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​WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

THE OTHEREALM SAGA

​

In That Dark Place, Lattimore infuses his characters with emotional depth and spins a plot that keeps you glued to the pages until the last one is turned.

— TOM PAWLIK, Award-Winning Author of Vanish
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W. Franklin Lattimore propels himself into the ranks of powerful storytellers like Frank Peretti and Ted Dekker. Not only does Lattimore weave a tale of intrigue, intelligence, and deep characters, he does it with the bold courage to rip the curtains away from dark truths, which is too often lacking in authors today.

— ROBERT LIPARULO, Bestselling Author of 

Dreamhouse Kings and Comes a Horseman

––––––––
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That Dark Place is like a powerful tidal wave that just doesn’t stop! From the very beginning of the story, I was drawn into the lives of the characters. As the story progresses, so do the battles they have to face—some darker than others. Much darker. This isn’t a book for the faint of heart, nor is it one for the reader who wants a book that can be happily tucked away and forgotten. It is one that will disturb the comfortable believer and challenge the prayer warrior. Be careful when you pick it up—you won’t want to put it down! 

— SHIRLEY AVERY, Editor & Book Reviewer
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Move over Frank Peretti, there’s another Frank in town! Frank has written a book that takes you right into the middle of spiritual warfare. Highly recommended!

— ANDI TUBBS, Award-Winning Blogger & Editor

––––––––
[image: ]


Thank you for writing That Dark Place and the best spiritual warfare stories I've ever read! I've spent a lot of time discussing Elizabeth—and her knack for getting herself way in over her head—with my teen daughter and adult son. Your books make for excellent conversations and teachable moments. 

— ROBIN NICHOLS
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This last book of the Otherealm Saga—That Dark Place—was my favorite. W. Franklin Lattimore is a master storyteller; his stories bring you in, and they cannot easily be put down!

—  JIM MARZULLO
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I felt so creeped out reading That Dark Place! It felt like watching a wolf stalk a lamb.

— APRIL BILLUE
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I found Deliver Us from Darkness quite thought-provoking. There were so many wonderful characters from every possible angle and walk of life. I've rarely come across a book that I enjoyed flipping back to a former page (or chapter) to enjoy the moment again and again before heading back towards the finish line. 

— D. M. KILGORE, Author: Call of the Warrior 

and Tales by the Tree Anthologies
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Deliver Us from Darkness grabbed me. The characters and their stories kept me turning the pages. I did not expect this novel to further challenge and teach about spiritual warfare, yet it did. I love a novel that entertains while it simultaneously schools you in something new—something I need to know as I minister to others. Read it to be entertained, informed, and inspired by a God who meets us in the darkest places.

— MARESA DePUY, Christian Blogger and Author of 

When God Speaks: One Man’s Calling 

to Save the Children of Uganda
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When Darkness Comes was even better than book one! I loved the suspense! While I enjoyed the characters as teenagers in book one, as adults, I could relate to them better in this story. This story was an emotional roller coaster ride, a ride I didn't want to end.

— LYNN WILSON
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With When Darkness Comes, Lattimore fashions for us a set of new characters just as vivid, delightfully faulty, and intricate as the last. His familiar signature of plot twists, clever humor, and spiritual insight provides a book that even a reader who traditionally dreads sequels can excitedly recommend.

— CAROLINE DeARRAS, Writer
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Behind the Darkness creates an undeniable need to see what happens next. But beyond the beauty and flawless writing, this book, like the first two, is a game-changer in one's own life. You will confirm, grow, desire, build on, and delve deeper into a personal relationship with Christ.

— WENDY J. MARSINEK
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I hate it when a good book ends! If you want a book that will make you laugh and cry, inspire and humble you, make you search your soul, and is suspenseful enough to have you on the edge of your seat and holding your breath, then Behind the Darkness is a must-read!

— SHEROLYN PORTER, Author of the 

Reflections from the Sunroom Devotionals
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I finished Behind the Darkness last night in one sitting. I was stunned by the last page! After I finished it, I turned over, prayed, and cried into my pillow. I've thought a lot about the story today, also. I am very thankful that the author is using his talent to show people God's heart.

— APRIL McCARROLL
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PROLOGUE
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Two Years and One Month Before

Brent and Tara were walking into the supermarket. 

“What’s on the list that I can find for you? Something that won’t take me all day to find,” asked Brent with a smirk.

Tara pretended to look through the list. Brent already knew what was coming.

“Hmm... Looks like I’m going to have to get everything myself, then,” she said with a lilt in her voice and playful smile.

“Saw that coming from a million miles away.”

“Good eyesight! How about we start over in the pharmacy?”

In the cold and allergy aisle, they searched for some ‘just-in-case’ medications for the children, especially Amy. Finding them and putting them into the cart, they started to make their way into another aisle when they heard someone crying.

Brent and Tara looked at each other. Leaving the cart where it stood, they walked another aisle over and found a girl sitting on the floor, her knees pulled tightly to her chest. Her shoulders were quaking.

Tara ran over to her and crouched beside her. “Hey, hey,” she said softly. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

Brent walked to the other side of the girl and also crouched. She was a teenager. Dark brown hair fell to the sides of her face, hiding it from view. 

She wasn’t saying anything.

“Sweetheart,” Tara tried again. “Talk to me. It’s okay. What’s wrong?”

“N-n-nothing,” she stammered. “I-I’ll be okay.”

“I’m pretty sure that isn’t the way you’re seeing things. Can you tell me what it is?”

Brent noticed the type of products that were stocked on the shelves behind the girl. 

“Tara?”

She looked up at him.

He tilted his head in the direction of the shelves.

A glance at the items on display, and compassion filled Tara’s heart. She placed an arm around the girl. Softly, she asked, “Do you think you might be pregnant?”

“I...” Her crying began to intensify, and she dropped her forehead to her knees. “I know I am.”

“Then, Sweetie, why are you in this aisle? Maybe taking a test will show differently.”

“No... It won’t. I want it to, but it won’t.” Her voice trembled and broke. “I’ve already taken three.” Another series of sobs spilled forth from the girl, muffled by her knees and hair.

Tears filled Tara’s eyes. She gently took the box containing what would have been test number four from her hands. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Brent assured. “Trust me. What’s your name?”

At last, the girl looked up, and Brent’s mind couldn’t comprehend what he saw.

“My name’s Elizabeth.”

[image: ]

Even if Elizabeth Franklin had tried to remember, she wouldn’t have been able to pin an exact date to when she had first crossed the line. Irrespective of the day, the event would, on occasion, flash back. 

She could remember the hammering of her heart, the intensity of the pulse in her neck. The shallowness of each breath and the tremble in both of her hands. She had asked herself one last Should I do it? before clicking the Send button.

Then it was done. 

At that moment, it had become forever too late to get it back.

And from that moment, it had become forever easier to continue doing it.

A single picture sent on that day turned into hundreds more—both as sender and receiver—each photo, each experience, an adrenaline rush. 

Daring and fun. 

Taboo.

She tried again to mentally pinpoint the when—the day in which she first gave in to that man’s tantalizing and scary request. “Just one. Just one without your shirt on.”

She had been twelve years old. That much she remembered. And it had happened on a warm day, probably during the summer. Her dad’s office window at the rear of the house had been open, and the sunlight made the picture that she took of herself perfectly clear. 

She remembered thinking, Why do guys keep asking to see them? They aren’t even big yet. She’d stared at the photo of herself on the computer screen for a couple of minutes, all the while thinking, I’m kind of goofy looking.

She had already begun “the change.” Leaving behind the appearance of an awkward, skinny girl, she was budding into womanhood. And that was starting to make life exciting. 

Boys were starting to notice her, and apparently, some men too! Well, probably more like older teens, but some did have facial hair.

It had all been very exciting. 

And for the most part, almost four years later, it still was.
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CHAPTER 1​
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MONDAY, JULY 28

Another day, another holler.

The baby was crying again. Brent and Tara looked across the dinner table to their newly eighteen-year-old daughter. Wet or hungry, it was Jenna’s day to take care of the baby’s needs.

Jenna Lawton produced a Who, me? look in an attempt to shirk the responsibility. 

Brent raised an eyebrow as Tara brought her elbows to the surface of the table and clasped her hands below her chin, a smile touching her lips. 

Jenna got the message. She wouldn’t be wriggling out of it this time. She sighed and got up from the table to head up the stairs to the baby’s crib.

Brent turned to Tara and smirked. “I think we played it pretty well this time.”

“Yeah, well, it’s only because she’s given us plenty of opportunities to get our technique down pat. Practice makes perfect, after all.”

“Twenty months. Can you believe we’ve had a baby in our house for over a year and a half already? Tired of it yet?”

Tara lowered her still-clasped hands to the table. “I love having a baby again.”

“Don’t get overly attached, Tara Lawton. She’s not yours to keep.”

“Look who’s talking, Grandpa Lawton.”

Brent laughed.  
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Jenna walked up the stairs and made two successive right turns into the baby’s room. What had once been a “princess” room for Amy had been transformed into both a makeshift nursery and living space, furnished with a bed, recliner, diaper-changing station, and Amy’s former crib. There hadn’t been a lot of time to prepare for the entrance of a baby into their home, but because the room had previously belonged to a little girl, not much had needed to be done to prepare it for the arrival of another. 

The eldest of the three Lawton children walked toward the crib with a soft smile on her face. The brown-haired toddler stood on her tiptoes, holding onto the railing. She began to smile, then giggle loudly as Jenna reached the bed.

“I knew you were faking it,” said Jenna as she approached. In her “wuvving” childlike voice, she cooed, “What am I going to do with you, Kyla girl?”

At the sound of her name, Kyla began to bounce up and down and yell, “Jee-Jee!”

“I’ll bet you haven’t even pee-peed, have you? You just want some attention.”

Kyla let out another loud, happy yell. “Pee-pee!” She followed that with one of her piercing screams of delight.

Jenna grimaced. “Goodness, girl, don’t you hurt your own ears?”

Another scream.

Guess not, she thought.

She leaned over the railing, put her hands to each side of the little darling, and whooshed her up out of the crib, to Kyla’s screeching delight.

“Getting you out of bed at seven-thirty p.m. had better not be a bad idea, Miss Franklin. You’d better sleep for Mom-Mom when she gets home.

“Mom-Mom! Mom-Mom!”

“She’ll be home soon. But until then,” Jenna said with a widening grin, “you, little lady ... are all miiiine!”

Kyla giggled uncontrollably as Jenna—‘Jee-Jee’—twirled her around once and dashed out of the bedroom.
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Elizabeth Franklin, again, blew loose strands of hair from the middle of her face. Both hands were full, so shifting the lengths over her right eye was going to have to do for the moment. She walked over to table nine and placed the orders of grilled chicken, a double cheeseburger, and fries in front of her customers. 

“Be careful. Both of the plates are hot. Can I get you two anything else?”

“This looks good,” said the cute guy as he glanced toward his cute girlfriend. Or fiancé. Or whatever.

“Yeah, it looks good. Thank you.”

“I’ll check back in a bit to make sure your orders were prepared the way you like them.”

Elizabeth turned away, moving across the black-and-white checked linoleum floor of the 1950s-style diner and back into the kitchen area. She glanced at her watch. Fifteen more minutes. Guess I won’t be getting that tip.

Fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes before she could return home to her little one ... back to a place where she could decompress, enjoy a little bit of family life, and mentally prepare to repeat the whole experience the next day.
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CHAPTER 2​
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TUESDAY, JULY 29

Brent woke with a start and sat bolt upright. His sudden movement alerted Tara, beside him. She, too, sat up. 

“What is it?” Wide-eyed, she looked from him to scan the bedroom. “Did you hear something?”

Quickly, Brent mentally placed himself back in his bed. It was still dark outside. The clock read 4:58 a.m. It had all been a dream. Again. He began to relax, his lungs and heart slowing to normal.

He turned to face his wife. Seeing the alarm in her eyes, he reached out and placed his hand over hers and gave it a hopefully comforting squeeze. 

“Just a dream. Just a bad dream. It’s okay.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” He took in a deep breath and let it out through puffed-out cheeks. “Sorry.”

Tara pushed herself back against the headboard, turning slightly to face Brent. “A bad dream? How bad?”

Brent paused for a moment before answering. No reason for this to become an actual conversation. It was only a dream. “Seriously, it’s okay. Whatever it was that I was dreaming about has already faded away.” 

That wasn’t the complete truth, of course. He remembered most, if not all, of it. The nightly repetition of the same dream made sure of that.

Tara visibly relaxed. “Are you going to be able to get back to sleep? You don’t have to get up for another hour.”

Brent already knew that falling back to sleep was out of the question. Waking abruptly was as good as a shot or two of espresso. Once he was up, he was up. 

“Nahh. I guess I’m going to be operating on a little less juice today, but it’ll be all right.” He stretched and let out a noisy yawn. 

“Well, with your spare hour, I could rustle up a nice breakfast for the two of us.”

“A weekday breakfast? That’s a novel idea. It even bears repeating. Daily.”

Tara shook her head, smiled, and scratched her head with both hands. “How’s my hair?”

Brent looked and slowly tipped his head from side to side before saying, “We’ve got bacon, right?”

Tara let out a rather loud laugh, followed by a slight snort. “Right,” she said, reaching across her chest with her left arm to give Brent a playful punch in the shoulder.

Across the hall, a baby began to cry.

Tara closed her eyes and grimaced. 

“And there goes Elizabeth’s alarm clock,” said Brent. “I’m sure she’s appreciating you right now.” He rested his hand gently on Tara’s shoulder and drew her close, planting a kiss on her forehead.

Tara sighed tenderly. “Guess I’ll be making breakfast for three and a half this morning.”

“Shh! It’s possible that Elizabeth doesn’t even know we’re awake,” said Brent with a conspiratorial whisper.

“Great! Thanks, Mom!” It was Jenna, loudly interjecting from the room next door, which she now shared with their youngest, Amy.

“And that proves what I’ve been saying for years: You’re not the quietest of people.”

Tara giggled. “Breakfast is getting bigger by the second.”

“Well, at least Jamie sleeps like a rock.”
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Jamie yawned and grabbed another piece of bacon while also attempting to rub the sleep out of his left eye.

Breakfast went from two people to seven in a matter of about sixty seconds. After Kyla began crying, it had only been a matter of time—a very brief matter of time—before everyone was up. Tara knew, though, that most of them would head back to bed in short order. One of the greatest benefits of summer was not having to wake up to usher kids off to school. Aside from Brent, they all took advantage of that.

Maybe even I can get some more sleep, she mused.

Brent pushed back from the table. “As much as I’d like to spend more time with all of you, I’ve got a city to protect.”

“A village,” said Jenna with a smirk.

Brent stood and gave her  a wry grin. “I stand corrected. A village.”

“Go protect those cows, Dad,” said fifteen-year-old Jamie through a mouthful of buttered toast.

“You know what? I’m not sure I want to have 5:30 breakfast with you ragamuffins again.”

“How about six o’clock breakfast?” Jamie shot back as his dad turned from the table, still in his sleep pants and long-sleeved T-shirt.

“Maybe. Maybe six o’clock breakfast. Less time for your oh-so-funny jabs.”

Tara smiled.

[image: ]

Brent walked up the stairs of his suburban, middle-class Millsville home. Normalcy appeared to be the order of the day again. For that, he was glad, because he knew what non-normal looked and felt like. 

A little over three years before he started dealing with the recurring nightmares, life-endangering chaos swept through the Lawton household, instilling a fear that took more than a little while to shake. Thankfully, they had all survived. 

That was good. Obviously. 

But it had been much longer—thirty-three years, in fact—since he’d last endured repeating nightmares. 

And that made this not good. 

He tried, once again, to push the dreams to the back of his mind, holding out on the hope that he’d wake up one morning to realize that it’d been days since he’d last thought about them. So far, after a month, the hope had not become reality.

Reaching the top of the second-floor landing, he veered right and walked into his bedroom. Closing the door behind him, he stripped down and walked into the master bathroom to take a shower. The hot water felt good, allowing him to get lost for a few minutes and relax.  

Relaxed and invigorated and with his towel wrapped around his waist, Brent stepped out of the walk-in shower and approached his Village of Pittston Police Department uniform. The four stars on each collar of the dark blue shirt still seemed a bit ostentatious and served as a reminder of his whirlwind life over the previous three and a half years. He’d gone from being a sergeant at the Millsville Police Department to being fired, to being hired as the chief of police in Pittston—not something he’d mapped out for himself.

Fully dressed, Brent went back downstairs. It was time, once again, to not hit the streets. His position as boss of the department left him riding a desk far more often than driving a patrol car. 

Oh, sure, he’d periodically head out and drive the streets of the village for a while, but that was really the responsibility of his younger officers. 

He felt, at times, as though he were walking along the fringes of discontentment, as he was very cognizant that he was no longer the one writing the tickets, calming down the heated situations, or catching the bad guys. 

Be that as it may, he was still a cop, and he figured that was the reason discontentment would probably never fully take hold. 

“Be careful and come back to me,” said Tara as she kissed him goodbye at the door. She’d been saying that same sentence for years. He always loved hearing it—the emotional reinforcement of being her man.

“I love you,” he said in response. “See you this afternoon.”

“Bye, Dad!” yelled both Jenna and Elizabeth in unison. 

Brent chuckled. Elizabeth might not be one of his own, but that girl would certainly leave a hole if, and when, she was to go off on her own. 

“Bye, pretty ladies!”

Jamie’s masculine, teenage voice chimed in, “What? No goodbye for Amy and me?”

“Bye, pretty ladies!”

“Hey, now!”
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CHAPTER 3​
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What a dreary day.

Elizabeth stood in her room looking out of the second-story window into the front yard. It was still raining. ‘Raining’ was probably too generous a word to use; it was something between a drizzle and a mist, topped with a healthy dose of melancholy. According to Tara, it would stay pretty much the same throughout the remainder of the day. 

Melancholic dreariness. Fitting. 

Her fatigue, coupled with the necessity of going back to a brain-numbing, physically demanding job, fortified a low-grade depression deep within.

You can handle it. Not the first time you’ve survived a day like this.

Certainly, it was true, but the thought that she had more days—many more days—of the same did nothing to help her outlook.

Kyla was finally down for a nap, and Elizabeth had to finish getting laundry done so that she would have a clean uniform for work. 

She headed out of their bedroom and began walking down the stairs. 

Though she didn’t enjoy every aspect of her life, she at least had a place to come back to each day that was mentally relaxing. 

No. Not relaxing. Comforting. And peaceful.

The Lawtons had given her a place in which she could finally feel at home. And that meant a lot, especially when she thought back to where she had previously lived with her real mom and dad. 

Elizabeth could only think of her parents’ place as the house in which she had slept. She called it “the museum,” that beautiful, pristine place that family and friends could visit, but in which no one could ever really feel comfortable. 

Unlike “the museum,” the Lawton home had love in it. It was a place in which everyone could spread out and decompress after work and school. To Elizabeth, it was surreal to see people live their lives with warmth toward one another. Well, most of the time. There were those periodic fights between Jamie and Jenna. But even those, she decided, were somehow wonderful experiences. The two of them would be required by either their mom or dad to stop the spat and then apologize to each other afterward. 

Is it weird that I want a brother to fight with?

Elizabeth made it down to the laundry room. It was at the rear of the basement, partitioned by a doorway from the finished guest room-slash-television room-slash-library.

I really should have asked if I could have had the basement as my bedroom, she thought to herself again. But she knew that it was smarter to have Kyla sleeping on the same floor as everyone else, should she ever have to work late or spend time out and about doing ... doing something ... with ... with someone. With whom? Elizabeth sighed, resigning herself to the fact that she didn’t have any true friends. At least, not yet. 

There was another upcoming year of school, though—her senior year—and that would allow for another attempt. Just three weeks away, she thought. She would be entering her second year at Millsville High School, where she’d been attending since beginning life anew with the Lawtons. 

Still, being sixteen years old and entering her senior year was certainly no help in the making-friends department. She wanted to curse her parents for making her skip the sixth grade. Gifted shmifted. More like they had a lot of pull with the school superintendent and needed me to look gifted. She rolled her eyes.

At least there was one big bright spot in her social life: she and Jenna were developing a special bond. 

Jenna, of course, could be considered a friend, but what Elizabeth wanted more was to be able to view her as a sister, even if, like her parents, she was a little overly religious. Was it asking too much to have both a sister and a few good friends?

Disappointment struck at Elizabeth’s heart. Would everything in my life have been different if I’d had a real sister or brother? But, as quickly as the question arose, the possibility was again cast aside. 

Even she hadn’t been planned by her parents. She was the big “oops!” that had cramped her mom’s and dad’s lifestyle. There had never been a real hope of a sibling.

Growing up as an only child did not have any benefits. Not one. And she had tried on multiple occasions to come up with some. 

The contrast between what she missed out on with her parents at the museum and what she had now, intertwined with a real family, was highlighted by watching the pestering, nagging, and tug-of-war that existed between the three Lawton siblings. And, yes, of course, it was maddening at times, but... 

Oh, how she would have loved a life in which she’d had to periodically walk away in a huff from a brother or sister—or both—only to later sit side-by-side with them watching a movie or even helping one of them with a special project for school.

She bent down, grabbed the last handful of colors, and tossed them into the washing machine. 

It was thoughts like these—thoughts about what it would have been like to have a loving family—that caused resentment to fester within Elizabeth. She had been emotionally abused perpetually by her parents, probably without either one of them ever realizing it. And for her, it had been everyday life. It took seeing the Lawtons interact daily to see just how starved she had been for love, attention, and siblings.

If it hadn’t been for her parents’ computer, life would have had little in the way of mystery and excitement and summertime “interactions.” Not exactly the relationships she dreamed of, but at least they offered some fun and differing types of entertainment.

Elizabeth caught herself staring into the basin of the washer. She shook her head, added the detergent and fabric softener, closed the lid, and started the machine. With another deep sigh, she made her way back up the stairs, through the dining room, into the living room, and then glumly trudged up the second set of stairs, back toward her bedroom. 

At the top of the staircase, she turned right and was just about to walk into her room when she overheard her name. It was Jenna.

Elizabeth stopped. The door to Tara’s and Brent’s bedroom across the hall was only partly closed. She could hear Tara and Jenna talking, although it was obvious that they were speaking more softly than normal to keep what they were saying between themselves.  

Figuring she had a right to know what was being discussed, Elizabeth carefully crept to the other side of the hall, remaining hidden by the half-closed door. 

“So, why didn’t you ever tell me about this?” Jenna asked.

“Frankly, I didn’t know if it was appropriate. It almost seems like an intrusion into Elizabeth’s life, and I don’t want to violate her trust.”

“Then why would you tell me now?”

Tell her what? Elizabeth wanted to know.

“To reinforce your faith. The more that I think back to your dad’s story, the more I realize that it is further proof of God’s interest in us as individuals—that he does care about the details of our lives.”

“I already know that.” 

“I know you do. But you’re about to head off into your adventure. You’re moving out of state in a few weeks to start college, and you need to more than know that God is watching out for you. You need to be utterly convinced.”

For too long, there was a pause. And? Come on. What’s this about?

Elizabeth knew Jenna and Tara well enough to know that nothing malicious was being said about her, but just the fact that they were speaking secretively behind her back made her feel uneasy. 

Jenna finally spoke again. “So, Kyla... You honestly think her name is tied to an experience that Dad had like ... twenty-five years ago?”

“I think that’s a strong possibility. Don’t you?”

“I don’t know. I think it’s a bit of a stretch.”

“Well, you can ponder that while you go to the store and pick up the groceries we need for dinner tonight.”

Elizabeth’s heart skipped a beat as she practically leapt across the hall to her room. She’d barely made it out of sight when she heard Jenna step into the hallway. 

“And don’t take your merry old time,” said Tara.

“I won’t, merry old-timer!” responded Jenna, humor in her voice.

“I’m not old!”

“Whatever you say, Kyla’s grandma.”

Elizabeth heard Tara laugh and Jenna start down the stairs.

Kyla’s name? What’s that got to do with anything?
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CHAPTER 4​
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There were times when Brent wondered why he’d done it. 

This was one of those times. 

Certainly, nothing had been forced upon him. There had been no obligation ... not even an expectation. That meant that the decision had resulted from something else.

He reconsidered. Maybe there had been a feeling of obligation that had forced his hand: the needs of his family, his number one priority. 

After all, he’d just been fired, and didn’t that mean that his decision had been made out of fear? Fear that God wouldn’t provide another avenue? Being afraid would have been a poor reason for having said “yes.”

Brent couldn’t get the nagging question out of his head: What city offers a Chief-of-Police badge to an officer whose highest rank, prior, had been that of a sergeant? What had the Pittston mayor been thinking?

Brent had gone from having a single shift of officers under his supervision at the City of Millsville Police Department to having the responsibility of an entire police department in the Village of Pittston. He had bypassed the supervisory roles of lieutenant and captain. Yes, sure, there were far fewer officers in Pittston—fewer by more than half—than in Millsville, but how had he come to expect that he could operate a whole department on the skills of a low-ranking supervisor?

Then there were the officers already serving in Pittston that he had “leapfrogged.” His acceptance of the position had ruffled a few feathers. 

Brent wasn’t hated by those who served under him; at least he knew that much. He wasn’t even disliked by the men and women on his force. It had taken a little while, but he’d eventually garnered their trust. The last remnants of any real discontent in the department evaporated with the departure of a couple of the Pittston P.D. officers. 

Three days into his job, Brent lost two subordinates: one who had left of his own volition and the other ... less so. The ‘heir apparent’ to  the former chief’s position had quit the department in a huff, and one of the patrol officers, who already had a proclivity for dissension in the ranks, made an off-color remark about him and the mayor, Marie Wilbur. That had gotten him fired. 

Brent hadn’t known if his decision to get rid of the errant officer would go over very well, even though there hadn’t been another viable option. Thankfully, Officer John Eldredge remarked about a week later that the decision had already gone a long way toward cultivating a less tense work environment. 

Thankfully, he had done something right in the eyes of his department early on. 

Though Brent still felt like a poser in his position, he was at least willing to take the time to learn the ropes. 

Each day offered an opportunity to be stretched, and after a while, he came to learn that the job stresses could be managed fairly. The men and women of his department respected his rank, though he couldn’t be sure if there was much respect on a personal level. That was something that still needed to be earned. He felt much like he had during his rookie year as a Millsville cop.

After about a month of sitting in the ‘big chair,’ he had received a rather fortuitous call from Captain Anthony Morelli, his former boss at the Millsville P.D.

“How’s life in the new position, Brent? Feeling the heat of insufficiency yet?”

Brent hadn’t known how to take the question. Was it a jab at his qualifications? A statement about his manhood? “I ... umm ... I’m not exactly sure how to respond to your question, Captain.”

“First, let’s get beyond the formalities. You are no longer my junior, so please start calling me ‘Tony.’ As for your answer, the proper response is always going to be ‘yes.’ Anyone who steps into a senior supervisory role is going to feel like he’s made a bad choice by accepting it—at least initially. I wasn’t taking a swipe at you.”

“Well, then, to answer ... yes. Feeling the heat.”

Brent heard the older man—by some eight or nine years—chuckle. “I was sitting here talking to the sergeant who took your spot, and it got me thinking about you and Larkin.”

Tracy Larkin had been one of Brent’s subordinate officers at Millsville P.D. who had also violated departmental regulations, stepping across jurisdictional boundaries to help snag a murderer. And that murderer had turned out to be the former Pittston Chief of Police, Jim Connor. Tracy had also helped to prevent an attempted homicide by another man, a cult leader named Brendan Cadeyrn. 

For breaking those regulations, Larkin had been dismissed from the Millsville P.D. shortly after Brent. But Brent had made taking the “top cop” position in Pittston contingent upon being able to hire Larkin into the department with a promotion to sergeant.

“You’re glad to be rid of a couple of loose cannons, I’m guessing,” replied Brent.

“Never thought that way about either of you, Brent. In my mind, you’ve never been anything but a good man and a good cop. I even miss some of Larkin’s snarkiness from time to time.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Tony.”

“Tony.”

“As to why I’m calling, I wanted to reach out to see if I can be of any help. I don’t know anyone else who’s transitioned to the top like you have. It’s unheard of. So, I’d like to be a bit of a resource for you. Call me with questions, and I’ll periodically call to see how things are going.”

With those words, a feeling of trepidation had begun to lift off of Brent. He’d closed his eyes and allowed his head to drop forward briefly in relief.

“You have no idea what you’ve just done for me.”

“Oh, yes, I do.”

Brent had to laugh.

“There is another aspect of my call that needs to be brought into the open. It’ll be good to have a friend who is the top cop in an adjacent town. While Jim Connor wasn’t exactly a jerk, he did seem to look at Pittston as his own private kingdom. It was sometimes difficult to get his cooperation. Not even Chief Spano could deal with him very effectively.” 

Chief Lisle Spano, the Millsville Police Chief, was another good man whom Brent had recently started getting to know better due to their proximity and positions.

“Tony,”—saying the name was going to feel awkward for a while—“I look forward to a stronger relationship between our departments. I especially look forward to your wisdom on department management.”

“Glad to help, Brent. Gotta run now, though. Talk with you soon.”

“Look forward to it.”

The phone had clicked silent, and Brent lowered the receiver and hung up the phone.

After that initial phone conversation, Tony Morelli’s know-how over the ensuing months had proved critical in a lot of the successes he’d experienced. 

Things certainly had an interesting way of working out. The man whom he’d respected as a leader—a boss—had quickly transitioned into that of a mentor and friend.
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Jamie Lawton turned the corner onto Woodglen Drive and began to accelerate. Each turn in the maze of streets boosted his confidence a little bit more. Still, the combination of lefts and rights, along with a collection of street names he was starting not to recognize, made him realize that he didn’t really know where he was. 

“All right. Now keep going straight until the road comes to a T at Narrow Road,” said Tara.

Jamie got his orientation back. Narrow Road would take them back home if he turned left. Funny, he thought, Narrow Road is one of the widest streets in the city. “Am I taking us home?”

“Yep. Enough for one day. For me, anyway.”

“Did you just take a jab at my driving?”

Tara laughed. “You know me better than that. I never jab.”

Jamie shook his head with a grin. “Yeah, right. Never.”

The half-hour drive had been pretty decent. Only one small correction from his mom. Not bad at all. 

After Jamie had learned the ropes from his dad, his police officer father suggested that he spend some early-afternoon road time with his mom before the school year started. That way, he’d get to practice in relatively light traffic situations. Thankfully, his mom had not been the passenger-seat complainer he thought he’d have to endure. That didn’t cut down on the stress, though. After all, his male ego still had to survive female scrutiny.

“Take us home, now, James.”

“If you want me to be your limo driver, Mrs. Lawton, you’ll have to get into the back seat.”

“Trust me, son of mine, you don’t want me as a backseat driver.”

Jamie laughed.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5​
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Drew Parks waited for another light at another high-traffic intersection in downtown Akron, Ohio. Rush-hour traffic was an idiotic description of what he was having to endure. Rush hour? Rush? He shook his head and drummed his thumbs on the steering wheel.

He looked at the clock on his radio. 4:47 p.m. It might be another twenty minutes before he could get to the highway. Then another fifteen or twenty minutes before he got home. 

The drives to and from his job were monotonous. The enjoyment of driving his BMW 428i had been lost to the stop-and-go of traffic months earlier. Now it was just an attractive two-door mobile cage. 

Maybe it was just an attempt to redirect his attention, but he dropped down his visor and flipped open the cover of the lighted mirror. He looked at himself. His eyes were a little bloodshot, but not awful. His gaze drifted to his hair; left side, right side. He grimaced a little bit. The gray. Wasn’t he still too young for it? It was just a hint in his thick, almost-black hair, but it was yet another reminder that time was passing him by. Life was passing him by. 

He flipped up the visor to, again, pay attention to the traffic ahead. 

Lonely. Face it. That’s what I am.

“Criminy!” he shouted at his windshield. “C’mon!” The light ahead had cycled to green, then back to yellow before the guy at the light understood that the irritated honks were directed at him. The guy stepped on the gas in time.

And ... yep, he was the only one to get through. Perfect. Drew took a deep breath and let it out, trying to maintain his patience. 

It wasn’t as though he had to rush home to anything ... or anyone.

Two years prior, he’d destroyed his marriage when his wife had caught him looking at pornography. She’d given him an ultimatum, one to which he’d agreed, to hopefully repair their marriage. But when he’d gotten caught the second time, she had let him know she was done. 

No longer was there a reason to rush home.

He missed having a reason. He missed having her.

Since the divorce, he’d tried dating again. Several times, in fact. He never seemed to have trouble getting dates, as women had always found him attractive enough to take a chance on. 

He determined, though, that most of the women hadn’t been worthy of a second date, especially if they’d been willing to get intimate. 

First-date sex meant that the intrigue was gone. There was no mystery to enjoy. 

There was always something quite attractive about a woman who was willing to say, “Not gonna happen tonight, buddy.” 

His former wife had said those very words to him while they were still dating. More than once. 

She’d stolen his heart. And he had broken hers.

As a result, it was pretty easy to spend his post-work day at home, in his rut. Hiding from reality.

So, no, there was nothing about the remainder of his day that was pressing. He just wanted the daily stress relief that he’d become accustomed to. And that could only happen in his condo.

He’d settle down in front of his laptop to surf the web. Within just a couple of minutes, he could dive deep into cyberspace and lose himself within the dark tangle of sites for hours at a time.

Stress relief.

He knew all too well, though, that, as usual, he would, later, mentally eviscerate himself for having wasted all that time. Time he would never get back.

At thirty-seven years old, Drew Parks knew that his life should be more than closed blinds and computer images. 

Every day, he knew this.

Every. Single. Day.

He knew he should be fulfilling some greater life purpose. 

He knew he should be a better man, an example to ... well, someone ... somewhere. 

But every single day, the thought of being more and doing more died when his body’s self-created drug of choice peaked in blissful intensity. 

Only afterward—when his desire had been satiated and the pounding of his heart had settled—did he become acutely and unavoidably aware of his inability to self-invest in things that truly mattered. 

The whole of his life came down to two things: 

1. Keep the lights on.

2. Keep the pleasure going.

Apply. Rinse. Repeat.

Every. Single. Day.
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Through the open bedroom window, Elizabeth heard Brent’s patrol car pull into the driveway. She immediately thought about approaching him with the question of Kyla’s name and how it had something to do with his past. She knew, though, that her question would result in the table being turned. She’d inevitably be asked, “Who told you about that?”

Elizabeth didn’t want to be thought of as an eavesdropper in their house, so she opted to hold off for a little bit. Maybe she could find a way to get one of the Lawtons to give up the information without having to ask directly.

Kyla was still napping. The break from running around like a mad woman, chasing “giggle girl” all over the living room, was welcomed. Sitting with her laptop on her bed, she leaned back against the headboard. She placed her earbuds into her ears to not wake her little one. 

Yeah, right. 

Who was she trying to kid? The truth was that she didn’t want Kyla or anyone else to hear any of the sounds that would come from the next video that she was going to watch. She knew enough to protect her daughter’s mind from sounds that only adults should hear. 

Well, okay, she admitted that she wasn’t exactly an adult herself, but she was older, and that meant that sounds of extreme passion were a bit more suitable for her ears alone. In a couple more years, after all, she’d be old enough to legally participate in videos like these. Not that she ever would, of course. She couldn’t imagine performing things like that as an actual lifestyle.

She clicked. 

As the video played, the actions of the man and woman quickened her pulse. It had been quite a while since she had been touched in such a way. Too long. She sighed.

She paused the video.

Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes and remembered. She recounted the path that had led to her first sexual encounter.

It was an April afternoon. She was fourteen. 

After school, alone in her bedroom, she’d been on her computer, her dad’s hand-me-down laptop, that had been given to her the year before. While it hadn’t exactly been ancient, it wasn’t the new one she’d been saying she needed in order to keep up with her schoolwork. 

“It’s quite good enough for a thirteen-year-old.”

“Dad, I’ll be fourteen next month.”

“All the same. It’s what you are allowed to have right now.”

Once it was all hers, though, she found that she wasn’t all that disappointed. She could now see what was out there on the World Wide Web. And it was able to be done in the privacy of her own room! 

Oh, she knew some of what was out there, of course. She had used the laptop and its webcam in her dad’s office plenty of times throughout the previous year and a half. It wasn’t a rarity for her parents to leave her at home and go out on the town for the evening with friends.

Certain that she was mature beyond her years, she had been delving into online enticements since well before turning twelve years old. Whispers of what she could find on the Internet had been circulating amongst her classmates in middle school. 

One girl’s older sister had shown her how to find interesting pictures using something called a “web browser.” Another girl had complained that her older brother was gross because she had caught him talking “dirty” to some girls in something she called a “chat room.” 

That’s all Elizabeth had needed as a prompt to find “interesting” stuff on her own. 

What did it mean to “talk dirty” to someone? And did that mean that pictures could be “dirty” too? She had been determined to find out.

The pictures she found....

The videos!

Men and women naked, in all kinds of positions and doing all kinds of ... stuff. And it did seem gross.

At first.

The more often she looked at the pictures, the less gross and more electrifying they became. All the women seemed to enjoy everything that was being done to them. So, maybe it was as fun and normal as it seemed. Maybe her mom and dad even did those kinds of things. 

Elizabeth shuddered. Eww.

She did know that her dad had viewed pornography, because he hadn’t cleared the browser history when he’d removed his work stuff from the computer before he gave it to her.

Did Mom know?

Hmm. Had they ever looked at porn ... together?

For some reason, the thought depressed her. She hoped not. 

Even at the very beginning of her pornographic web searches, she knew there was something—something deep inside—that said the things she was looking at were supposed to be done in secret, not exposed. She’d been aware that she shouldn’t ask her mom or dad about the things she’d viewed. It was like something whispered into her soul that this should all be kept a secret.

Many of the websites that she visited asked if she was over eighteen years of age. The first time she responded to the question, she had clicked “No.” The browser immediately redirected her from the website. 

“Yes” became the standard response she knew she’d have to provide moving forward. 

She had been enjoying the sights and sounds ever since.

One day, in April—she couldn’t remember exactly which day—when she was fourteen years old, she took a giant step beyond. It terrified her as much as it excited.

The guy on the screen had gone way beyond just talking her out of her clothes. He did more than watch and make sounds. He’d said all the right things. Over the previous couple of weeks, he had spoken to her heart and made her feel beautiful, as beautiful as any of the women in any of the pictures that she had seen. More beautiful, even!

His name was Jason.

He was eighteen. He had just graduated from high school, and he was gorgeous! And he thought she was gorgeous! And it all seemed so perfect!

He wanted to meet her. But she was scared that he would find out the truth about her, that she wasn’t really sixteen like she’d said. 

Reluctantly, though with an intense desire to have “it” finally happen, she agreed to get together. Jason wanted to see what she looked and felt like in person. They only had to figure out a way to secretly “hook up,” as he’d put it. 

She was so nervous. 

He had offered to come to her house, as he had a car and only lived two towns away. At first, she thought that the idea was a good one. There were going to be a couple of evenings in which her parents would be gone. But then it dawned on her; there was evidence all over her bedroom proving that she wasn’t as old as she claimed. Not much had changed about her room since she was twelve.

She told him to pick a day, and she’d meet him at the public library. She knew she could get her mom to take her there and leave her to study for a few hours after school. And that’s exactly how it took place.

She had watched for him at the entrance of the library. He pulled up in his slightly used-looking Nissan Sentra—it was a pretty navy blue. He smiled at her as she waved, then leaned over and pushed the door open for her. No one had ever pushed open a door for her before.

She remembered being both excited and terrified. She knew she was trembling. Her heart pounded insanely. She stepped to the open door and could smell the scent of an air freshener drifting out. It was pleasant. 

She got into the car, said a shy “Hello,” and closed the door. I’m in this all the way, now, she remembered thinking. Please, let him be a good guy and not an axe murderer. Before she even had her seatbelt on, he had pulled away from the curb. 

“I’m Jason,” he said with a big grin.

“Elizabeth.” She almost offered her hand. Awkward.

He was taller than she had thought, but he was every bit as beautiful. Slim, but not skinny. He looked a little muscular. When he looked over at her again, still grinning, she couldn’t help but smile.

“I thought about us going back to my mom’s house, but she won’t be gone long enough for us to spend much time together. Then I remembered that my dad is out of town, so his apartment is completely available!”

Her stomach tightened. She forced “That sounds great” to escape her lips, with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. Oh God, why am I doing this?!

“You’re still good with this? I mean, I can still take you back to the library.”

He was sounding safe now. Safe and nice.

“It’s ... it’s okay. I’m okay. With this.”

He laughed. “We’ll have a good time. I promise. You’re still all right with us just getting together for some fun, right?” 

The way he emphasized the word just made her heart sink a bit. She knew that they had previously agreed, but a part of her had still hoped. Hoped that if they hit it off...

He made his point even clearer: “You’re not looking for this to be the beginning of a relationship, right?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Just some fun.” That was the moment she realized that she’d been lying to herself. It wasn’t good. Or was it? Could it be good? Could she be fine with it?

She almost said, “Stop.” She almost said, “I’m sorry” and “Please, take me back.” 

She almost said those things. 

Instead, she faced forward, looking through the windshield as the traffic signals, street signs, and buildings whizzed by. She’d been foolish to think that she could have had more than a one-time “hook up”—foolish to think he was different than all the guys who immediately turned off their cameras when their own “excitement” was over. 

It couldn’t work between them, anyway. Right? After all, she couldn’t lie to him forever about how old she was.

That’s when he asked a confusing question: “Did you bring any protection?”

What? Protection from...? “No. Umm... No, I didn’t.”

He laughed. “Well, that just means things will be all that much more exciting. Now, won’t it?”

She hadn’t known how to respond. 

One baby girl later, she knew exactly what her response should have been.
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CHAPTER 6​
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Dinner in the Lawton household was almost always lively. Laughter and banter amongst the six of them was commonplace. This evening proved no exception.

Amy, now nearly nine years old, was the only one who had a little difficulty keeping up with some of the funny quips made around the table. The question, “Why is that funny?” escaped her lips more than once and usually resulted in her brother rolling his eyes.

Elizabeth’s thoughts roiled, still trying to figure out how to broach the subject of Kyla’s name with Brent. Trying to remain patient only proved that patience wasn’t her strong suit. 

After she half-heard and half-laughed at something Jamie said, she clumsily brought all the family focus upon herself. 

“I put my work schedule on the refrigerator,” she said to everyone for no good reason.

“Yes, I saw that. Thank you,” said Tara with a smiled acknowledgment. 

Inwardly, Elizabeth cringed. “Just didn’t want any surprises about having to watch Kyla.”

Elizabeth saw that Tara gave her a curious look. And why wouldn’t she? She’d never brought it up for consideration before.

“Sweetheart, you don’t have to worry. We know you have a job you’ve got to go to.” She paused, then asked, “Everything okay?”

Elizabeth now felt everyone’s focus on her. She tensed, warmth rising into her cheeks.

“Oh ... yeah. Everything’s good,” she responded with an exaggerated nod of her head. “Just don’t want to be a burden.”

Jenna spoke up next. “We all love Kyla. Nothing to worry about.”

“Okay.” 

All eyes were still on her. She forced a smile. “That’s good to know.” She nodded again. 1 ... 2 ... 3 ... “So, do you think Kyla is a goofy name for a girl?”

There, she’d said it. Got it out into the open. She held her breath.

Now what’s going to...?

Brent produced a facial response that let her know she’d maybe hit on something. Or maybe he was just purely confused. Then she noticed that Tara’s eyebrows went up a little as she looked across the table to Jenna. 

Turning her head slightly to look at her mom, Jenna’s eyes grew large as she formed an expression that was akin to asking, “How did this become a subject of discussion after we just talked about it upstairs in your bedroom?”

“The moment I heard her name for the first time,” Brent responded, breaking the awkward silence, “I knew it was a perfect fit.” A pause. “She’s a beautiful girl with a beautiful name to match.” 

Brent looked at Tara. Tara looked at him. They both turned to look at her. 

He continued. “Why are you asking?”

The door to her change of topic was now wide open.

It wasn’t time to confess that she’d overheard Tara’s and Jenna’s conversation, so a ready-made response proceeded from her lips. “Oh. No big reason, I guess. It’s just that I made the name up. Don’t know exactly where it came from.”

Elizabeth didn’t see it, but Jenna mouthed the word Wow! to her mom.

There. She brought the subject up. Now it was her turn to see if there were any awkward responses.

Brent was the only one to initially respond. “Well, I’ll say that I was a bit curious as to why you gave her that name. Don’t know why I didn’t ask you directly. I just supposed that ... I guess ... you knew someone from your past who had that name. Or a similar name. I didn’t know you made it up.”

Time to leap in a little further. 

“Yeah, weird; isn’t it? I’ve never known anyone with that name before. Don’t really know where it came from.” She looked at Tara. “Is that strange?”

Tara looked at Brent for a quick moment before looking back into Elizabeth’s eyes. There were undoubtedly looks of revelation and indecision that briefly registered. 

“Strange? Oh, I don’t know that there is anything strange about it. Interesting that you should ask such a question so long after naming her, though. Are you regretting the name you chose?”

“Shoot!” came an overly loud cry from Jenna. All the attention shifted to her.

“Shoot, what?!” asked Jamie, maybe a little too happy that something had just stressed out his sister.

Jenna glanced at Jamie, then looked straight into her mother’s eyes. “I forgot! I’ve got tooo...” She stalled briefly, making it obvious that she was trying to pull something out of the air. “...go over to ... Kara’s!”

She immediately grabbed her plate, stood up, walked it into the kitchen, and placed it in the sink. “I’ll see you all in a little while!”

And with that, Jenna had effectively extricated herself from the situation, leaving Tara, mouth slightly agape, to watch as her daughter quickly walked to the front door.
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Now, that was fun! Jamie couldn’t hold back a grin as his sister marched out the door. Her need to leave meant something was definitely going on. 

When he saw Jenna mouth the word Wow! to their mom, he knew he was witnessing what could, by all appearances, turn out to be the most uncomfortable dinner conversation ever. 

How good is this going to get?

Watching his dad wonder where the conversation was heading, and seeing his mom seem to stress over ... well, he didn’t have a clue what she was stressing over, but it certainly looked like it was going to be interesting! 

Jamie propped his elbows up on the table and rested his chin on folded hands. Do I look “concerned” enough? he wondered. He knew that anything that gave the appearance that he was finding the situation humorous was going to get him booted from the table.

Elizabeth had both of his parents looking rather skittish. He could tell, though, that Elizabeth wasn’t sure how
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