve had sex with criminals. Not just once. Many times. I never, ever liked it, but I did it anyway. I let them touch me and put their disgusting hands all over me, and their-”

Jerry interrupted her. “I know what sex is. And I understand why you did it. It doesn’t matter. Well, unless you’re still doing it?”

Sara shook her head, trying to process his words. “No, even though the work is not finished, in fact will never be done, I had to give up that way. I haven’t pretended to be a prostitute in over 3 years.”

Jerry nodded, as if that solved everything. “Good. Perfect.” He brought his hands to her waist and tried to gather her to him. She pulled back in dismay. He still didn’t understand!

“How can you touch me?” she cried, shame eating her from the inside out. “I’m disgusting. I’m filthy. I’m spoiled. I’m-!”

He interrupted her again. “Sara, I don’t care how many men you’ve had sex with while you were working,” he growled, his face set. “Each child you rescued canceled out one thousand men in my eyes. So unless you’ve had sex with hundreds of thousands of men, I consider you to still be a virgin. Except for your boyfriends, of course. But you’re a grown woman. Everyone has a past. There are no women your age walking around without a sexual history.”

Sara covered her hands with her face. Sharp remorse tore at her insides, but it softened and weakened with his words. She couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be true. Could it? There weren’t really any good men that would forgive a past like that, were there? She shook her head, negating what he had just said. 

“It’s true. Every word of it,” he said, trying again to pull her close. She came, but stiffly.

“No boyfriends,” she said, her voice muffled by her hands.

“What?!” he said, his tone amazed. 

“I haven’t had a boyfriend.”

Jerry pulled her hands away from her face gently. He tucked a finger under her chin, pulling her gaze up to his. “You’ve never had a boyfriend?”

She shook her head, her long brown hair flowing over his arm.

“Oh baby, you’ve really denied yourself the good things in life, haven’t you?” he asked softly.

“Who would I date? What would I tell them I did for a living? And how could I take the time to meet a man while children shook in terror somewhere in the town? In the city. In the country. In all countries.” she whispered. 

He nodded, seeing it. Understanding it. “You can’t save them all baby. You know that right? You could work 20 hours each day for the rest of your life, and still not save them all. That’s for God to do. Or destiny. Or I don’t know. I don’t know why anyone suffers in our world, most of all why children suffer, but I do know it’s not for one person to fix. Maybe there isn’t a fix right now. Maybe there never will be.”

Sara sagged against him, her shame drained from her body. He knew it all now. There were no more secrets. And he was still touching her. Still talking sweetly to her. Could he still love her? She searched his face frantically, wanting to know. He smiled at her and brushed her hair back from her forehead. His touch spoke volumes. 

Sara looked around his body at the desert stretching for miles around them. Her sharp eyes picked out animals here and there. A snake, a rabbit, something smaller rustling in the scrub brush. But nothing else. No men. No dogs. No helicopters. They were safe for at least a little while.

She pulled him to their bed of jackets and shade. “Jerry, will you make love to me like a boyfriend? Show me what I’ve been missing?” Jerry’s hand squeezed hers and she knew he would.

Chapter 27

“Jerry, will you make love to me like a boyfriend? Show me what I’ve been missing?” Jerry’s heart leapt at the words. His body throbbed and called out to her; he stiffened instantly, his jeans an uncomfortable prison. No matter. This was all about Sara, not him.

He squeezed her hand, then stopped her. “Are we safe right now?” She nodded. “As safe as we can be.”

He kissed her, putting all the force of his longing behind it. “Then I will love you the very best I can.” He pulled her hair back gently, baring her neck for kissing. She moaned slightly and trembled in his arms.

He lowered her smoothly to the small nest of shade she had made and covered her body with his. A thought struck him.

“Sara,” he said, moving up to look her in the face. “Have you ever...?” He stopped for a beat, his voice trailing off. He laughed at himself slightly. Was he 12? “Have you ever orgasmed?” 

She nodded, then her eyes flew wide at the admission. She squeezed her eyes shut, blocking him out, and her face colored a bright crimson. “By myself,” she whispered. 

Heat forced a wide hot spot from his chest to his groin at an inner image of Sara pleasuring herself, head thrown back, eyes closed, cheeks red with satisfaction. He hoped he could put her solo orgasms to shame. He wanted to make her explode. 

Jerry had an immense amount of confidence in Sara’s ability to get them out of this mess alive, but just in case this would be his last time, and his only time with Sara, he was going to make every bit of it count. He kissed her again softly, but as she responded, meeting his tongue with her own and running her hands over his back, his hips, his ass, clumsily trying to pull his bulk on top of her, his kiss deepened, almost roughly. Their lips mashed together in passion. Sara ground her hips into him, driving him to the very edge of insanity. His body shook with the need to have her naked, to feel her soft skin rub against his. 

Jerry moved to Sara’s neck and trailed kisses to her chest. He pulled at her shirt and immediately her hands came up and whipped it over her head. Jerry stopped long enough to take his own shirt off before taking her in. He sighed at her loveliness. She was wearing a white, lace bra, just lacy enough to tease him with the hazy sight of her small, firm breasts. Her brown skin contrasted with the white lace deliciously. He dropped his mouth to her breasts and sucked her nipples through the lace, enjoying her mewling responses of pleasure under his mouth and hands. His left hand skimmed her perfectly feminine belly, and tucked lightly into her jeans. More lace greeted him at her underwear and his brain burned with the question of whether they were white also. Her hands were tugging at his head, pulling them down, urging his mouth harder onto her breasts. He took one of her hands and placed it on the button of her jeans. She understood and unbuttoned them, swiftly kicking them down around her ankles, and then off altogether. Her underwear was white also. White, lacy, and barely there. Jerry thought he’d never seen anything as beautiful as the white lace against her olive skin.

His hands brushed a knot of scar tissue on her hip. “What’s this?” he asked, his voice husky with his own want. “Stab wound,” she said, pulling his face back to her breasts. Jerry ran his thumb over the scar lightly, wondering how long it would take him to uncover all of her deadly secrets. He put the thought away and reached for her bra clasp, undoing it and pulling the bra away. He’d been wrong before. This new vision: Sara in her little scrap of white lace underwear and nothing else was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. “You’re an angel,” he breathed. “So beautiful.” She smiled with her eyes closed, and tried to catch his shoulders.

He bent his head to her breasts again. Her perfectly shaped, perfectly colored breasts with their perfect nipples. He caught one between his teeth just to see how she would respond. She arched her back and sighed her approval, pushing her hips into him. 

***

Sara writhed under Jerry, feeling her breasts and between her legs throb in unison. His every touch burned her and sent tingles through her body till she thought she couldn’t stand it for one more second. His mouth and tongue on her nipples, sucking, licking, tasting made her body vibrate like a piano wire. She’d never known desire like this. Never known heat like this. It was more than the dry, desert air pressing at her almost-naked body. It was a heat from inside, building like she’d never felt before. Building and joining with him. 

She ran her fingers over his stubbled cheeks, enjoying the rough sensations against her skin. Her hands moved of their own accord, finally getting to touch every inch of his body. His back muscles worked under her hands and she squeezed them, pulling him down harder onto her. She couldn’t get enough of this feeling, wanting to live in the desert with him forever, if it meant she could just touch him like this.

The heat inside her began to coalesce, building, ebbing, receding, and flowing from her lower belly to between her legs. Jerry pulled back. She opened her eyes and looked at him. The fever she saw in his eyes as he looked at her body drove her to an edge she didn’t know she had. A small noise of desire bubbled from her throat and she pulled at him, wanting him on top of her again. 

He kissed her bare breasts once more, working his fingers over her underwear. She could feel her own wetness against her skin. His fingers worked expertly, finding that exquisite collection of nerves at the top of her sex, but not concentrating solely on it. At each light, brushing touch she gasped. She didn’t know if she could take it, the hot mouth and the skillful fingers. She wanted him inside her like mad, but she didn’t want him to stop for a second. 

She felt the heat building inside her like a crescendo and she moaned in pure wanting. She was coming and she knew it was going to knock her flat. The force of her orgasm plowed into her like an explosion. It flared, brighter than the sun. She screamed into her hands, trying to stay quiet, but not fully able to help herself. The waves of extreme pleasure rocked her and each time she screamed a little softer, until the noise coming from her throat was just a puff of air. Her body slackened with her release and she dropped her hands, feeling the ground underneath her for the first time.

Sara opened her eyes to Jerry. He was smiling at her, a look she couldn’t quite decipher. “Whoops!” she said, smiling back.

He laughed. “Whoops! Didn’t mean to do that.” He kissed her mouth, then whispered in her ear, “I did mean it, and I’m going to do it again.” 

Sara’s heartbeat quickened and she felt desire return quickly. Could she take it again? Could her body do it again? That had been the most intense orgasm of her life. 

“Jerry, I want to know what an orgasm feels like with you inside me,” she blurted out without thinking. Her body was in control now, and it didn’t care if her brain got embarrassed or not.

Jerry tipped an imaginary hat at her. “Yes ma’am.” He unbuttoned his jeans and pushed them down. Entranced, Sara pushed up on her elbow, wanting to see everything. His cock strained at his blue boxers. Her hand reached out on it’s own and grasped him through the fabric. He felt heavy, thick, and hot under her fingers. She squeezed, wondering how it could possibly be so hard.

Jerry sucked in a breath and leaned his head back, thrusting in to her touch. Sara reached under the fabric and exposed him to the desert air. Her eyes devoured him. He was so thick, so perfectly masculine, so very hard and ready. She ran her fingers over the silky smooth head, enjoying his shudders and noises. This was what he had done to her. 

Her desire for him suddenly spiked, a huge formless need that consumed her totally. She’d never looked at a man this way, with this aching greediness for everything he had to give. Sara pushed Jerry on his back, and climbed on top of him, the boulders framing them on each side. Jerry’s eyes opened, watching her with their own craving. She grasped his cock in her hand and guided it into her center, gasping as it penetrated her. She felt stretched, split nearly in two, and yet the satisfaction was colossal. This was right. This was how it was supposed to be. This was what these parts were designed for. He fit inside her like a glove. She moved over the top of him and marveled at how right it all felt. His chest rumbled with approval as she moved herself down his length, slowly, almost teasingly.

Her inner muscles clenched around him, claiming him. He locked eyes with her and grasped her hips, pulling her forward, then back. The intimacy of his gaze nearly leveled her, but she held it anyway. She wanted this. She asked him for it and she was going to drink in every last drop. 

They found a rhythm together, a sweet rhythm of strokes and thrusts. He moved his thumb to her clitoris and pressed and held, doubling the pleasure she felt inside. It built and receded, advanced then waned. The earth, the world, the desert shrunk for Sara. All that existed was here on this hard-packed ground. She wanted the moment to go on for eternity. She wanted it to shatter into infinity. “Yes Jerry,” she called softly. He picked up his pace as if she had spurred him on.

Jerry urged her on with his eyes. She felt the minute grow and expand. She felt her womb contract with an impeccable slowness. The influx of sensation caused her to throw back her head and bite her lip against the moan building in her throat. Jerry’s hand tightened on her hip and his buttocks contracted underneath her. She lost herself in her own intense peak of building pleasure until it could build no more. The wave crested and broke and she rode it with something like sadness, already pining for more but knowing this was probably the only time she would ever have with Jerry. Sweet Jerry, her prince. She collapsed down on him, her muscles like jelly. He murmured something in her ear but she didn’t understand it. She didn’t ask him to repeat it. She was scared it was something that would stir up her sadness and drown her in it.

Chapter 28

Sara fought hard not to drop off to sleep with Jerry. The two of them didn’t quite fit side by side under the boulders and the tarp, but they made it work. Jerry had wanted her to stay with him so she did, but falling asleep with him could be a deadly mistake. He’d drifted off quickly, exhaustion setting in as soon as their passion burned down to a low flame. Now Sara just needed to wriggle out of their nest. 

She got to her feet without waking him and walked the ridge line. Everything was still calm and clear. No signs of life or movement except the occasional wildlife. Sara checked on their solar water stills. The water was not collecting as fast as she had hoped. She washed up again and drank the rest of the water in one of their bottles, then set to work digging another hole. 

As she dug, she replayed what had just happened. Had it been a colossal mistake? Sleeping with Jerry? She knew he liked her - loved her actually. She wondered if he saw them living happily ever after together. She hadn’t finished telling him her tale, but when she did, he’d see that it just couldn’t work. They would never be able to be together.

Unless... Sara stopped working and thought wildly, studying Jerry’s sleeping frame. She saw his bare feet were in the sun and she absentmindedly adjusted the tarp until the shade covered them. What if they took off? Just left the country? Lived in Brazil or even Bulgaria or somewhere just as obscure? Would he go? 

Did he even have a choice? Miss-All-Business reminded her that he wasn’t going to be able to just return to his normal life now. Thorpe knew who he was. Thorpe knew he had escaped with her. If he tried to go home Thorpe would grab him for sure. Sara sat on the ground and put her head in her hands. He had no idea that his life as he knew it was over. Friends - gone. Job - gone. House - he could never go back. And it was all because of her. All her fault.

The pain rose inside her and threatened to consume her. Sara mounted her defenses quickly and did what worked the best for her. She stopped thinking and just acted. She finished her third hole, then dug another. She ran out of water bottles to use so she went back to the first hole and made it bigger, stretching it to the very edges of the plastic. She ventured farther and farther out gathering plants to put inside the hole. By the time she was done she was swaying on her feet, she was so tired. She checked the sun. Time to wake Jerry.

Jerry murmured sleepily as she shook him gently. His eyes opened and when he saw her a bright smile lit up his face, like they were in a fancy hotel room and not out sleeping on the dusty ground under a dirty tarp. Sara couldn’t help but smile back. He looked so incredibly happy to see her. He sat up and took her in his arms. Sara stiffened immediately and Jerry pulled back. “What’s going on?” he asked.

“I’m just tired,” she lied.

Jerry stood up quickly. “Lie down. Go to sleep.” He fussed over her for a minute, then looked around. “How do I know when to wake you?”

She sat up and pointed out a large cactus 2 miles away that she had pinpointed earlier. “When you are standing there and the sun is directly over that cactus, wake me.”

She laid back down and closed her eyes. She fell asleep within seconds, her body forcing her mind to shut down.

***

Jerry watched Sara settle into sleep with a lover’s eye. Her tall, athletic body rhythmically relaxing completely with small finger jerks and muscle twitches. Her thick waterfall of hair cascading down her back and over her shoulders. He wanted to touch it. But he wouldn’t wake her for the world. So he walked away. He walked along the ridge line, and surveyed the desert. Nothing moving for hundreds of miles in any direction. The air sat still and hot all around him. He remembered what Sara said: stay out of the sun. He found a rock large enough to throw some shade and sat next to it, relishing the 20 degree difference.

He saw Sara had dug more holes. He wondered if he should dig some too. No, she would have said something. He could see the water droplets shimmering on the underside of the plastic stretched across the holes from here. 

He shook his head, marveling at the amazing things Sara knew how to do. A spy. A secret government agent. He wasn’t surprised at that for a second. He was surprised at the life she’d been forced into so far though. Her mom had it right when she threw that Thorpe guy out of the house. If only her mom had lived. She never would have done that first mission at such a young age, and maybe things would be different for her right now.

Briefly, Jerry wondered if Thorpe had been a part of the death of Sara’s mother. He was sure Sara had considered it. Nothing got past her.

A stinging well of hate for Thorpe began to grow inside Jerry. Thorpe was just another Norman Foster, but on a much bigger scale. Dirty, evil, devoid of all human conscience. Jerry wondered what Sara’s plan was to expose him so she could be free.

In his mind, he saw exactly what Sara was afraid he would. He saw endless lazy Sunday afternoons where they didn’t leave bed until the sun was almost setting, where they snuggled on the couch and giggled at secret, lover’s jokes. He saw walks on the beach and shared meals. He saw smiles and laughter and holding hands and a good life. In his most guarded heart he wondered if Sara would want to have children. He saw babies with thick brown hair and deep brown or blue eyes who grew up knowing many languages but never having to kill anyone. 

Jerry’s three hours passed in what seemed like an instant while his mind was far away. The sun rose above the cactus. Jerry watched Sara sleep and didn’t have the heart to wake her. She hadn’t moved an inch from her original position. Finally, after the sun was well past his marking point, and he felt his own body betraying him, pulling him down to sleep against his will, he touched her shoulder.

Her eyes opened immediately, with no sleepiness caught in them. Sara knew from the light and shadows that he had let her sleep longer than three hours. Probably more like 5. Probably enough for her for today. She smiled thinly at his tired face and sat up. “Get some sleep. We move on when you wake up.”

Jerry was too tired to argue. His sleep passed even more quickly than his time spent on lookout, and in what seemed like an instant Sara was shaking him. “Get up Jerry, it’s time to eat and move on. I want to go a minimum of 20 miles tonight.”

Jerry sat up and looked around. The sun was setting, an orange fireball to the West. The fiery light made Sara’s expression look fierce and untamed. He tried to catch her eye, but could tell something had changed since their stolen moments of passion. 

He had loved her as best he could, but she had shut him out again.

Chapter 29

Sara had packed all of their gear while he slept. She had retrieved the water bottles and filled in the holes, scattering rocks over them so, at a glance, it didn’t look like they had been there. She had set out some canned food and some water for Jerry. When he saw it his stomach lurched hungrily. He was ravenous.

He ate, trying desperately to think of what to say or do to bring back the soft, vulnerable Sara. The one that had raked her fingernails up and down his back and called out his name in a way that set him on fire. In the end he kept quiet. Fear that she would overtly reject him burned him inside. He didn’t know if he could take it. So he filled his mouth with food and kept his thoughts to himself. He would wait and see. 

They set out before the sun slid behind the horizon, walking down the other side of the ridge line. Sara kept a brisk pace, and about a mile into it she turned back to her story.

“From what I’ve told you do you have a guess what Thorpe’s game is?” she asked him.

Jerry grunted affirmative. He adjusted his pack straps and the hated cot he was dragging and said, “He’s trafficking the guns and drugs you recover and stealing the money, right?”

Sara nodded, a new light in her eyes. “Yes. That’s right.” She smiled at Jerry, the first real smile he’d gotten since he woke up and it made his heart glad to see it. 

“It’s not my first rodeo Shweetheart,” he drawled in a bad imitation of country music singers everywhere. That got him another genuine smile from Sara and his heart rejoiced. 

“My investigations didn’t show a whole lot at first, but over another year’s time I was able to build a case against him that should have gotten him thrown in jail for a long time. I discovered that what he was actually doing was sending huge amounts of illegal guns into America and making a fortune selling them on the streets. He had at least one partner too, probably more. The one I know of for sure is a U.S. Senator.”

Adrenaline surged through Jerry’s veins. He’d heard all of this before! He racked his brain for the Senator who had been the main focus of Craig and Hawk’s gun trafficking investigations. “Do you mean Senator Oberlin?” he asked excitedly. 

Sara looked at him strangely. “No. I mean Senator Carruthers. Claymont Carruthers. He is the senator in charge of the DCIA and Thorpe’s only boss.”

Jerry whistled, a low sound in the cooling night air. “Are you sure Oberlin couldn’t have been involved? My FBI friends, Craig and Hawk, just put together a huge case against him for gun trafficking into the U.S.”  

Sara stayed silent for a moment. “He could have been. I had always hoped that Carruthers was working alone, at least within the Senate. Doesn’t it seem like one criminal senator is too many?”

Jerry nodded. It didn’t look good for their country at all. What was Lord Acton’s saying? Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men. Or was it that the already corrupt were the only ones attracted to the power? Jerry didn’t know, and he was sure smarter men than him had pondered it. Besides, he didn’t want to save the world. At this point, he would have been happy to just save himself and Sara. But apparently there were at least two very powerful and very bad men between him and that goal.

Sara’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Once I was absolutely sure what he was doing, I started working on a plan to have Thorpe and Carruthers caught, investigated, and sentenced. Since a U.S. Senator was involved, I knew I only had 3 options. I had to go to either the press, the president, or someone else in the Senate with as much power as Carruthers. I knew that once I started to approach people, my life and my job would be forfeit. Even if I mailed packages and even if I did it by proxy - through another country - Thorpe would quickly figure out it was me and within a few hours a super spy would be in my country, looking to silence me permanently. 

I had already amassed over two million U.S. dollars from taking half of the money recovered on my missions. I had toyed with the idea of giving it all to the foundation but as I worked on my plan I knew I needed to keep it for myself. I contacted several different identity dealers and had 21 identities created with bank accounts, graduation certificates, credit cards, social security numbers, job histories, passports, and driver’s licenses. I flew to 7 major cities in the U.S. and funded and set up 7 of these identities in safe deposit boxes. The rest I destroyed. They were decoys, just in case I was discovered.

I contacted one of the leaders of the groups of women continuing my work and told her I was leaving the country. I asked her what her plans for the future were and she surprised me. She had banded together with several other community leaders and several other groups like hers and they were on a mission to eliminate child trafficking in first their areas, then the entire country. They had tried to work with the police but were turned away consistently, so they continued to work as outlaws. She didn’t mind. Mexico has a long history of successful outlaws. I asked her what they would do if I left and never came back. Would it change anything? She said no, it would change nothing. They would keep up the work. They would even double their efforts. It was necessary work. I agreed. I gave her money. We set up some code names and words and websites and I told her when she needed more money to contact me.”

Suddenly, Sara stopped talking and walking and cocked her head at the sky. Jerry stopped too, heart beating too fast. “I thought I heard a helicopter,” she said. She waited a moment longer. “Nothing.” They started walking again, picking their way over rocks and desert scrub.

“I told Thorpe I was going on vacation again and I left Mexico for what I thought would possibly be the last time. Although it wasn’t my country, it had been a good home to me. I was sad, but not overly so. I thought there was a good chance my days as a spy were over too. No matter how I approached it, I thought the revelations I was going to divulge to America would shake it to its core, and I didn’t think the DCIA would survive the tremors. Americans don’t like secret agencies, no matter what their missions consist of.

I flew to Atlanta, Georgia, assumed one of my new identities, and started calling reporters. I finally found one who would talk to me. At the same time I sent out packets to several member of congress and the president’s office. The day I was to meet the reporter, she didn’t show. I scouted out the restaurant I told her to meet me at and she never went inside. I didn’t go inside either. I was already feeling nervous. I tried to call her - no answer. The next morning I saw her picture on the news. She’d been shot in a mugging on the way to our appointment. I drove out of Georgia that day to New York City. I tried Fox News. When I found a reporter who would talk to me, I refused to tell him what it was about. When he insisted all I said was ‘government corruption’ but I cautioned him not to tell anyone. I told him to come in an hour. He called and rescheduled for two hours later. I got suspicious. I watched the restaurant we were going to meet at from a hotel across the street. I watched it swarm with DCIA agents. I wondered what story they had been given. I also wondered if they knew who they were looking for. Had I been found out already? Probably not. But maybe my packets had been intercepted and read somehow? Maybe Thorpe was suspicious it was me? I abandoned New York and holed up for a while, trying to think of what to do next. Obviously Thorpe and Carruthers were well protected and this was going to be harder than I thought. I wracked my brain for contacts - someone who could get me an audience with the president. I couldn’t think of anyone. And I didn’t know enough about the Senators to know who could be trusted. 

I tried to send my report to Wikileaks. It never went up. I started a twitter account and sat in a hotel room tweeting the whole sordid mess from beginning to end in 140 characters with hashtags like #UScorruption . I had 217 tweets out and was finally starting to get some attention when Twitter was hit by a denial of service attack. The site went down completely. I got suspicious. Then I started wondering if they could find me through the hotel’s ISP. I left the hotel and watched it from a few blocks away. When the police showed up with a swat team I drove out of New York. 

I tried a dozen more times in a dozen different ways. I never got anywhere. To this day I don’t know what happened to the reports I sent to the president and congress. I can only assume that no one ever saw them. They were intercepted or just thrown away as lunacy.”

Sara put her head down, as if this part of the story pained her.

“I gave up, honestly. I just drove. The date that I was supposed to return to work came and went. I could almost feel Thorpe turning his attention towards me. I didn’t dare try again. I considered just going to another country: France maybe, or Sweden. Somewhere I could just live in peace. 

But I knew I couldn’t do that. I went to Westwood Harbor and assumed my identity there. This was a year before I met you. I wasn’t working yet. I watched Thorpe through his reports to the agency, which I hacked into. He had ceased to do much of anything since his pet agent had gone rogue. Or at least not anything that he was reporting. One day I decided to look myself up. I was reported as a traitor to the country. I was wanted for treason; for selling government secrets to anyone who would buy them, and for murder. Thorpe had doctored the reports from the men that he had instructed me to kill, and a new report said that I had reported killing them in self-defense, but that his investigations determined I had gone rogue long before I actually left, and deciding to kill these men was just the start of it. I watched for him to splash my case across the major new media, but that didn’t happen. 

I started plotting just what I was going to do. How was I going to end this? For the last year I have been watching Thorpe and Carruthers, waiting for them to start up their activities again. As far as I can tell, they’ve -”

Sara stopped again, scanning the night sky, her face set in worry. “I know I heard that.” Sara sprinted toward the trees on the right. “Run Jerry, they’re coming!” Jerry could hear it too. The far off sound of a helicopter, coming in fast.

Chapter 30

Frozen, Jerry could only stare after her in shock. Then his self-preservation kicked in and he followed. His bad leg, already aching from the miles and miles of walking, started screaming in protest. He ignored it. 

Sara ran with her head down, one arm pumping, the cot carried in her other hand. She was quick. Every 100 feet or so she slowed to a jog and scanned the sky. When they were still a half quarter from the trees she skidded to a stop, Jerry close behind her. “We’re not going to make it. We have to bed down right here.” She threw her cot on the ground and grabbed Jerry’s from his hands, placing it next to hers. “Go gather all the grassy scrub plants you can find!” she told him, un-shouldering her pack and pawing through it. He ran to do what she said, ripping scrub bushes out of the ground. Panic threatened to overtake him. This was it. He knew they had guns. He wondered if Sara would say fighting would be better, or just giving up. He would follow her lead. He ripped as many plants out of the ground as he could carry and ran them back to Sara. 

She had both cots covered with aluminum foil, and was heaving dirt and more plants on top of the aluminum foil and piling it up around the sides. “Get under,” she hissed at him, tearing the plants from his hands. “It has to be good enough.” He could hear the heavy rotors beating the air. He got down and crawled under the cots, curling himself up as small as possible to make room for Sara. 

She came in on all fours, pushing his pack out of the way. She covered the hole she had come in from with his plants and laid still for just a second. Then she started going through her pack again. Jerry could hear the helicopter coming closer.

Sara pressed a gun into his hand. “If they land, we shoot. They will have bigger guns and they will probably be shooting to kill, but so will we.”

Jerry held his breath as the helicopter seemed to fly directly over the top of them. He couldn’t see it, but his ears told him where it was. 

It flew on.

Jerry tried to relax and breathe again. “They’ll make a few more passes,” Sara said.

“Won’t the aluminum foil make it easier for them to see us?” Jerry whispered. He couldn’t help it. He knew no one in the helicopter could hear him, but talking normally still seemed like a risk.

“They aren’t searching for us with a spotlight. They are searching for us with FLIR. It’s a small Forward Looking Infrared Radar camera mounted under the helicopter. It’s almost foolproof in the desert. It picks up body heat. At night, this desert cools to about 40 or 50 degrees in the summer, but our bodies are still 98 degrees. Unless we found a hole in the ground or a cave to hide in, they know they can spot us, even in a grove of trees. But as long as we don’t touch the aluminum foil, our heat won’t transfer to it, and all they will see is the heat signature of it, which will look just like the ground to them.”

Suddenly Jerry was sorry for every nasty thought he’d had about the cot he had been dragging. 

He reached out in the dark and grasped Sara’s hand. She laced her fingers through his, warm and comforting.

Jerry listened to the helicopter pass overhead three more times, holding his breath each time it came close. Finally, it seemed to move on. “Will they be back tonight?” he asked Sara.

“Maybe. It depends on whether they think we are here or not. I’m betting they think we are heading North, but are just being thorough by checking this area.”

“Oh.” Jerry wished this made him feel better.

After a few more minutes Sara crawled out from under their shelter. “Let’s have a drink and then we’ll pack up and move on.” 

Jerry nodded and dragged their packs out.

***

30 minutes later, they walked on at Sara’s swift pace. She didn’t say anything. Her silence stretched across Jerry’s brain, making it hard for him to think. Finally, he had to ask. “So what’s the plan now?”

She looked at him, her eyes unreadable. “Which plan?”

“You know, the plan to get Thorpe and Carruthers arrested and their plots exposed.”

She gave him a flat look. “I’ve given up on that.”

“Given up? You can’t give up!” 

“It’s impossible.” She shook her head. “What’s that saying? You can’t fight city hall? Well you really can’t fight a corrupt city hall.”

“Craig and Hawk could help us.”

She gave him another steely glance. “Or we could get them killed.”

“Yeah, you said that already, but Sara, we have to do something! What are we going to do when we get to Vegas?”

“I don’t know,” she said softly.

Jerry suddenly realized something that made his mouth go dry. “Wait, if you’ve given up, what does that mean for me? I can’t go home, can I?”

Sara didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.

Jerry raised his head to the sky. “I don’t have 5 identities waiting for me. I don’t have a million dollars stashed away.”

“We could run, Jerry.” Sara grasped his hand as they walked. Squeezed it. “We could go somewhere - anywhere. Spain, Norway, Switzerland. We could just ... disappear.”

Jerry studied the darkness over him. The stars, a million miles away, so high above this mess he was neck-deep in. Never seeing his friends or family again. Never even talking to them. Emma. His sister. Craig. Quitting his job. Leaving the United States forever. No.

“No.”

Sara dropped his hand. “I don’t know then.”

They walked in silence for hours. The helicopter did not return.

As day broke over the horizon, Sara found them another place to bed down, to hide from the sun, to rest. They dug the holes for water in silence. Cautiously, she laid out the day’s sleep schedule, knowing he finally hated her, now that he had fully grasped what she had gotten him into.

So when he asked if she would lay down with him for a few minutes as he fell asleep, she thought she must have misheard him. She tilted her head to the side and looked at him, wide-eyed. 

“I just want to hold your hand,” he said, smiling at her with that grin that stole her breath.

“OK,” Sara stammered. 

She held his hand for an hour, until he shifted position and pulled it away. Then she got up and prowled the ridge line from their new vantage point, her mind spinning uselessly in circles.

Chapter 31

Emma stepped off the plane runway into the Westwood Harbor airport and headed towards baggage claim, lost in her own thoughts, her strawberry-blonde hair uncharacteristically curly from the Hawaiian humidity. Beside her, Craig pressed a button on his cell phone. “We’re here,” he said into it. He listened for a moment. “OK, see you then.”

Emma jerked out of her head and looked at him. “See who when?”

“Hawk and Vivian are coming home too. They’ll be here this afternoon.” 

Emma moaned. “Oh no. I’m so sorry I ruined our honeymoon, Craig. I just know something happened to Jerry. He never would ignore my calls. He never would go without answering his phone for almost 3 full days.”

Craig pulled her into a one-armed hug as they walked. “I know he wouldn’t. I wanted to come home too. Besides, we have a lifetime of second and third and fourth honeymoons. Or we could just go on this one again once we find Jerry.” He smiled at her and kissed her cheek. 

“But now I’ve ruined Vivian and Hawk’s honeymoon too. My sister will never forgive me,” Emma almost whispered, her eyes frantically searching for their baggage carousel. 

Craig grinned. “You’re right, Vivian will never forgive you.” Emma looked at him sharply. He held up a hand, laughter in his eyes. “There’s nothing to forgive! You didn’t tell them to come home. Hawk said she wanted to, and he agreed. They can’t enjoy themselves either knowing Jerry is missing."

“I know, I just feel so bad.”

“Don’t feel bad. We were right to come back here. I’ve got a bad feeling about Jerry disappearing too.”

“You don’t think he’s ...” Emma trailed off. 

“No, I don’t. But maybe he needs some help. It does sound like that woman he brought to the wedding was involved in something weird.”

Craig’s phone buzzed. He looked down at it. All his messages were flooding in from the 5 hour plane ride. He checked their carousel. Not moving yet. He hoped they would hurry. He felt as anxious to start looking for Jerry as Emma did.  

“Lionel called.”

“Oh, maybe he’s got news on my brother.”

“Maybe. If anyone can find your brother, he can.”

“If he finds him this soon after letting Vivian and I know we were actually triplets and not twins, it’s going to take some brainpower to get used to. I at least knew Vivian existed all these years, even if I hadn’t found her. A brother though - I never imagined I had a brother too. I wonder what he looks like.”

Craig looked at Emma’s face, wondering also. Emma and Vivian were fraternal twins, and did not look very much alike. Except for their startling light-blue eyes. Triplets, he reminded himself. They were triplets, not twins. He laughed to himself. It would take some getting used to for him too. He guessed if two of the triplets were fraternal, that meant they all were? Or could the brother be identical to one of them. He shook his head. It was too complicated to think about right now.

Craig pushed the button to call Lionel back. The red light on the carousel flashed and the notification alarm brayed. Later. He hung up the phone and scouted for their luggage.

***

Craig and Emma drove to Jerry’s house from the airport. It was locked up tight. “Let’s talk to his neighbors,” Craig suggested, although he knew what they probably would say. He had told Jerry maybe it would be a good idea to take a vacation on Wednesday. It was now Saturday, and no one had heard from him since. He was betting the neighbors would say no one had been at Jerry’s house since Wednesday. He was mostly right.

Mrs. McKinley, a sweet, 82-year-old widow from directly across the street, told them that she hadn’t seen Jerry at his house since Tuesday night. But plenty of other people had been there. A big, black Suburban had come every day except for yesterday. “I didn’t like the look of that man,” she told them, over sweet lemon scones and big glasses of iced tea. “He looked shifty, like he was up to no good,” she said. Detective Gagne, Craig thought.

She said another car had come by on just Wednesday, but no one had ever gotten out. The man had just sat in front of the house for over an hour. She showed them her chair she sat in during the day, in front of the window. “I could see his car but not his face because the angle was bad.” 

“You didn’t happen to be able to see the license plate did you Mrs. McKinley?” Craig asked. 

“As a matter of fact I did,” she said. “And I wrote it down. Hang on.” Mrs McKinley walked to the small, round table next to her chair. She pulled out a drawer and then a piece of paper, handing it to Craig. “There’s both the license plate numbers. I keep a good watch on the neighborhood, seeing as how I’m always here.” She indicated her chair in front of the window.

Craig couldn’t wait to be off. He wanted to run the second plate through a computer right away.

“Thank you Mrs McKinley, you don’t know how much you’ve helped us.”

Emma murmured her thanks and they headed to the door.

“You’re welcome. You just make sure that handsome young man comes home soon. I’ve missed seeing him.” She winked at them, making Emma look up suspiciously. She looked at Mrs. McKinley’s view out the window. Jerry’s kitchen and bedroom window were clearly visible from Mrs. McKinley’s chair. Emma tried to catch Craig’s eye. He wouldn’t look at her though. His face was set in a broad smile and Emma thought he already knew what she was thinking.

They made it down the walk and into the car before collapsing into laughter. “Jerry’s got a secret admirer,” Craig said. 

“I wonder if he ever closes his bedroom curtains?” Emma giggled, thinking about Jerry’s parade of girlfriends through that house - well, at least until the last year when he had met Sara. Thinking of Sara sobered her instantly. Emma was horribly afraid Sara had mixed Jerry up in something dangerous.

Craig stopped laughing too. “Let’s get to HQ and see what comes up on these license plates.” 

On the way there, Craig called his contact at the Westwood Harbor Police department again. He hung up after a short conversation. “He still hasn’t been arrested here. He must have taken my advice and gone somewhere. Too bad he didn’t tell me where.”

At he and Hawk’s headquarters, Craig punched the license numbers into the computer. The first one came up as registered to the Westwood Harbor Police Department. The second one was a rental car. “Come on, we’re going to the rental car company to see who rented that car,” he told Emma. “If I can show them my badge we will get information a lot quicker than if I try to call.” It could be a dead end, but at this point it was the only lead they had.

***

Craig examined the driver’s license the Avis employee gave him. He didn’t recognize the face or the name. “Can I get a photocopy of this?” he asked, holding the card back out to her.

“Sure,” the sleek, young woman smiled at Craig just a moment too long and made sure her fingers brushed his when she took the license. Emma folded her arms on the counter and watched this with interest and a little irritation. Craig winked at her. He probably hadn’t even noticed. Did the woman not see the wedding ring on his finger? If she did, she didn’t care. Emma shook her head. She was going to have to get used to this, being married to a man as good-looking as Craig. And don’t even get her started on the badge bunnies. Emma had been appalled to find out there was a subset of women in this country whose sole purpose in life was to sleep with as many cops or law enforcement agencies as possible. Emma took a deep breath. She wasn’t a jealous person. And she wasn’t going to start now just because she was married to the hottest man on the planet. She knew he would never think of cheating. He just wasn’t wired that way. She caught his eye and smiled at him. He smiled back and tipped her another wink.

The woman returned with the copy. She batted her too-long, probably-fake eyelashes at Craig and tossed her stick-straight hair. 

“When was the vehicle returned?” Craig asked.

“Let me check the computer.” The woman’s fingers flew over the keyboard in front of her. 

Emma held her breath, peeking over Craig’s shoulder at the driver’s license. Greg Fuller from Atlanta, Georgia. He looked mean - his neck was too big for his head and he wasn’t smiling. 

“Oh,” the young woman said, sounding surprised. “It wasn’t returned. We reported it stolen yesterday.”

“Do you have a phone number for the renter?” 

“Yes, here I’ll write it down for you Agent Masterson.” She took the photocopy back and wrote a phone number on it, her heavily lined eyes never leaving Craig’s face. Suddenly Emma felt like winding her body around Craig’s and shoving her tongue down his throat, right here. Marking her territory. She restrained herself - barely.

“Thanks,” Craig said. He slipped her his card. “If he returns the car, call me right away, would you?” She smiled and touched her tongue to her top lip. “Of course.” 

Emma bit back an urge to punch her in the eye. She backed up from the counter, a little surprised at her anger. She was going to have to get a hold of herself. This surely wouldn’t be the last time some bubble headed beauty flirted with her husband. Her husband. The thought made her smile and deflated some of her anger. Craig stepped away from the counter too. She took his hand and walked to their car. She imagined she could feel the eyes of the counter cutie on Craig’s backside, but she ignored it. 

When they climbed in the car Emma turned to him. “What now?” 

“Now we run a check on this name. Hopefully that will point us in some direction.”

“OK.” Emma sighed. Her anxiousness was returning full force, no longer held in check by activity. She was so worried about Jerry she could cry. Craig pulled out of the parking lot and handed her his cell phone. Do you mind calling Hawk? He’s in the air but you could leave a message on his phone, give him the name and tell him to run it through the criminal database.”

“Sure.” Emma did as he asked, happy for something to do. As she was hanging up the phone rang in her hands. “Hello?” she answered.

“Um yeah, can I talk to Agent Masterson please?” Emma recognized the voice of the woman from the car rental place and handed the phone to Craig a look of disbelief in her eyes. 

“’Lo?” Craig said. He listened, then nodded as if the woman on the other end could see him. “Where exactly?” he asked. “Great, thanks so much! Did they say anything about the car, what it looked like or what was in it?” He listened and said “OK, thanks again.” He handed the phone back to Emma. She could hear the woman on the other end saying her goodbyes. Emma pushed the end call button with satisfaction. 

“The car was found yesterday abandoned. She didn’t know what the code in the computer meant but her co-worker told her. That’s why she called. The police found it in Las Vegas.”

Lights bloomed in Emma’s mind. She turned in her seat. “Las Vegas? Jerry loves Las Vegas. He had reservations there in a few weeks.” 

Craig nodded vehemently. “Yeah, I’ll bet that’s where he went when I told him to take a vacation. Feel like a road trip?”

Emma nodded. “Our bags are already packed.” She gestured into the back seat where their luggage from Hawaii was sitting. 

“OK.” Craig looked around at traffic, then did a screeching U-turn back the way they had come. Emma held on. He pulled over to the side and hit his hazard lights. “Do you mind driving for a bit? I’ll make some phone calls and see what we can figure out before we get there.”

“OK.” Emma ran around to the driver’s seat and climbed in. Once she hit the freeway she punched it to 75, easily passing all the cars sticking to the speed limit. Hang on Jerry, we’re coming, she thought.

Chapter 32

Jerry noticed he was limping. His leg that had been crushed, yet recovered almost fully as he spent a year in physical therapy, was finally giving out on him. Discreetly, with only the light from the waning moon to give him away, he probed the scar tissue with his fingers. The entire area burned and throbbed. 

It was their 5th night walking the desert. By Sara’s original estimation, they had at least 2 nights left before they got there. Tendrils of fear caressed Jerry’s thoughts. Fear that his leg would lock up altogether. Fear that they would have to stop in a small town because he couldn’t walk any farther, and this would get them killed. 

So far, they’d survived OK. The helicopter hadn’t even been back. They still had a bit of food. Sara’s water trick was still working so they still were topped off on water.

Jerry rubbed his hip in one of his sore spots and tried not to think about the pain. Besides this darn leg, he felt pretty good. He was dirty and dusty and unsure of Sara’s feelings towards him, but other those things that he felt OK. 

He and Sara hadn’t been talking much. And there’d been no real softness between them. As she went to sleep each day he would try to lay next to her and rub her hair or hold her hand, and so far she had tolerated it, although she never relaxed into it anymore. He just kept telling himself that things would be different when they got where they were going. Hiking 20 miles a night in the desert was never conducive to anything other than survival.

Well, except that first day. That was 100% passion, he thought. He hoped he’d get to see that side of her again.

Sara said something.

“What?”

“I need to go to the top of the ridge line. You can rest if you want.”

What he really wanted was to go with her, but his leg needed a rest. “OK, I’ll stay here.” He sat down stiffly and got out his water bottle.

Sara hiked up the ridge line, and was back in 30 minutes. Jerry dozed lightly, curled up next to a rock as large as he was.

Sara watched him for a few moments, then sat down for a drink. She’d let him sleep another 10 minutes while she rested, and then they would go on.

When she shook him awake, his hand went to his leg immediately. His face contorted in pain.

“Your leg,” she said. “How long has it been hurting?”

“A couple of days.” Jerry struggled into a sitting position.

“Lay back down, I’ll work on it.”

Her hands skillfully palpated the wound she knew so well. She found a few bunches of scar tissues and some trigger points in the supporting muscles and went to work on them. Jerry gritted his teeth against the desire to scream out his pain.

“I’ll need to work on these muscles at least three times a day or we’ll never make it.”

Jerry said nothing. Sweat poured down his face, wetting his collar.

When she finally stopped, he flopped onto his back and breathed heavily, noisily. “That therapy was worse than the pain,” he told her.

“I know. I can’t afford to be gentle. We can’t afford for me to be gentle. You have to stay mobile and relatively pain-free while we are walking.”

“You’re not really a physical therapist, are you?” 

Sara’s voice went soft, contemplative. “No, not officially, although I have undergone all of the training a physical therapist would go through. I did all the schooling non-traditionally and then went through an internship. My diploma is fake though.” 

She watched him recuperate on the hard ground. “Does that bother you?”

He looked at her, trying to figure out the motive behind the question. Her eyes gave up nothing. He decided to just be honest. “If I didn’t know you and I just heard a story about someone passing themselves off as a physical therapist with a fake diploma, yeah, it might bother me. But since I know you, and I know how good you are at what you do, no, it doesn’t bother me. I think it’s a classical case of the ends justifying the means.”

Sara thought about this hard. Jerry could see universes of correlations swirling behind her eyes. He hoped his answer had been the right one.

“We have to walk over the ridge to the other side,” she said, changing the subject abruptly.

“Why?”

“There’s a small town up ahead. We really should detour around the back side, but it would tack another 2 days or more onto our trip and I don’t want to do that. So we go over the ridge and will try to cross the road leading to the town without anyone seeing us.”

“OK, so those were the lights we saw in the distance?”

She nodded. “Yes, and the light from Las Vegas too.”

“How close are we?”

Sara looked down. “I think we will get there tomorrow night. If not tomorrow then the next night.”

Jerry didn’t know if that was good or bad. And it looked like Sara didn’t either. But if they had that little time left, he knew he’d better spring his plan on her soon. He’d been cooking it for 2 days now, but he was scared to share it with her. He wasn’t sure why he was scared. If she said it was impossible ... well that was it, then right? But maybe it wasn’t impossible. And even if it wasn’t a good plan, maybe she could build on it — flesh it out a little. Jerry felt excitement grow in his chest, but then the realization of why he was scared to share the plan with her hit him in the chest like a fastball. What if she thought it was a decent plan, but still wanted no part of it? What if she really had given up? If she truly had given up, their relationship was as good as dead, and so was he. Jerry went cold at the thought, the drying sweat on his face chilling him instantly.

***

Jerry saw the lights of Vegas for himself as they crossed the ridge line to the other side. He still couldn’t bring himself to share his plan. But as the next night broke he knew it was time. Do or die. Now or never. Die a hero or live as a coward. They packed up their gear and water and Jerry thought about how to start.

Sara said they could leave the cots there, stashed behind some large boulders. She said the FLIR helicopters wouldn’t try to find them this close to the city. Jerry left his with very mixed feelings. It had been a horribly awkward and clumsy thing, but it had saved his life.

He shared his plan hesitantly, haltingly. Sara listened noncommittally until the very end. He saw a feverish light glowing in her eyes and he was glad. Hope quickened both their paces as they hashed it out, trying to figure if it would really work or not, and when she declared it could, she stopped him and gave him a lip-smacking kiss on the mouth. Did he think he had been glad? He was ecstatic.

After a few miles of thought on her part, she stopped him and pulled him around to look at her.

“Jerry, for this to work, we will have to involve your friends.”

He nodded.

“I was not exaggerating when I said it could mean their deaths. These are very dangerous men we are dealing with. They will see FBI agents as a huge threat.”

Jerry’s chest felt like a thousand pound weight had rolled onto it. “They can take care of themselves.”

Sara nodded. “I’m sure they can, especially if we warn them, but can their wives? I know they are strong, confident women, but I don’t think they are prepared to become targets of evil men.”

“Would Thorpe do that?”

Sara shook her head. “I don’t know. My guess is he would, if the circumstances meant he thought it would gain him something.”

The thousand pound weight on Jerry’s chest became a ten thousand pound weight. He staggered under its burden. 

“I can’t do that to them, then.” 

Sara nodded. “I understand.” She started walking again. Jerry tried to follow. After a few moments he got his legs to work again.

Sara’s pace slowed to a plod. As Jerry caught up to her he was going to ask her what was wrong, but when he saw her face he bit it back. Her brows were furrowed in concentration. Her lips were pressed into a small, blue line, all the blood pushed out of them. She was ticking thoughts off on her fingers and muttering to herself. 

Jerry allowed himself to hope.

Chapter 33

Finally Sara spilled. “I think I’ve figured a way to do it with minimal risk to your friends.” Sara counted off the parts she would change that would keep Craig and Hawk out of the plan. Jerry nodded along more enthusiastically with each point she ticked off. 

“Yes! It could work! Couldn’t it?” he said, his heart beating overdrive at the thought of what they might now do. The odds were so greatly stacked against them. One or both of them could easily be killed. But if it played out just right ... Sara could have her freedom. He could have his life.

“It could work. We’ll need an awful lot of luck and some divine help. If you’re a praying man, you better start praying.”

Jerry nodded. He wasn’t a praying man, but he was going to start right now.

“And we somehow have to get in contact with them, without tipping off Thorpe. That means we can’t call their phones. We can’t send them anything in the mail. We can’t tweet them or facebook them. And we can’t go to Westwood Harbor.”

Jerry lapsed into silence. He didn’t need Sara to spell it out for him that their options were now exactly zero.

“They aren’t in Westwood Harbor anyway. They are on their honeymoon. Both of them,” he said grumpily.

“That might make things easier then. We could call their hotel. I’m sure Thorpe has computers monitoring the network, so we’d have to be careful what we say, but as long as we don’t say any triggering words, there would be no reason for our conversation to be picked out of the other millions. Do you know what hotel they are staying in?”

Jerry thought hard. “Not Hawk and Vivian I don’t, but Emma told me what hotel she was staying in. I just can’t think of it right now. It’ll come to me.”

“OK.” They lapsed into a short silence, their footsteps beating a metronome across the desert floor.

“Money. We’re going to need money, too. A lot of money,” Jerry said, thinking out loud.

“Don’t worry about money. I’ve got money,” Sara said.

“I know you have money, but where is it? Neither one of us has an ATM card or even an ID. Or do you have an ATM card?” He looked suddenly hopeful.

Sara shook her head. “I don’t have an ATM card either.” She pulled a small wad of bills out of her pocket. “I took this off Brian at the house. It’s not much but we’ll be able to pick up a few things as soon as we get into the city.”

“But we are going to need tens of thousands of dollars!”

Sara looked thoughtful. “Maybe. Maybe not. You let me worry about that.”

“What about the guns? It’s going to be impossible to lay our hands on that many illegal guns in a few days, isn’t it?”

Sara grinned. “We won’t need as many as you think. And I know how to find what we do need.”

The moon smiled down on their journey. Jerry let his mind wander, hoping the name of the hotel would come to him.

“Jerry, do you think there’s any chance that your friends would have realized something happened to you and are searching for you already?” Sara turned to him questioningly.

Jerry snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “I never even thought of that! I bet they have! After they left on their honeymoon I was talking to Craig every day on the phone, asking for advice. He’s the one who told me to go to Vegas. And earlier when I talked to Emma she said ‘I’ll call you tomorrow’ but I haven’t seen my phone since you - well since you drugged me. It’s been what? 5 days?” 

Sara's cheeks flamed red. She dropped her eyes. 

“Hey, it’s OK, Sara. I’m not upset about it or anything. Why did you do that anyway? We never did talk about it.”

“Because I thought you were agency. You were carrying a gun.”

“You thought I was with the DCIA?”

“Yes. Or with somebody who was looking for me. I thought you were suspicious of who I really was and you were trying to flush me out.”

“But if I were agency, wouldn’t I just know who you were?”

“Not necessarily. I’ve had plastic surgery. I don’t look exactly like I used to.”

Jerry studied her, trying to see the signs. He couldn’t. She looked as pretty and as untouched as a secret meadow. Another piece in the puzzle that was her fell into place though.

Sara pushed past the subject. “Do you think they would fly home if they were worried enough about you?”

“Yes. I do.”

“And Craig told you to go to Las Vegas? Would they come to Vegas and look for you?”

Jerry turned his mind back to that last conversation with Craig. Had Craig told him to go to Vegas? No. Craig had just told him to take a vacation. 

“I don’t think Craig knows where I am. He told me to take a vacation and I said that sounded like a good idea.”

“OK. I don’t know if that complicates us or helps us, honestly. Although it probably complicates things immensely. Too bad you weren’t on closer work terms with those two. They probably have a secret way of contacting each other in case things go badly.”

Jerry’s brain felt like it had been kicked over. He had to struggle to get it righted again. Secret way to contact each other? There was a way wasn’t there? What was it? Hawk had used it when he had been forced on the run, trying to avoid getting fired and arrested by that senator ... he and Vivian had fled into the mountains with only the clothes on their backs. There were phones and ... and. It came to him like a brick slamming though his thoughts, breaking them all off at the knees.

“They do have a secret way to contact each other! There’s an image sharing website. Imagers or something. They post a picture of - a picture of their headquarters maybe? And in the comments they tell each other what they want to know. Once the message is gotten, they delete the image.”

Sara’s eyes lit up. “It’s perfect. And if they’re any good at all, they’ll check it for a message from you! They’ll know it’s a long shot but once they find your trail dry up at the hotel they’ll know long shots are all they have.”

Jerry shot her a confused look. “My trail dry up at the hotel?”

“Yeah, hear me out. So they are looking for you right. Somehow they figure out you’ve gone to Vegas, you were going next week anyway, right?”

Jerry nodded. It was more like two weeks away, but that wasn’t important.

“So they start searching for you in Vegas. Emma probably knows what hotels you like right?” She stopped long enough to see Jerry nod again. “So they check those hotels. They find out that you were in room so and so, but on Thursday that room was destroyed in a police search. So they request the police records. The police records say the room was raided by the FBI or the DEA and the police were just there as support. The DCIA always calls in a local police team as support. If they don’t have at least a few uniforms with them everything is more difficult and sometimes they even get into standoffs with local police. In your case, the police records would show one male suspect and one female suspect recovered from the room, with custody retained by the DEA, or whoever they were masquerading as. So then your friends will call the DEA, wanting to know who and where the suspects are. The DEA report might say ‘being detained for questioning at the federal penitentiary’ but when your friends call there, we won’t ever have come in and we won’t be there. So they’ll start to get suspicious. Most people would never get that far. But your friends are FBI. They know how things work. And they’ll know that real DEA agents don’t just disappear with their suspects. They’ll follow the trail till it ends in absolute mid-air and then they’ll be suspicious as hell. They might start to raise hell, which will be bad for them and good for them at the same time. Bad because it gets them on Thorpe’s radar, but good because obviously they don’t know where you are. But like I said, if they’re good,” she shot him a searching look, “they’ll exhaust every single option. And that means watching this image website that you just may have overheard them talking about for messages from you.”

Jerry turned this over in his mind. He knew Craig and Hawk weren’t just good. They were amazing. And together as a team they thought of everything. He nodded to himself. It was perfect. And it was going to work. Then his mind caught on something.

“Wait, if the DCIA guys were just pretending to be DEA, how would there be a DEA report at all?”

Sara sighed. “That’s another messed up thing about the DCIA, they have sham agents everywhere. The DCIA isn’t supposed to exist, but we all pulled a paycheck from the government. So the agents are placed inside other government agencies and given liaison jobs that keep them out of their home offices all but one or two days a year. They would just tap a sham agent and use that agent’s name/credentials to make everything look legit.”

Sudden weariness crashed into Jerry. He gave a low whistle. “Our government really pulls some convoluted crap in the name of freedom, don’t they?”

Sara barked out a harsh, surprised laugh. “They do.”

She shot him a smiling look he couldn’t quite read, then grasped his hand. Jerry smiled back, his heart trying to jump out of his chest, his weariness forgotten. I’d die for that smile, he thought. You may just get a chance to prove that, his mind fired back at itself. Bring it, he thought as he turned his face to the moonlight.

Chapter 34

Sara pulled Jerry under the overpass. “There’s a Walgreen’s that way.” She pointed.

Jerry shaded his eyes against the morning sun. Her eyes must be amazing, because he didn't see a Walgreen's. But he believed her.

“Drop your pack here. We don’t want to look like vagrants. We don’t need the police to stop us or even give us a second look. When we get closer in to the city, there are going to be cameras everywhere. We’ll get hats, but still you want to keep your eyes on the ground as much as possible, that way no camera can catch your face.”

Jerry dropped his pack, trying to think if there was anything in there he needed. No. All of it was scavenged from the house. None of it belonged to him. He didn’t want anything to do with any of it. Except the aid bag. Jerry dropped to his knees and pulled the military aid bag out. “I’m bringing this.” 

She glanced at it then nodded. It was worth the risk, besides it was cleaner and smaller than their packs.

She pulled the two guns they had taken from the house out of her bag. She looked down at her clothing. It was filthy and torn. Neither of them had any sort of a holster. Jerry’s boots were in good shape but not big enough to hold either of these guns. 

“We’ll have to put the guns in the bag.”

Jerry nodded and opened it. Sara found pockets to stow both guns in, then practiced pulling each out of the pack a few times quickly, without getting it hung up on anything. Jerry watched her intently. She nodded to him. “Now you try. Start with the bag zipped. Get a feel for what could possibly hang you up if you need to get to a gun fast. Jerry did, unzipping the bag and pulling each gun out quickly until he felt he could do it under pressure with no slip ups. As soon as he was done, though, he prayed that he didn’t have to shoot anyone today or ever.

Jerry shouldered the bag and they headed towards the Walgreen's. Inside, they bought a cell phone with points and a data plan, plus two hats. They needed clothes and food but Sara wanted to save as much money as possible for a cheap motel room.

An hour later, they had found a motel that they had enough cash for, plus the man behind the counter just winked at Sara when she said she didn’t have any ID. 

As they entered the room, Sara was reminded forcefully of Manny. She bit back a grimace and swallowed the memory. At the time, it had seemed her only option if she wanted to save Jessica and Zoey. She glanced at Jerry’s handsome face and wondered what he would think of it. He seemed to have forgiven, or at least come to terms with the killing she had done under the auspice of the DCIA and its missions, but what about this thing she had done with no one’s approval but her own? What would he think of that? 

Jerry took their bags to the desk and started opening and setting up the phone. Sara locked the door and drew the curtains, her heart suddenly pregnant with guilt. If only she had found Jerry the day before her last meeting with Manny. Maybe she would have done something different. Zoey’s little face swam in front of her eyes. And then baby Zoey would have grown up in that mess. Maybe been used as a pawn to get her mother to do things she didn’t want to do. Maybe worse. Could she trade Zoey’s actual life for her own potential life as a normal person? 

Sara bit her lip. She knew she couldn’t. And one epiphany locked into place for her. No matter what happened, she would never be normal. Even if they managed to make it through this mess alive and out of jail, the house, the husband, the normal life were never going to happen for her. What was that saying? You can’t turn a killer into a housewife? Something like that. 

She looked longingly at Jerry, then mentally shook her head. They had at least a few days before they implemented his plan. She would make it be worth a lifetime.

***

Jerry turned to her, his face triumphant. “We’re online!” He turned back to the phone and searched for the image sharing website. “This is it - I’ve found it!” He clicked on ‘register’. “What should our name be?” 

“How about ‘LostOneWH’,” Sara said. 

“Perfect.” Jerry registered then scrolled to user submitted. “I’m not sure what kind of a picture to upload. I thought it was a picture of their headquarters when Hawk went on the run, but that doesn’t seem right to me. I think it was actually something else. Besides, we don’t have a picture of their headquarters.”

He glanced through the hundreds of pictures then set the phone on the desk and looked at Sara. 

“Something that will catch their eye, and remind them of you. Maybe a picture of an ambulance? Or the Westwood Harbor fire station?”

“Yeah, that’s worth a try. Or just a picture of me?”

Sara thought about it for a second. “No, that would be too risky. The NSA runs facial recognition software all day every day on the Internet. If someone in the DCIA was using that software we could get ourselves caught pretty quickly.”

Sara picked up the phone. “We can upload more than one picture, right? Let’s make a list.”

Jerry grabbed a pad and pen and wrote down what they had so far. Sara scrolled through the hundreds of pictures users had submitted and read a few titles to get a feel for what the website was all about.

A picture of a firefighter in full turnout gear caught her eye. She read the title California Fireman Missing. She tapped the picture, her heartbeat suddenly drowning out the noises of the motel. Only one comment. Cali ff missing. Please call bff. 

“Jerry,” she said, turning the phone to him. “What do you think of this?” He studied it, his brow furrowed. 

Finally he looked up. “It couldn’t be, could it?”

She nodded. “It could be. Let’s comment.”

“OK, and say what?” he said, his finger poised over the tiny keyboard.

“Say ‘ff fine. Needs help.’ 

Jerry typed it in and held his breath as he pushed save. He watched the small screen, tongue clenched between his teeth. Nothing happened.

“Give them some time to see it,” Sara advised. She plucked at her shirt. “I really want a shower, but I don’t want to put dirty clothes back on.”

“I saw washing machines at the end of the hall.”

“Yeah, it just would take so long to wash and dry our clothes,” Sara said wistfully. “What if they reply?”

Jerry looked down at the phone. “They did.” Sara crowded close. The two-word reply said ‘Can call?’

‘No.’ Jerry typed.

‘Can meet in LV?’ came the reply, a tense moment later.

“They’re here!” Jerry yelled, exuberant.

“Maybe.” Sara’s eyes narrowed. Her instincts weren’t telling her that this was a setup— but she was careful by nature.

Type in ‘East Apple Park.’ That’s the park we walked past. They could meet us there.” Sara’s eyes turned dark. “And if it’s not your friends, we’ll see them before they see us.”

The reply came: ‘35 minutes.’

Sara took the phone and typed in two more words. ‘Delete this.’

***

They left immediately. Sara wanted to find a vantage point from which to watch the park. They were there in 10 minutes and Sara found a hotel across from the park with a second floor balcony. She looked down at herself, then at Jerry. “If I walk in there they’ll throw me out in a heartbeat. You at least look like you could be a construction worker. I’ll watch from that cafe there,” she pointed down the street, “and you watch from the balcony. Make sure you can’t be easily seen from the park. Watch for your friends, but stay alert for anything else too. If you see adults climbing trees or more than one parked car with people sitting in it, come down and get me quick.”

Sara kissed him quickly on the corner of the mouth and watched him go, her heart heavy with the knowledge that soon they would say goodbye for the last time.

She walked to the cafe and chose a table outside, facing the park. When the waiter came, wrinkling his nose at her, she ordered an iced tea and a danish and put the last of their money down. If it wasn’t Craig or Hawk coming, they would have to resort to stealing. If we make it out of here at all, she thought sourly.

The danish woke more hunger in her than it satisfied. The iced tea, similarly, seemed to activate some primal need for fluids that she hadn’t realized was lurking. She ate them both as slowly as possible, sweeping her eyes across the park. Cars pulled in to the parking lot, but she couldn’t see who got out. Nothing looked out of the ordinary to her. Her intuition was still silent.

Heavy footsteps pounded the pavement near her. It was someone running. She tensed, ready to run herself.

It was Jerry. “It’s them. I saw Emma and I saw Craig, come on!” 

He didn’t stop for her, just veered across the street, barely looking both ways. Sara followed at a walk, suddenly aware that she was quite scared. Not scared because Jerry’s friends were dangerous to her, but nervous because of what she’d gotten him involved in. If they didn’t hate her now, they were going to hate her soon. 

In the parking lot, next to a small blue sedan, Jerry hugged Emma tight, picking her up off her feet. Craig stood by, a companionable hand on Jerry’s back. His eyes narrowed in suspicion when he saw her. Oh great, here we go, she thought.

Jerry broke free from Emma and hugged Craig, forcing him to take a step backwards with his exuberance. Emma smiled at both of them and couldn’t seem to stop touching Jerry. “I was so worried about you Jerry,” she was saying. “When we couldn’t find you I even had nightmares that you were dead. It was so scary.”

Sara was almost to their small reunion now. She dragged her feet, slowing herself and feeling like another person. Why had she agreed to this? Jerry should have come alone.

Emma turned to Sara and smiled, a cautious, half-smile. “Sara! Oh wow, what happened to your arm? And your clothes?” She turned to Jerry. “What has been going on? Why all the cloak and dagger stuff? Why didn’t you call me all week?” Craig folded his arms over his chest, set his legs wide, and stared at Sara, eyebrows raised. To Sara, he looked ready to arrest her. 

Jerry put a hand on Emma’s forearm and Craig’s upper arm. “Look, it’s a crazy story and I can’t tell it to you anyway. Not right now. But we need your help. We need two things from you or we’re both dead. Like literally dead.”

Craig’s face instantly turned from speculative to murderous, his gaze drilling into Sara. “What has she gotten you into Jerry? You can tell me. I can help you. You don’t have to go down with her.”

Sara took a step back under the force of Craig’s glare. This is not going well.

“No, I can’t tell you. It’s best you don’t know any of it, not for our safety, but for yours.” Jerry looked nervously from Craig to Sara, finally sensing Craig’s intent. “She’s not a criminal Craig, and she didn’t get me involved in anything on purpose, but I am involved now, and there’s nothing I can do about it. We can’t tell you what’s going on because it could put you in a lot of danger to know. But we have a plan. There are some very bad men who are after Sara and me. And we’re going to expose them, and then it will be OK. And no one will be in danger anymore. But that’s why we need your help. We can’t do this without your help.”

Craig turned the force of his gaze on Jerry. His voice came out low, but forceful, like he was trying not to yell. “Jerry, I’m a goddamned FBI agent. You can tell me everything! I can protect you. You telling me what is going on is not going to put me in danger.”

Jerry’s face looked miserable. And indecisive. Sara took another step back and left it up to him to tell or not to tell. What Jerry didn’t know was that his FBI friend might not believe her story even if he did tell. If Craig had ever seen the APB that Thorpe had put out on her when she first abandoned the agency, he might place her face and believe the story on it instead. 

Instead, Jerry turned to Emma. “Emma, I’m so sorry. But you guys have got to help us. We have no one else to go to. Please, I swear that we are doing this the best way possible - the only way possible.”

“You don’t know that!” Craig thundered, and Sara saw people in the park look their way. 

Emma turned to Craig. “Let’s just hear them out, OK. Let’s just hear what they need.”

***

Emma calmed Craig down from a dangerous mad to just steaming and the four of them retreated to a park bench to talk. Sara stood a few feet off, determined not to let Craig within grabbing distance. While Jerry was talking, Craig stared at her with angry, mistrusting eyes. He studied her, marked her. Sara had begun to doubt that he would do anything they asked. In her mind, she was already examining other options.

“Here’s the biggest thing we need,” Jerry explained. “A video feed forced over as many live feeds as possible. We don’t know when we’ll need it, but we need it splashed all over every TV, cable, and Internet station as possible. We can give about 12 hours notice I think. Can you do it?”

Craig grunted, and finally shifted his eyes off of Sara. “No, I can’t do it. I wouldn’t have a clue how to. I don’t think Hawk could either. But if it’s possible, Lionel could do it. I’d have to ask him if he would though.” He considered for a second. “That’s a big deal though. I could easily get fired for arranging something like that. Maybe jail time.” 

Jerry nodded. “I know. Me and Sara will swear we set it up. All you have to do is tell us how it’s done. Maybe we could even set it up ourselves if Lionel could somehow tell us how to do it.” He looked at Sara and she nodded.

“It’s called signal hijacking and it will get you up to 10 years in prison,” Craig said. 

Jerry looked at Sara again. She nodded again. Better than 10 minutes in Thorpe’s custody.

Craig sat back, brows knitted together. His face had lost some of that angry look and Sara relaxed a little. “I wish you could just tell me what was going on.”

“Me too, man, me too,” Jerry said. “We also need money. Do you have any cash?”

Emma nodded. “I’ll be right back.” Craig pulled his wallet out of his pocket and handed Jerry everything in it, without bothering to count it.

Emma jogged back, her purse in her hand. “Here.” Jerry counted the money quickly. It looked like they had close to $300. He shoved it in his pocket. That was good for now. It wouldn’t buy them assault rifles or an open cargo truck, but it would get them some food and a couple more nights in the motel. But Sara said she could get money. He trusted her fully.

Jerry looked at Sara. “That’s it, right?”

Sara shook her head. She need to ask for one more favor. “Emma,” she said, walking closer, taking a chance now that Craig’s anger seemed to have softened a bit. She still wasn’t going to get within grabbing distance though. The last thing she needed was to be handcuffed by a pissed-off FBI agent. “I need you to do something for me. It doesn’t have anything to do with what Jerry and I are wrestling with, but there’s a scared teenage mom who really needs help. I promised to help her, and then I disappeared.” Sara dropped her eyes, sick at the thought of Jessica and Zoey back out on the streets. Her hotel room had been unpaid for 2 days now.

Emma watched her curiously, waiting for her to finish. “I told her I was going to help get her and a friend of hers, plus their two babies out of Las Vegas. She thinks my name is Brook. I had put her up in a hotel room but while Jerry and I were -” Sara glanced at Jerry. He was watching her as curiously as Emma was. “While Jerry and I were walking 150 miles across the desert to get back here, her hotel room went unpaid. I’m sure they threw her out. I doubt she had anywhere to go. Her baby is only 4 months old.” Sara heard desperation creep into her voice. She took a deep breath.

Emma looked from her to Jerry. “You walked 150 miles across the desert? Is that where you’ve been?” 

Sara nodded. “Yes. I wish we could tell you more, but we really can’t.” 

Sara saw Emma’s eyes light with determination. “What is the girl’s name and what does she look like?” 

Sara blew out a shaky breath. Thank goodness. Emma would take care of Jessica and Zoey. Sara described them and gave Emma the name and number of the lawyer in Idaho. “If you could get them a ride on the train or put them on a plane I would really appreciate it. I’ll pay you back if I can.” 

Emma shook her head. “Don’t worry about it for another second. We’ll find them, won’t we Craig?” Craig looked bewildered at this turn of events. He nodded half-heartedly.

“Thank you so much,” Sara said. 

Emma nodded. Sara saw the determination in her face deepen. “How can we contact you to tell you about the signal pirating thing?” Silently, Sara blessed her. Emma was all in. And that meant Craig was probably helping whether he wanted to or not. 

Chapter 35

Sara pulled Jerry down the sidewalk, urging him to walk faster. She threw a glance over her shoulder to make sure Craig and Emma weren’t following them. When they got back into their motel room Sara breathed a sigh of relief.

She smiled at Jerry. “Emma is really a sweetie. No wonder you guys are such good friends.”

Jerry’s face broke into a wide grin, like it always did when he talked about Emma. “Yeah, Emma’s good people. Don’t worry, she’ll find that teenage mom and take good care of her.” Jerry’s face crumpled a little. “Why didn’t you tell me about her?”

“About Jessica? I don’t know, I just didn’t think of it I guess,” Sara said.

Jerry took her hand. Sara was suddenly aware of how close they were standing, and how filthy and grimy she still was.

“I think it’s a wonderful thing, what you are doing for her,” Jerry said softly.

“Thanks.” She smiled back at Jerry. “We could take those showers now.” 

“That sounds like a great idea.” Jerry’s voice lowered and Sara saw flat desire flare in his eyes. Oh boy. He reached over his head and stripped off his shirt, revealing a finely-muscled chest and abdomen that Sara’s fingers itched to touch. Sara swallowed hard, feeling her own desire build in response. Oh Lord, she thought. I’m in so much trouble.

“I-I just have a phone call I have to make first,” she said, forcing her eyes to look somewhere-anywhere else but his body. Smooth, she thought, chastising herself for her weakness, for the tremor in her voice.

“OK. If you give me your clothes I’ll throw them in the washing machine down the hall.”

My clothes? You want my clothes? Sara’s thoughts grew frantic. She had promised herself that she would make the most of what little time they had together. In her mind that meant a replay of those glorious moments they had stolen in the desert, where he had loved her like no one had ever loved her before. But now, alone in a motel room with him, reasonably safe for the moment, she felt anxious and shy. Almost like she was doing something wrong.

“OK.” She took the phone and ran into the bathroom, not looking at him. She stripped her pants and shirt off and threw them out the door. She took off her bra and after a moments hesitation threw it out too. That just left her underwear. She rolled them down her legs and looked at them. Was she really going to give Jerry the underwear she has spent the last 6 days wearing? She eyed the garbage, wanting to just throw them away. But then she’d have to put her jeans back on with no underwear. Sara sighed, folded her underwear up as small as she could get them, and dropped them on top of the pathetic pile of clothes just outside the door.

“I’ll be back in a second,” Jerry called. She heard the door open and close. 

Sara wrapped a towel around her and sat on the cold, closed toilet lid. She looked up the number to the lawyer in Southern Idaho that was managing the trust she’d created for Jessica, and called him. She explained that she needed $50,000 of her money transferred into a new trust here in Las Vegas, immediately accessible by a name she made up on the spot. She then explained that Emma Hill would be contacting him to make arrangements to get Jessica to Idaho soon, and that she would re-fund the 50K as soon as she could. She didn’t dare transfer any money from her Brook accounts or her Sara accounts. Thorpe was likely watching them. If she made it out of this alive, she’d send the money. If she didn’t, at least Jessica and her friend had $200,000 to get them started. She’d send one last message to Emma before they confronted Carruthers and ask her to contact the lawyer if she wasn’t able to.

That done, she dropped the towel and climbed into the shower. Steaming hot water sliced the dust and grime off of her. The last week sloughed up and swirled down the drain. She started to feel tired and imagined what sliding between clean sheets in a real bed would feel like.

Sara felt a change in the temperature of the room, even from the other side of the shower curtain. Someone had opened the door. “Hey, can I come in?” Jerry’s voice. “Sure,” she squeaked, feeling like a different person. She was facing the faucet and didn’t see him, but could tell he was entering the shower behind her. Her eyes opened in shock at the same time as her body tightened  and tensed in anticipation. Anticipation of what, she wasn’t sure.

Sara felt like running. What should she do? What was he going to do? Was he naked? 

Of course he’s naked, her mind chastised her. Snap out of it. Regular people take showers together all the time. 

Sara heard the little shampoo bottle being squeezed, and suddenly Jerry’s hands were in her hair, lifting it and massaging her scalp. “Is this OK?” he asked. “Sure,” she squeaked again. She melted inside just a little bit. He was washing her hair. 

The suds worked their way down her shoulders and slipped down her body. His strong hands combed through her hair and then settled on her shoulders, rubbing them. “You’re tense,” he said. “Did I surprise you?”

“Yeah, a little,” she said. “I didn’t know you were going to come in here.”

“I’m sorry. Do you want me to leave?”

“No,” she said, too quickly. “Ah, no. It’s OK. I guess I’m just nervous, you know? I’ve never ...” she trailed off.

“I know. You’ve never had a boyfriend. This is all new to you.”

“Yeah,” she breathed. “But I like it.” She bit her lip, startled by her boldness.

He was standing so far away from her. She could be bold again. She pulled on his arm, urging him closer, and at the same time she backed up into him. Something speared her backside. Sara uttered a small shriek and jumped forward, almost losing her footing in the slippery tub. He was hard! Like steel! Sara felt her face heat up in an instant. 

Jerry chuckled indulgently, like he thought she was adorable. “Uh, sorry about that. It’s just, well, from back here the view is amazing.”

Sara felt heat flare through her body at his comment. Her nervousness fell away. Passion took its place. In her head, she said “It’s OK,” but no words came out of her mouth. She wanted to turn and face him but she just couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. But she could touch him. She reached backwards and curled her wet hand around his thick cock, squeezing and pulling. He moaned at her touch and moved closer. Gratified by his response she leaned into him, and ran her hand up and down his length, then pulled him against her body. The hot water beat down on them both, feeding the heat between them. Suddenly she wanted out of the confines of the tub. She felt she could face him now. She wanted to face him. See his face, watch his expressions, see his body react to hers.

She turned, rubbing her slippery body against him, delighting in the absence of friction. The naked, greedy hunger on his face made her suck in a breath. He drank her in with his eyes. He stared into her soul. Sara felt a little scared and wondered what he was seeing. “You are so beautiful,” he whispered, tiny rivulets of water running down his face, making him beautiful too. She melted more at his words. Standing there in the shower with the strongest, yet softest man she’d ever met, she felt that she’d never known such a perfect balance between give and take, aggression and vulnerability, firmness and softness, taking and yielding.  I love you Jerry, she said in her head, caught in the moment. I love you too, his warm eyes told her. She captured his mouth with her own and kissed him till she felt she was drowning. Words weren’t necessary, she knew. 

Sara turned around, savoring the slippery sensation of her skin against his. She turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. He followed, grabbing a fluffy white towel and wrapping it around her. Tenderly, he dried her face, then squeezed the water out of her hair with another towel. He knelt to dry her legs and feet and her heart melted again and again. 

He maintained eye contact with her while drying himself. Her eyes felt locked to his, his willing prisoner. When had he taken over? She didn’t know. She didn’t care. He dropped his towel and pulled her out of the bathroom. She followed, limply, leaving behind her own towel. 

At the bed, he turned to look at her. He dipped his head and started with her neck, slowly kissing down the length of it, while his hands twined in her hair. She pulled him close, feeling her body respond fiercely to his touch. Between her legs throbbed and ached and called for release. His kisses heated up, and trailed down her body. Gently, he pushed her backwards onto the bed. She scooted to the center and watched him watch her. He came to her like a large jungle cat, slowly, purposefully, until his body reclined between her legs. 

He focused his attention on her breasts, a low rumble of approval sounding in the back of his throat. Sara knew her breasts were smaller than society said was attractive, but Jerry drank them in like they were a fine wine. He caressed them like they were the softest silk, running his thumbs lightly over her nipples until she could feel each touch create an electric connection from her breasts to her clit. She wondered if it were possible to orgasm from just nipple stimulation. Then all thought was driven from her mind as Jerry took first one nipple, then the other gently into his mouth and swirled his tongue in a circle. 

Sara could feel his erection nudging her sex every time he shifted his weight. She desperately wanted to have it inside her. She shifted her position and tried to pull him in closer. He resisted, and turned his attention to her other breast. She moaned in frustration as his lips left her skin, then in ecstasy as they connected again. She put a hand between them and grasped his cock again, thrilling at the weight of it. She pulled on him lightly, trying to guide him inside her. He let her push the very tip between her inner folds, her breath held in anticipation, and then he pulled away, trailing more kisses down her stomach.

Sara froze. Her mind whirled with skittish thoughts. She’d never had that done to her. Nervous energy radiated out her limbs. His kisses reached her lower belly, sending delicious sensations up and down her body. Her every nerve ending suddenly felt enlarged, engorged, ready for so much more. His kisses trailed lower, and she felt his hot breath on that sensitive bundle of nerves that was normally so well hidden. 

Exquisite pleasure erupted from her core. She couldn’t bear it. She arched her back and a high, breathless whimper poured out of her throat. The pleasure built higher and higher until she felt she would go mad. The very peak of bliss slammed into her, then broke. The sensation rode waves of contractions through her very center, then broke, receded, and returned. She remembered to breathe, and her body collapsed onto the bed. 

When her mind finally allowed her a coherent thought she tried to piece together what he had done. She couldn’t. All she knew was she would do anything to get him to do it again. She tested her eyelids to see if they would obey her commands or if they were as short-circuited as the rest of her body. They fluttered open and she saw the hard panes of Jerry’s face broken into a self-satisfied grin. She would have laughed at that grin if she had any muscle control, but instead she just closed her eyes again and waited to see what was coming.

She could fell him moving upwards in the bed. He placed a chaste kiss on her belly, and then laid next to her, his head on her arm. She could feel his erection on her hip. Hard as ever. She wanted to feel it. To touch it. Maybe to kiss it and lick it. It was just so ... so masculine. But she’d wait until she got her breath back first.

Jerry ran his fingers through her hair, and lightly down her body, raising goosebumps from her head to her toes. She reveled in his gentleness and thought again that she loved him. She refused to think of anything else. This moment was for them.

After a moment, she reached her hand to his cock and curled her fingers around it, letting him know she was recovered. He pushed up on his hands immediately and moved his body between her legs. He watched her face and waited, still. Finally she determined he was waiting for her permission. “Take me Jerry,” she whispered. “Love me like a boyfriend would.” 

“I do love you, you know,” he said, his gaze unwavering. “I think I’ve loved you since the first day I met you.” Hot tears sprang to her eyes. As they overflowed and ran down her temples to her hair, he paused long enough to kiss them away, then he returned between her legs. Gently, as gently as the wind kisses a butterfly, he pushed inside her. She felt herself stretch deliciously. It seemed to go on forever. He nudged forward a centimeter at a time, losing himself in her eyes. She felt hopeless longing for a lifetime of this build in her mind. She pushed it out of her mind and clung to him, urging him on.

They found a rhythm, a melody written just for them. Sara felt another orgasm building. She struggled with it, trying not to be done so quickly. Jerry leaned closer. “Come for me baby,” he whispered into her ear. Sara tensed beneath him a final time and felt herself detonate again. Her pleasure exploded in a thousand pieces and a million parts that flew out from the center of her. She bit her lip and tried not to scream out her satisfaction. As she collapsed for the second time she felt Jerry thrust hard inside her and stiffen. A low noise came from his throat. She watched his face, wanting to see his pleasure fly across it. He shook slightly over top of her, then dropped to the side, being careful not to crush her. She bit back a cry at the broken connection between their bodies. She had wanted it to last forever, even if she knew it could not.

***

The next four days passed in a rapturous blur to Sara. They shopped for clothes and necessities. They ate all their meals in the motel, sometimes while naked - just trying to restore their energy levels between lovemaking sessions. In each early evening, before the sun went down, they prowled the ghettos of Las Vegas looking for illegal guns. A lot of them. Sara also found an identity dealer who made her a fake driver’s license, so she could access her $50,000 trust. They bought an open cargo truck and rented a storage bay for it. 

They were robbed at knife point twice, both times on D street. The first time Sara handed over a wad of cash that, to Jerry,  looked like she had kept in her front pocket for just that purpose. The nervous young male looked at it and took off running. Sara didn’t say a word, just kept walking.

The second time, Sara took the knife off the man and kicked him in the dirt before Jerry even knew they were being mugged. The man made a move under his shirt and Sara produced her gun. He fled faster than the first guy. Jerry looked around to see if anyone noticed, but no head had turned. He pulled Sara to him and whispered, “Does it say something horrible about me that I was turned on by that?” A hint of a smile playing on her lips, Sara said they should head back to the motel in case the guy decided to come back with friends. They barely made it into the room before Jerry pressed her against the wall and stripped her clothes off. His normal gentle approach morphed into something harder, faster, rougher. Sara found she couldn’t get enough of this new level of passion, and she spurred him on by whispering “fuck me” into his ear over and over again. She bit his shoulder when she came to keep from screaming.

On the 5th day, Sara woke with dread pinning her to the mattress. Everything was done. Tonight was the night. Even if everything went perfectly and she and Jerry made it out of tonight still alive, and not in handcuffs, she would not leave Las Vegas with Jerry. Good guys didn’t spend their lives with broken, disheartened murderers. She knew what she was even if he didn’t. 

She watched him sleeping deeply next to her and felt like her heart might rip right out of her chest.

Chapter 36

Hawk leaned over his keyboard, his fingers moving deftly. Craig watched him in silence, uncharacteristically stewing about what that woman had gotten Jerry involved in.

Hawk leaned backwards in his chair and stretched. “There. It’s done. I’ve compressed all of Lionel’s instructions and sent them to Jerry’s phone. It actually looks quite simple since Lionel did all of the leg work. He batched all of the signal frequencies that Sara asked for together. All she has to do is type in a few commands to the software.”

He looked back at Craig. “We could have done it for her.”

“We could have, but how do we know that we should? I can’t believe we’re going along with this at all,” Craig said grumpily. He couldn’t help but feel that he was failing Jerry right now, sitting in this hotel suite doing nothing. Craig thought about the monumental sacrifices Jerry had made for him and for Emma. About the gunshot Jerry took. About Jerry’s mangled leg. All because Craig had asked him to wear a concealed weapon to protect Emma. And after all that you are just sitting here in a hotel room while some stranger gets him involved in God-knows-what trouble. 

Craig pushed out of his chair and paced the room, disgusted with his inaction.

“Come on Craig,” Hawk said. “Jerry is a smart guy. There must be a good reason for all of this.”

“Maybe he thinks there is a good reason, but really that woman is just setting him up to take some sort of fall for him. Or maybe she’s blinding him with sex so he can’t think straight at all!”

Hawk watched him thoughtfully. “Maybe. Was that the vibe you got from them?” 

“I don’t know.” Craig clenched his fists in frustration. “Emma says they’re having sex for sure. I don’t know how she knows but I believe her. She’s known Jerry for a long time. And women just seem to know about those things, you know?”

Hawk nodded but Craig wasn’t looking at him. He just kept talking.

“I just wish we knew who she was. She carries herself like a cop, but she’s not in any database in the country as having ever been a cop or an agent or even military.”

“We’ve been over this before. She probably changed her name,” Hawk said.

“But why? What is she hiding? And how bad is it all going to turn out for Jerry” Craig mused out loud, for the hundredth time. He stopped in front of Hawk. “Look man, I don’t want to watch whatever they are going to do on the TV with the rest of the world. I want to know what’s going on. What if she’s legit and they need our help? Or what if she’s bullshit and we can get Jerry out before it explodes in his face?”

“I know Craig, I know. We’ll just have to keep looking. I’ve got facial recocgnition software running right now. Maybe that will turn something up.”

“You have a picture of her?”

“Yeah, there was one from our wedding photos. Jerry wanted her to be in it.” Hawk flipped around in his chair and pressed a few keys, pulling up the image. Craig squinted at it. 

“It’s not great though, is it? She turned her face partially away from the camera and her hair covers a lot of it,” Craig said.

“No, it’s not great. I already got a result of nothing found, but I’m running it again with wider parameters.”

Craig grunted. “Which means you’ll get a ton of false positives probably."

“Yep, but it’s all we’ve got right now,” Hawk said. “If only we had a better picture.”

The door opened and Emma and Vivian walked in, laughing and carrying bags of Chinese food. “A better picture of who?” Vivian asked.

Hawk shot out of his chair and grabbed the bags out of her hand, placing them on the table. He gave her a soft kiss and said, “Of Sara, we’re trying to figure out who she is.”

“I’ve got one,” Emma said. “On my phone.” She pulled out her phone and tabbed through her gallery. “Here.” She handed the phone to Hawk. Craig crowded over his shoulder to see it too.

“Perfect,” Hawk breathed. 

It was a full face picture. Jerry was whispering something in her ear and her eyes were wide, her mouth breaking into a smile. 

Hawk flipped around again with Emma’s phone. In 5 minutes he joined the rest of them at the table to eat. Craig raised his eyebrows. “It takes awhile. Could be all day,” Hawk responded.

Craig made a face but nodded and kept eating.

***

Two hours later, Hawk’s computer made a chiming sound. Craig ran to it. “Don’t get too excited,” Hawk called after him, staying where he was. “That noise signifies a partial match only.”

“Holy shit,” Craig said, his voice low and awed. That got Hawk moving.

“Oh no,” Hawk said under his breath when he saw the monitor.

“What?!” Emma and Vivian cried in unison. The tension level in the room increased a thousand fold.

All four of them crowded around the computer and read the All Points Bulletin with a National Security Agency logo plastered across the top.

Vivian read out loud, her cultured voice shaking slightly. “Melissa Medina, wanted for treason. Do not approach. Highly dangerous. Call Agent Frank Thorpe immediately with any information.”

Craig felt nauseous. He clamped the feeling down. “Where’s the throwaway phone?”

Emma grabbed it for him. “Here.”

Craig sat in a chair and started texting. Suddenly he didn’t give a shit about all of Sara’s rules - no names, no mention of Westwood Harbor, only very generic texts, no locations.

“Jerry, I need to talk to you.”

Nothing came back.

“Jerry, it’s important.”

No response.

Craig felt like throwing the phone across the room but he restrained himself. He would get an answer eventually.

Emma sat down heavily next to him, a shocked look on her face. Vivian stayed with Hawk, whose fingers were a blur across the keyboard, rubbing his shoulders.

The minutes passed like seconds, everyone suddenly aware that they might be completely out of time at any moment, and that their friend Jerry’s fate might depend completely on what they did or didn’t do before then.

Craig texted a few more times and still got no response. “Damnit!” he shouted, startling Emma. She grasped his hand. “Do we have any idea at all where they are?” He curled his fingers around hers. “None. Maybe somewhere near that park. That’s all we know.”

Hawk made a noise of disgust. “What?” Craig asked.

“I’ve accessed the NSA files and I can’t find any files on Melissa Medina or this treason or anything from Frank Thorpe. His mouth twisted at Thorpe’s name. 

“Clearance?” Craig asked.

“I’ve got full clearance. They just don’t exist here.”

“How could that be?” 

“Not sure, but maybe it’s because Thorpe doesn’t work for the NSA, or at least he didn’t 8 years ago.”

“Who does he work for?”

“Ever heard of the DCIA?”

“No,” Craig said, his face still stormy. Hawk ignored it. He’d seen it before. Emma however, rarely saw Craig anything but cheerful. She massaged his hand, hoping to calm him a little.

“It’s a clandestine agency. They mostly do spy work. It doesn’t even officially exist,” Hawk said.

“A clandestine agency? In the U.S.?” Hawk nodded. “So how do you know about it?” 

“They recruited me based on my FBI entrance exam test scores and my computer knowledge. In fact I met with Frank Thorpe. He was the director then. This was while you were still in the Army.”

“But you didn’t want to sign up with them?” Craig asked.

“Nope. I was interested, very interested. But when I met with Frank Thorpe I decided no way. The guy’s a sociopath. And he doesn’t even know it.”

Craig’s face contorted savagely. “Awesome. He fits right in with this party then. So what do we do now?”

“Not sure. I would say we snoop in the DCIA’s files but I wouldn’t even know where to begin. I don’t know how to find their network.”

“Fuck!” Craig got up and paced the large room again, texting on the small phone while he did so. Twice he looked ready to pitch it across the room, but both times he reeled his anger in with effort.

Hawk looked at Emma pointedly. “Maybe you should go look for him,” he said to Craig, inclining his head towards Emma and raising his eyebrows. She nodded and jumped up. 

“Yeah honey, let’s go back to that park and see if we can find anything,” Emma said to Craig.

“Yeah, good, let’s go,” he said, still texting as he walked out the door.

“I’ll call you if I find anything,” Hawk yelled after them.

When they were gone, Vivian turned to Hawk. “Can Lionel help you?”

“Maybe. I’ll message him.” Hawk turned to his computer again. Vivian retreated to the couch and grabbed her tablet. She knew that when Hawk was working it was best to leave him in peace. Besides, she had some ideas of her own she wanted to punch into Google. 

***

Craig drove slowly. The setting sun partially blinded him, adding to his frustration. He and Emma had been walking a perimeter around East Apple Park for hours now, showing Jerry and Sara’s picture. Melissa’s picture, Craig corrected himself bitterly. The feeling that he was failing Jerry was stronger now, pounding relentlessly at his temples. They were driving now, and starting to get desperate. He pulled into the parking lot of a run-down motel. “Let’s go talk to the clerk and show him the picture.” Emma nodded, her phone in her hand. As they opened their car doors, it buzzed.

She read the text message from Hawk. “Hawk says to come back. He says it’s urgent.”

Craig took a last look at the large, plate-glass window of the motel, marking it, then slid back in his car. “OK.” He’d learned years ago to trust Hawk’s instincts. 

It took them almost 30 minutes to get back to their hotel. As they walked in the door to the room, Hawk was already waving them over. “You have to see this Craig. Jerry’s in big trouble alright, but we don’t think Sara’s a criminal or guilty of treason. Not anymore.” He glanced at Vivian. She nodded vehemently. 

Hawk handed Craig two large bundles of paper. Craig riffed the edges, unbelievingly. “Can’t you just give me the short version?”

“OK.” He looked at Vivian. “You want to tell him? You’ll explain it better.”

She nodded and took a deep breath, thinking how to start. “Sara’s a spy, Craig, and an undercover DCIA agent, or at least she used to be. She was part of an experimental program that Thorpe dreamed up. The program has since been discontinued because 29 out of the 71 original agents who were part of it are serving jail time for heavy crimes. Lots of domestic violence. Lots of murder. Basically, a high percentage of the people in the program are acting as sociopaths without any impulse control at all. What this guy Thorpe did was, he convinced agents to put their kids in the program from birth. These kids grew up without any real school or peer contact. They were trained how to be spies from the time they could walk. And they were sent to camps where the propaganda about the country and themselves was off the charts. They were trained to be killers. There’s report after report about the killing they’ve done for the agency. Lots of military stuff. Enemy targets in countries all over the world. But none of them are in jail for that. Out of the 29 people who are in jail right now, 18 of them are there because they killed outside of work. 14 of them killed a spouse or a girlfriend. One killed a co-worker. Two of them killed neighbors. And the last one tried to kill Thorpe. That was when he finally dismantled the program. He called it Operation Scope.”

Vivian took a deep breath. “There’s so much to tell. Hawk and I have been poring over everything we could find for the last few hours, trying to make sense of it all. But the bottom line is Sara was part of this program. She did a lot of work for the DCIA in Mexico and South and Central America on Human Trafficking. Thorpe turned her into a one-woman vigilante justice program down there. But her reports have been doctored. And 2 years ago she took off. Just disappeared. 5 weeks after that Thorpe put out that wanted APB on her. Problem is, there’s nothing to back it up. And she puts out her own report every day on the Internet. As far as Hawk can tell she distributes it to a different site every day and it’s deleted almost as soon as she puts it up. And the site is knocked offline too. She must have some software doing it for her, and Thorpe must be using software to find it and then scrub it. Her report says that Thorpe is funneling illegal drugs and money into the U.S. from Mexico, and he was using her to scare the cartels down there into doing what he wants. If one of the big drug lords didn’t do things exactly how he said, Thorpe would give his name to Sara, feed her a bunch of fake or real information, and tell her to kill him.”

Emma’s mouth fell open. Craig held up a hand. “Wait, wait, wait. This guy is funneling guns into the U.S.?”

Hawk nodded. “You haven’t heard the worst of it. According to Sara he’s got a partner. A senator.”

Craig tore to his feet. “A senator? Oberlin?” Craig yelled, knowing it couldn’t be true, but unable to not say it. Senator Oberlin was dead. He had shot himself in front of Craig and Emma when they stumbled into his sick plot. But two senators making themselves rich off the illegal gun trade in their own country was unthinkable to him. If there was one thing Craig didn’t understand, it was people who already had plenty of money and who were tasked with keeping the U.S. a great place, doing horrible things.

“No,” Hawk said, shaking his head. “Claymont Carruthers. Our other esteemed California senator. He and Thorpe go way back. Carruthers started the DCIA in 1974, 2 years after he was first elected. He’s held onto his seat this whole time. He appointed Thorpe head of the organization and it sounds like he and the president are the only people that Thorpe answers to.”

Craig shook his head, trying to process what he was being told. Could it really be possible that Carruthers was in on everything they thought Oberlin had orchestrated? They knew Oberlin had probably had a partner somewhere, but that suspicion had never fallen on the only other Senator in their state.

Hawk leaned in. “We think we know what she is going to do.”

“What?”

“We think she is going to confront one of them - Carruthers or Thorpe - and that’s why she wants to hijack the TV and cable signals. She wants the world to see it. She doesn’t want the possibility of it just being ignored.”

“But why take Jerry with her?”

Vivian and Hawk looked at each other. “We don’t know. Unless Jerry uncovered something that made Thorpe target him too. Unless Jerry’s in it just as deep as she is for some reason.”

Craig rubbed his arms with both hands. “What if this is all bullshit though? Sara could have just made up this elaborate plan to save her ass. Maybe she’s the sociopath.”

Hawk’s eyes bored into Craig’s. “I’ve been checking her reports against ours and I’m afraid she’s not making anything up. Names, dates, highways into the U.S. They all match up to stuff we’ve uncovered before. In fact, Oberlin may have been working with Thorpe and Carruthers.”

Craig crossed his arms over his chest. His mouth worked but nothing came out. His fingers curled into fists against his arms. If Claymant Carruthers or Frank Thorpe had been in front of him, he would have had a hard time keeping those fingers off their necks.

Emma broke in. “This guy Thorpe sounds dangerous. What if he sees her coming and just shoots her on sight? Or figures out a way to twist everything again and gets them thrown in jail?” 

Hawk nodded. “I was thinking that too. We have to find them. And stop them or help them. There’s got to be a better way than whatever they are planning. Too bad we couldn’t get a direct line to the president.”

Craig looked thoughtful. “We could ask the Director of the FBI, but he’d want a day or two to review everything. Who knows if we have that. Sara and Jerry could be on the move right now.” He started pacing the room again, then turned quickly to Hawk. “Hawk, don’t you know anyone who might be able to get us in the door with the president? Someone who might slip him a report and tell him it’s important?” 

Hawk shook his head no. “I don’t think so. I could try, but I don’t know anyone high enough up that it would be a guarantee.”

Vivian spoke up, softly. They all turned to stare at her. Hawk never forgot, but Craig and Emma sometimes did forget that her parents were supremely rich. “My dad knows the president. They went to college together and my dad gave him millions of dollars for his campaign. My dad has his cell number.”

Chapter 37

As Jerry drove the tiny hatchback down the highway from Las Vegas to California, his anxiety level seemed to increase with every passing mile. When they first started driving, he told himself that it would get better, that the road would lull him into a relaxed state, but it seemed just the opposite was happening.

He thought back to that morning. Sara had insisted they buy him a car. She was driving the reinforced open cargo truck, and he was behind her on the 5 hour drive. She had said that she didn’t want him in the truck with her for most of the drive to the Senator’s house outside of Pacific Palisades in case they got pulled over. She said if she got pulled over with the truck full of guns she was going to jail for a very long time, no matter what her story was. He believed that much. She said she didn’t want him to have to go too and that’s why he needed to drive separately from her. He was scared that was a bald-faced lie.

Since the moment they woke up that morning and made desperate love, he had sensed the truth in her eyes, in her every touch and word. She was going to ditch him again. Why, he didn’t know. When, he didn’t know. But he knew it was going to happen, and the thought terrified him. His heart ached with the thought of never touching her again, never watching her bite her lip to keep from laughing, never hearing her voice call his name, or never feeling the silken weight of her hair in his hands. If she left him he knew he would be a broken, useless shell. When she left him, he corrected himself.

Was she going to slip away from him somewhere on the highway between here and there? Or was she going to wait until after the culmination of all their planning after the Senator’s house? Would she say goodbye first? Or just slip away? Would she finally tell him she loved him? He knew she did. He could hear it in her voice, see it in her eyes, and feel it in her every touch. But she was keeping those three little words from him. Was she keeping them from herself too?

He had seen her plan to ditch him first thing that morning. But he had also seen something else. A forlorn, unspoken plea that he not confront her with it. I can't take it, her eyes said. And he loved her. So he didn’t confront her. But he would. He swore to himself a hundred times on that long drive that if they made it out of this alive, he would confront her. He would do anything to have a fighting chance to keep her. Anything.

***

In front of him, Sara’s truck pulled onto the side of the small country road, just like they had agreed. Jerry breathed a sigh of relief. This was where he got in with her. She wasn’t taking off yet. He got out of his car and ran to the passenger seat of the cargo truck in the darkness. He hoisted himself up into the seat next to her and gave her a smile. She smiled back then averted her eyes quickly. 

“We have a 20 minute ride till we get there. Let’s go over the plan one more time,” she said.

“OK.” Fingers of panic began to beat on Jerry’s chest. They were really going to do this. Suddenly worrying about Sara ditching him seemed foolhardy. There was no way the two of them were going to make it out of this with their freedom and their lives intact.

Jerry stole a glance at Sara. Do or die, he thought, and he started to put on his gear while she talked.

***

Sara pulled over again at the gate of the huge, sprawling community that Carruthers lived in. Without a word she turned to her phone and pressed a few buttons. Jerry watched her, his heart strangely calm. Satisfied, she put it aside and pulled out the rectangle piece of hardware they had picked up at Radio Shack. To Jerry, it looked like a tiny cassette recorder with two red wires coming out of the bottom and nine pushbuttons on the side. She hopped out of the truck and plugged the wires into the bottom of the gate key card system. Jerry couldn’t see what she did next, but the gate swung open. He shook his head. Was there nothing she didn’t know how to do? I’ll bet she can’t cook a lick, he thought. He laughed, nervous laughter, but laughter all the same.

“Let’s switch,” She said. Jerry climbed over the middle console and she ran around to the passenger side, her mouth pressed in a thin line.

“Kiss for good luck?” he asked. She looked at him, that ghost of a smile playing around her lips again. Then she leaned over the console that was between them. He cupped her face gently, and pressed his lips to hers. Her lips felt strangely cold to him. Like he’d never kissed her before. She pulled away, but before she did he saw the tear track down her cheek. Fear of loss gripped him once more. 

He wrestled the truck into gear and took off with a lurching start, pushing the truck to go faster so he wouldn’t have to think about anything but staying out of the ditch. They passed huge estates with mile long driveways on both sides of the road. Sara put on a helmet beside him, obscuring her face.

Sara pointed to a driveway coming up fast on their right. “It’s that one.” Jerry twisted the wheel hard and slammed the brakes in front of the small guardhouse. The guard heaved to his feet, clipboard in hand. He took one look at the two people in the huge truck, both dressed in black tactical gear and one wearing a Kevlar helmet with a face guard, and grabbed for the phone.

“We have the shipment the Senator ordered,” Jerry yelled, his heart pounding now. 

The man on the phone faltered, said a few more words, and put the handset down. He opened his small window slightly. “You have what?”

“The shipment he wanted from Mexico. I have the report right here that says he authorized it and wanted it delivered here.” Jerry waved some papers around.

“No shipments come through here. You’re mistaken. Take it back,” the guard said.

“Take it back to where? The Senator ordered this! Your ass is going to be on the line if you turn us away. You better get him on the phone,” Jerry said. Sara sat still, watching the exchange. She checked the image on her phone. It showed the guard from the Jerry’s vantage point. Perfect. The tiny camera hidden on Jerry’s collar was one of 5. The other 4 images showed in the upper right hand corner. Her phone image was too small to allow her to see them well, but as far as she could tell they looked perfect. All four cameras were capturing audio, but only the image selected was playing audio over the channels they had hijacked. 

Sara watched the image shake. Wait, was it her hand that was shaking? Sara felt her thoughts slip into overdrive a little bit as Jerry continued his argument with the gate guard. It caught her off guard. Normally, her cold mission persona never slipped until the job was done. Anxious thoughts, feelings, and behaviors were fine before or after, but during? That could get her killed. But then she knew the difference. It wasn’t just her life on the line now. It was Jerry’s too. What had she been thinking getting him involved in this? Sara looked up slowly. She reached out and touched Jerry’s arm. Her mouth tried to form the words ‘forget it, let’s go back, this is crazy,’ but before she could, Jerry demanded to see the Senator, just as they had planned.

In the darkness of the cab, Sara plucked at Jerry’s sleeve. Her throat felt frozen closed. She watched the house at the end of the long driveway. The front door was opening. More guards. How long till the ones with the guns on their hips showed up? It would be a miracle if they weren’t shot here at the end of the driveway.

“I have to see the Senator. You tell him I have his shipment here. You’ll see. He wants it!” Jerry yelled. He slammed the truck into first gear, never feeling Sara’s hand on his arm or sensing her sudden distress. He released the clutch and the truck bucked forward. He pressed the gas, driving right into the gate and pushing the two halves open. Sara heard metal screech against metal. They were through. Sara’s mission persona tried to take over. She didn’t know what to do.

“Here we go baby, it’s gonna work,” Jerry said through gritted teeth. He shifted and shifted again and they drew close to the house. Sara saw a tall man with white hair standing at the door of the immense house, framed by the light spilling out from inside. He didn’t look scared or unsure. He looked pissed. Maybe they did have a chance, she thought. Do or die, she told herself, one of Jerry’s favorite expressions. If someone was going to die tonight, she would do her best to make sure it was her, and not Jerry.

Jerry slammed the brakes and the big truck shuddered to a stop. She knew they had 7 minutes - 10 at the most, before the cops showed up. She hopped out of the truck and climbed up the back to the cargo area. Her gear was bulky and confining. She had to fight it to climb. She threw back the tarp covering the guns and began to throw them over the side of the truck. 

“Your guns, Senator Carruthers,” Jerry bellowed. “This is the first shipment. The second one will be here soon.”

Sara stopped pitching guns over the side and stood, being sure to train her camera on the senator’s face. She grabbed her phone from her pocket and switched the main camera to hers. She climbed down the side of the truck and picked up a short-barreled, machine gun. She held it up by the stock, making sure not to point it at anyone. She sensed the guard from the gate house running up the driveway. Another guard was standing next to the senator, dressed in a security uniform. No one had produced any guns yet but them.

Sara saw confusion, then fear on the Senator’s face. “What do you mean the second shipment?”

“The second shipment. We have 4 trucks coming total. That’s the only way we could carry 50,000 assault weapons.”

“50,000 assault weapons? What are you talking about? Why are they coming to my house?” 

“Didn’t you order the weapons to be brought in from Mexico?” Jerry yelled from the cab of the truck. Sara made him agree to stay in there no matter what, although she doubted he would just drive out if things got bad.

Sara was gratified to see a new flurry of emotions cross Carruther’s face. Calculating emotions. He knew he was caught, and he was trying to think of a way out of it.

A new face showed up at the doorway. The bottom dropped out of Sara’s planning. They were dead. TV feed or not, they were dead. Oh, Jerry, I’m so sorry, she thought.

Frank Thorpe was standing in the doorway.

He walked slowly down the cobbled path straight for Sara. “Agent Medina, how nice of you to come by. I’ve been looking for you. And how considerate of you to bring your friend. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.” Thorpe smiled a broad, genuine smile. Hate filled Sara with silent, black fury. “You bastard,” she whispered. “You killed my mother.” 

He looked surprised, then his smile reappeared. This time it was 100% predatory. “I did kill your mother, Melissa. She gave me no other choice. She tried to have my program shut down. She petitioned an audience with my boss and asked him to go to the president. What else could I do?” 

Sara felt sick. She wanted to slice Thorpe’s face open with her fingernails. Her teeth. Anything. 

“Hey!” she heard Jerry call out of the passenger window of the truck. Jerry! 

“Jerry this is Thorpe,” she yelled, not taking her eyes off Thorpe. “Abandon the plan. Just get out of here. Tell your friends what happened. Go!”

“Hey, no, no way. You get in the truck Sara, and then I’ll go,” Jerry said.

Thorpe laughed lightly. “You know I can’t let that happen, right? You two aren’t going anywhere.” He produced a large, heavy-looking handgun from a holster under his jacket and pointed it at Sara’s stomach.

“You hop on down here Mr. Mansko, or I’ll gut shoot your girlfriend.”

Sara heard the door scrape open and her heart burst. “No Jerry! Just go! You have to or he wins!”

“I can’t do it Sara.” Sara heard tears in his voice. He knew the stakes. He knew she was going to die and he was going to die beside her. 

Before he could climb down the sound of a helicopter filled the air. First Carruthers, then the guard, then Jerry looked up. Thorpe kept his eyes on Sara. A spotlight skimmed up the driveway, then over the truck. Sara squinted against the light but didn’t look up. She watched Thorpe for an opening. 

As the helicopter circled the driveway, coming in to land, Thorpe grabbed Sara by the arm and pulled her around the other side of the truck. “I’m sorry to lose you Sara, but you’ve become just as bad as your mother.” 

He fired 4 bullets into her chest. Sara thudded to the ground. 

Quickly, Thorpe shoved his gun into his holster, then pulled a tissue out of his pocket, then bent and pulled a gun out of his boot. He pressed it to the outside of his arm and without thinking fired a shot. He screamed at the pain for just a moment, then knelt again and pressed the gun into Sara’s palm. 

He stood up in time to see Jerry sprinting around the side of the truck towards him. Jerry saw Sara and skidded to a stop. “No, no, no,” he moaned.

Thorpe pulled his gun out of his holster, saying “She shot me, what other choice did I have but to kill her?” His face contorted grotesquely into what might have been a smile or a grimace. 

Jerry saw the gun coming for him and he dropped to the ground and rolled under the truck. Thorpe fired shot after shot at his retreating body.

Jerry saw Thorpe’s boots coming for him. He crawled frantically to the far side of the truck but knew he wouldn’t make it in time. 

The sounds of men yelling split the air. “Put your hands up! Drop the gun!” Jerry heard bodies connect and a thud. He kept crawling and somehow made it out the other side alive. 

Shakily, he got to his feet and pressed against the side of the truck. The helicopter’s rotors caught his eye, but all his mind could think was ‘Sara! Sara!’

A man ran around the truck and Jerry turned his head away, waiting for a bullet to rip through him.

“Jerry, thank God man, you’re OK.” Jerry knew that voice. He turned his head back, and saw Craig. 

“Thorpe is in handcuffs, Jerry. We got him.”

Surreality washed over Jerry. Craig was here? How? And Thorpe was in handcuffs? But was it too late?

He ran past Craig, a single word on his lips. “Sara!”

As he rounded the truck he saw her, on her back, perfectly still, 4 holes in her shirt. Her face was still covered by the helmet and he couldn't see it. His vision blurred and blackened at the edges. He fell to his knees next to her. “Sara, baby, talk to me,” he whispered, his voice low. Gently, he pulled her helmet off.

She opened her eyes. “Jerry,” her lips said, but nothing came out of her mouth. Her face contorted in pain. 

He grabbed a hole in her shirt and ripped it down the center, letting the two sides fall to the ground, revealing heavy body armor with 4 charred holes. As gently as he could, he pulled the Velcro straps apart and lifted the armor to look under it. Craig came to his side. “What can I do?” he asked.

“We have to get this over her head without hurting her,” Jerry said through his tears. Craig nodded and knelt at Sara’s head. Her eyes fluttered and she moaned. They maneuvered the bulletproof vest over her head. Jerry gently lifted the black shirt she wore underneath it. Her chest was a massive purple bruise, covering her abdomen, her ribs, and even her breasts. As gently as he could, he ran his fingers over her ribs. He looked at Craig, his eyes pleading. “Her ribs are broken, maybe her sternum, we have to get her to a hospital now.”

Craig nodded and ran off barking orders at Hawk and two other men.

Within 3 minutes, Jerry was holding Sara’s hand as they lifted off in the helicopter from the Senator’s estate. 

Chapter 38

Jerry paced in the hospital room Sara would be brought to after her surgery. The doctor had given her a good chance of pulling through, but Jerry couldn’t rest until he saw her face. He rubbed his fingertips against his jeans, still feeling the black dye soaking into his skin from his fingerprinting. Craig had arrested him, and said Sara was under arrest too, in order to keep the local police from coming in and doing it. If the local police got their hands on him he would be sitting in a cell block until everything was straightened out. Jerry knew he would go insane in a cell block. He looked up at the clock. Three hours. They’d been in surgery for three hours. He was about to go insane in here. He would be pacing the hall, maybe waiting outside the surgical bay, but the guard at the door said he had to stay here. Just a formality, Craig told him, and then he left for the Los Angeles FBI office. Apparently he and Sara had stirred up quite a mess.

Jerry didn’t allow himself to think. He didn’t allow himself to hope, to grieve, or to fear. He paced, and he existed, and that was the most he could manage for now.

The door opened, and a nurse came in. She held the door and two more nurses pushed Sara’s bed in. Jerry watched her come in, feet first, and when his gaze landed on her face, he stiffened. Her eyes were closed, her face deathly pale and thin, as if she had lost a lot of blood. Wires ran in her nose and under her blankets. She looked impossibly small and frail. Jerry’s heart ached. He pulled on his own hands and waited for the nurses to be done. 

He watched the monitor, evaluating her vital signs. Blood pressure was low, pulse high, respirations normal. His hands twitched and jerked, wanting to touch her.

Finally, the nurses plugged in every last wire and positioned the bed just right. “Let her sleep,” one said as they left the room. He nodded and gazed at her face. He touched her hand. It was cold. Well she can’t run away, he thought, and two pregnant tears rolled down his cheeks. He wiped them away before they could fall on her face and sat down. 

As the night wore on, he dozed lightly in the chair, holding her hand, with his face pressed into her sheets. He roused himself after every short sleep cycle to check her vital signs. They didn’t change.

***

Morning light streamed through the windows, grazing his eyelids. His eyes opened and took in her vital signs. They looked good, better than last night. Something was different though. Her hand wasn’t in his anymore.

Jerry lifted his head creakily and looked at Sara. She was awake, watching him. Her face was unreadable. Jerry wiped wetness from the corner of his mouth and smiled a tentative smile. “Hi,” he said. He could feel the thick waves of thought and deliberation coming off of her.

“Hi Jerry,” she said without smiling. “We’re alive.” 

“We are.”

She looked around the room. “What happened to me?” 

“Thorpe shot you 4 times. The vest stopped the bullets, but 3 of your ribs were broken. And the bottom part of your sternum shattered.”

She nodded slowly, like it hurt her to do so. He didn’t see the pain on her face though.

“Where’s Thorpe, and Carruthers?”

“I don’t know. I think the FBI took them.”

“The FBI?”

“Yeah, Craig and Hawk showed up in a helicopter.”

Sara’s face finally registered some emotion. “Your friends showed up?” she whispered. “How did they find us?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t gotten to talk to them yet.”

Sara looked out the window. Jerry took her hand in his. It felt like ice. “I’m tired, Jerry,” she said, not looking at him.

Feeling a million miles away from her, Jerry told her, “you should rest.” His voice cracked on the last word. She was still here, but she still had her mind set on leaving. He read her plan in her eyes. One day, as soon as she could, she was going to pull out her wires and slip out. And he’d never see her again.

Jerry watched her close her eyes. As soon as she got a little strength back he would try. He would try as hard as he could to convince her to stay. But would she listen?

Chapter 39

Six days later, Sara sat up in her bed and told the nurses she was going to walk. The cautioned her against it. They said it was too soon. They threatened to call the doctor. Sara ignored them and walked, her head held high, no sign of pain on her face.

News trickled in. Carruthers was released on house arrest. Thorpe was in the federal penitentiary. The federal judge refused to grant him bail, based on the horrific video Sara’s collar cam had shot, showing Thorpe’s abhorrent cunning and complete lack of conscience when he shot her, then shot himself and planted the gun on her.

Craig and Hawk were uncovering more of the crimes that Thorpe had committed. What he had done in Mexico was only a very small part of the story of this evil man. The President was doing everything he could to distance himself from both Thorpe and Carruthers. He promised swift justice on the perpetrators of these crimes against the country. News of the DCIA leaked out and he also promised a thorough dismantling of the secret agency.

Sara had a fan base. No one knew what she looked like, or even if her name was Sara or Melissa, but the entire world heard her accusations and watched Thorpe's bullets fly towards her over and over on the Internet. Some people were calling for her to take Carruther’s seat in the Senate. Others said she should get to shoot Thorpe now. Still others wanted her to run for president.

Jerry also had fans. His picture was plastered across the news daily. He received 50 letters a day in the hospital addressed to Hero Fireman. Most were from women wanting to have his baby.

Daily, Jerry tried to catch her eye and he usually failed. He knew she was planning her escape. Sorrow pierced his heart. She would barely speak to him.  

One night, he opened his eyes to find her watching him. Her face was unguarded and he saw the misery in her eyes. Do or die, he whispered inside his head.

He walked to her bedside. “Sara, don’t leave me.” He laid out his pain for her to see in his gesture, his touch, his voice, and his eyes.

She peeked at it then looked away. “I’m not leaving.”

“Yes you are, I know it. You’ve already left me in your heart, and in a few days you’re going to sneak out of here and disappear to one of the other cities where you have identities.”

Her throat worked. She didn’t speak.

Jerry held her hand, his pain making his legs weak.

“Sara, can you at least tell me why you are going to leave me?”

He watched as shiny tears slipped down her cheeks. He longed to kiss them away. 

“Sara why? Please tell me,” he whispered.

She stared at the dark window. After 30 minutes, he returned to his reclining chair. He wasn’t giving up, he told himself. She could still come around, he pleaded in his mind.

His heart sat leaden and heavy in his chest. He waited for morning.

She spoke. “I’m a killer Jerry. You don’t want me.”

Jerry sat. It was out. She couldn’t live with what she had done. Now what could he say to change her mind?

As dawn broke and sadness overflowed the room he finally replied. “I do want you. I want nothing but you. I want you and only you for the rest of my life. I want you, killer or not. I love you, killer or not. I forgive you for everything you can’t forgive yourself for, killer or not. You may see yourself as a killer, but I see your heart. You’ve killed people. I won’t tell you that you killed people for a good reason. Because the fear and pain and anguish they unleashed on the world was so great killing was the only thing that made sense. You know that. But I will tell you that your country has forgiven you. And I will tell you that I personally don’t think there’s anything to forgive. Being a killer does not make you bad, does not make you evil. And it does not make you unlovable. It’s not a life sentence, Sara. Please stay with me. Please.”

He couldn’t look at her while he was talking. He was too scared that coldness in her face would make him lose his nerve, his place. But now he looked. Her face was not cold. It was warm with sunrise and heated with something that looked like hope. 

Jerry allowed himself to hope. He watched her face until it relaxed and fell asleep. Then he slept also.

The clunky, old hospital phone rang at 10 a.m. sharp. Jerry picked it up quickly, hoping it didn’t wake Sara. “Hello?”

“Hello, is this Jerry Mansko?” a voice that Jerry couldn’t quite place asked.

“Yes.” 

“Hello young man, this is the President. I just wanted to thank you for your service to our country and be the first to tell you that all charges against you have been dropped.” 

Jerry’s fingers went numb. The President? Charges dropped?

“Thank you, Sir,” he managed. 

“Is agent Medina there?”

“Uh,” Jerry turned and saw Sara’s alert eyes watching him. 

He handed her the phone. “It’s the President.” Movement in the doorway caught his eye. The FBI agent stationed at the door, plus what looked like every nurse on shift were staring in, some with their mouths open. 

Sara took the phone. “Hello?”

Jerry watched her face. Emotions marched across it. Surprise, suspicion, disbelief. And one last one. Hope, again.

“Yes sir, thank you, sir.” Sara paused. “I’ll have to think about it, sir.” Another pause. “I’ll do that, Sir.” “OK, thank you. Goodbye.”

She handed the receiver back to Jerry, her eyes wide. She stared out the window. In a far-off voice she said “He wants me to dismantle the DCIA. He says there’s a place on his cabinet for me.”

Jerry tried to take her limp hand. “Even your President forgives you,” he said softly. “Now the only one left to forgive you is yourself.”

***

The day passed in a stupefied daze. Jerry didn’t get a chance to speak to Sara until the evening. She had therapy, and a steady stream of well-wishers. That evening, as he waited for her to finish talking to a visiting nurse from a another floor who wanted to know what if the President sounded as strong on the phone as he did on TV, Jerry fell asleep. 

A heavy weight on his body pulled him out of a deep sleep. He pushed at it, muttering. It pushed back. 

He opened his eyes. Sara was straddling him in the chair, the tiny grin he loved so much prominent on her face. She tried to lean down to him but caught her breath in pain. He scrambled into a sitting position quickly.

She leaned forward and kissed him full on the mouth. “Jerry, I want to tell you something.”

His breath quickened. She wasn’t leaving?

She kissed around to his ear, her hair tickling his cheek.

“I love you,” she whispered. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

Jerry caught her face in his hands and her mouth with his mouth. Sometimes word just weren’t needed.

Chapter 40

Three weeks later, they were finally allowed to leave the Los Angeles area. They rented a car and drove to Jerry’s home in Westwood Harbor. 

Sara walked over the threshold of his house curiously. There was so much she didn’t know about Jerry. But she knew he was kind, and funny, and thoughtful, and handsome, and courageous. That seemed like enough for now.

She pulled him to his bedroom, wanting mostly to sleep. They’d had a long day in the FBI office and then drove for several hours. But they hadn’t been intimate since she’d been shot, and her body called out for his.

Jerry undressed her carefully, always mindful of her healing ribs. Her chest, stomach, and even breasts were a faded, sickly orange. She knew in time that would fade. Jerry found her pajamas and tucked her into bed. He wanted to air out his house and check his month’s worth of mail. She pulled at him, wanting him to stay with her.

He climbed into bed with her, spooning her gently. Sara rubbed against him, now thinking sleep could wait a few more minutes. She did some quick math in her head and realized that she wasn’t safe from getting pregnant if they had sex. Suddenly, she didn’t know how she felt about that. It wasn’t a given to her anymore that she didn’t want to get pregnant.

She felt Jerry’s body respond to her. He stripped off his clothes quickly and held her again. She turned over and looked him in the eye. “Jerry, we’ve had sex a dozen times, maybe more, without protection. You aren’t ... fixed are you?”

Shock registered on his face. “No, I’m not.” His brow furrowed. “I guess I just never even thought of it. That’s strange, I’m usually very careful about that.” His eyes went wide as he played back what he had said. “Um, I mean, I didn’t—” She laughed and cut him off. “Relax, I know you’ve had girlfriends before.”

She kissed him lightly and said “I know you probably aren’t ready for babies right now, and it’s that dangerous time for me, so do you have any protection?”

He sat up on his elbow and looked at her. “How do you feel about babies?” 

She thought about it. “I don’t know really. I’ve just always thought that babies were something I’d never have, you know? I would love to have kids but it always felt like more of a dream to me. Something that could never happen for me.” She dropped her eyes. He kissed the tip of her nose. She looked back at him shyly. “If you ever think you’re ready for babies let me know, I might be ready for them too.”

Jerry pushed above her on his arms and stared into her eyes as he entered her slowly, deliciously. Softly he told her, “I’m going to make all your dreams come true Sara, you just have to tell me what they are.”

***

Sara woke up to birds singing outside the window. She curled her fingers around her belly and snuggled against the warmth of Jerry’s back. She hadn’t forgiven herself yet, but she was learning to live with her past. For herself, for Jerry, and maybe someday for their child, she could do it.

––––––––

<<<<<>>>>>

––––––––

Epilogue

––––––––

Sara got up silently and padded to the kitchen. Her phone was ringing. It was Emma. Wondering why Emma would be calling her, she picked it up. “Hi Emma.”

“Sara, I know you just got home, and I’m so sorry to call you and bother you, but we need your help.” Panic played in Emma’s voice. She sounded close to tears. 

“Calm down Emma, what’s going on?” 

Emma took a deep breath. “Lionel found mine and Vivian’s brother. He’s a Gunnery Sergeant in the Marine Corp. We tracked him down a few days ago. He’s stationed in Afghanistan. He’s—” Emma broke off, and the phone dropped to the floor. She picked it back up again.

“Do you have a TV? Just turn on the news.” 

Sara crossed to the TV and rifled through the channels until she found CNN. A picture of a dark-haired, blue-eyed man splashed across the screen. 

Sara read the headline: “Gunnery Sergeant John Taylor taken hostage in Farbalkh. Hostage-takers demand release of prisoners in Guantanamo or they promise public execution”

Sara examined the pictures of the hooded man that followed, her skilled eyes looking already looking for clues.

The End

Look for Edge of the Heat 6 in September 2014!

Get The Newest Books

Get Early notification of all my new releases by signing up for my mailing list at http://www.lisaladew.com I will always do a three day .99 cent sale at Amazon for my list so this is a great way to get my books at a bargain.

Could You Help Me Out?

I truly hope you enjoyed this book. 

Would you please do me a favor and write me a review? There is nothing more important to authors than reviews. Let me know what you think of it and if you want a fifth book too :)

Stay Connected

I love my readers. Yours insights into my books often floor me. Connect with me on 

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/LisaLadewAuthor

Twitter:

https://twitter.com/LisaLadewAuthor

Lend my book to anyone you like! Or recommend it on goodreads or in person. Thank you so much! 

About the Author

I live in Idaho. I have been married for 18 years to the only man on this planet who will put up with me (I'm a handful) and we have two amazing boys (10 years old and 1 year old at the time of this writing). We have a 7 year old husky/golden retriever mix (dog) who is just awesome and gorgeous. I love computers and the internet. I love my facebook friends. I love books and I love my google nexus. I only buy ebooks these days - they are SO convenient! I like to walk for exercise as much as possible, which hasn't been often since the baby was born. Hmmmm, what else do you want to know? :)

I always, always, always wanted to write when I was a little girl. Stephen King was my favorite author. I stopped being able to read him when my first son was born though (too many kids getting hurt). These days you can probably find me reading Julie Ann Walker or H.M. Ward instead. I published my first book at 41 years old. I'm not sure how it took me so long to do what I really wanted to do since I was a kid. I love writing and I love interacting with my readers.

(since book 4 was written, we have acquired a cat and a parakeet)

Dedication/Acknowledgements

Is it getting boring yet that I dedicate another book to my husband? He really does put up with a lot from me. And he's my biggest cheerleader. 

Again, I have to acknowledge my beta readers! Nicki Small, Lisa Howard, and Joan Adams.  You ladies rock so hard!

As always Cover design is by http://www.stunningbookcovers.com/



  	
	    
	      Also by Lisa Ladew

	    

      
	    
	      Edge of the Heat

        
          
	          Edge of the Heat

          
        
          
	          Edge of the Heat 2

          
        
          
	          Edge of the Heat 3

          
        
          
	          Edge of the Heat 4

          
        
          
	          Edge of the Heat 5

          
        
      

      
    
    

cover.jpeg





