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      “Well, fuck,” I muttered. I stared at the neatly penciled columns of figures in the accounts book spread before me, my gaze resting on the last number in the last column of the last row. The very negative number. Then it lifted to the stack of envelopes sitting unopened by the desk lamp, the top one stamped with a bright red OVERDUE.

      Then, because there didn’t seem to be a better word for the kind of trouble the Mary Magdalene House for Women was in right now, I said it again, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      Resting my elbows on the desk, I pinched the bridge of my nose beneath my glasses. I squeezed my eyes shut against the images my brain had insisted on conjuring all morning because the accounts themselves weren’t stressful enough. Images of what would happen to the shelter’s residents if we had to close.

      Small, vulnerable Phoenix, with her spiky blond hair and brand-new lip piercing, back on the street without access to her hormone therapy; tall, stoic Therese returning to the man responsible for her horrific scars—and to almost-certain death; purple-haired Danelle turning tricks by night and carving her self-hatred into her skin by day; gruff Alice descending back into the drugs she’d fought so hard to leave behind ...

      My eyes shot open, because closed they were just making my imaginings more vivid, and I stared again at the ledger. The numbers sat on the page, unflinching, unchanging, uncaring. I swore at them, too.

      “Bloody, fucking hell,” I growled. A corner of my mind winced at the language that was, at least in part, to blame for me having been thrown out of the convent—and the church I had once vowed to serve—more than twenty years before. But a greater part of me didn’t … well, give a fuck, to be frank, because to my mind, my service had always been to a far greater power than an institution.

      Especially a backward, man-made institution that had vetoed the idea of opening a shelter like the Mary Magdalene because it frowned upon the women I wanted to care for.

      Because fuck that, too.

      I winced again. My language had become a little over the top these days, even for me. I really should try to curtail it, if only for Sister Ernestine’s sake. Her own tended toward the salty side, but she wasn’t as likely as I was to slip up in front of the bishop, and while I might not officially be a nun anymore, watching my tongue seemed the least I could do as a boarder of the Sisters of St. Mary. Especially when they had folded me into their little family with such open-hearted welcome.

      And when it had been Sister Ernestine herself who had assured me at my boarder suitability interview that, regardless of what the church might think, I was still—and always would be—a nun.

      “As far as I can tell, Sister Monica,” she’d said, standing up from behind her desk and stretching her hand across to shake mine, “your vows are intact. At least the ones that matter in this house.”

      For all of that and more, it behooved me to at least try to clean up my language a little bit. But maybe I’d wait until after this particular crisis was over, because …

      “Fuck,” I growled again, as I returned to thinking about said crisis.

      I slanted a look at the portrait of the shelter’s namesake, hanging on the opposite wall, where it covered a hole in the plaster that had needed repair for as long as I could remember. Mary Magdalene gazed back, her expression implacable and not at all helpful.

      I scowled at her, then leaned back in my chair and stared at the stained ceiling, also in need of repair. The shelter had never been profitable—that wasn’t its purpose—but neither had it been quite this far in the hole before, with so few prospects for digging itself out. It was barely the end of summer, with more months than I cared to count before year end, when the annual donations turned over again. I’d already exhausted every ounce of goodwill my connections were willing to extend to one small shelter in the vast city of Toronto.

      I threw the pencil I’d been using onto the desk and watched it skate across and drop off the other side. Scratch the few prospects idea. I had no prospects at all. I met Mary Magdalene’s serene gaze again.

      “You could do something other than just watch, you know,” I told our patron sourly. Then I sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you do your best, and I am grateful. But we really could use your help right now, my friend. A way to cut back, a way to bring in more … something … anything?”

      There was no response, of course. There never was, and I would be the first to run for help if I ever did receive an answer. I wholly believed in the power I served and the saint who watched over us, but I was far too much of a realist to think either would actually speak to me—or to anyone, for that matter. Pope included.

      Which had been another reason for my “departure” from the church.

      Ask me if I cared about that, either.

      I pressed my lips together and returned my thoughts to the overwhelming problem at hand and my waning hope that I could keep the shelter afloat—or my momentum going. At the ripe old age of sixty-nine and counting, I was all too aware that my work in the neighborhood wasn’t getting any easier.

      That didn’t, however, make it any less needed.

      The clank of dishes and a muffled burst of laughter reached me through the swinging door that separated the kitchen from my office—formerly a butler’s pantry in the shelter’s days as a much grander house. Despite the certain financial doom looming over us, I smiled. Lunchtime, I thought, glancing at the digital clock sitting on the corner of my desk.

      Tonya, self-appointed chief cook, had promised gazpacho today because it was too hot to cook in the un-airconditioned house. It would be the fourth time the residents had all sat down together at the battered harvest table they’d lugged home last week from an alley three blocks away. And yes, I was still counting, because each of the occasions was worth marking.

      The thing was massive. It had taken their combined strength and strategy to maneuver it up the back steps and into the kitchen—and another team effort to clean it of decades of grunge—but it had been worth the struggle. For the first time in the shelter’s twenty-year history, all of its residents had eaten at the same table at the same time, further cementing the bonds that had drawn them together. Ties stronger by far than family ones, even though the faces had changed so many times over the years.

      I pushed back from the desk, my gaze going one last time to the accounts book and its negative balance as I stood. Some days, I couldn’t help but think how things might have been different if I’d found a way to stay within the church. If I’d requested a transfer away from St. Paul’s Monastery to another, more accepting, convent. If I’d been compliant enough to remain part of the fold. Then, perhaps, I might have at least been able to ask for an emergency loan.

      My mouth twisted. Except all of this—the shelter, our independence, the women who gathered together for lunch in the kitchen beyond—only existed because I had broken away. Because I’d already spent twenty-five years thinking I could change things from within the institution, and I had achieved exactly nothing. Because I’d been so bitter and disillusioned and angry that I could see only one way out for myself, and Mother Annunciata and Archbishop Grant had agreed—and sped me on my way.

      Because, when it came down to it, I could not remain part of a system that turned its back on the diversity that was simple human nature, genetics, science. Just as my father had turned his back on one of his own.

      I slammed the ledger shut, and my gaze went to the words that I’d had tattooed on the back of my left hand in celebration of opening the shelter. NO REGRETS, it reminded me, and I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin. It didn’t matter if I was sixty-nine or a hundred and nine. As long as I had breath left in my body, I would find a way to keep the shelter going, and to ensure that its residents were safe and fed and⁠—

      A shriek pierced the air, and I forgot about breathing altogether as my head snapped up and my gaze locked on the door. That had sounded like⁠—

      The shriek came again, and I bolted for the kitchen.
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      A half-dozen wide-eyed gazes locked onto me as I burst through the door. Before I could even begin a head-count, spiky-haired Phoenix pointed toward the door leading to the hallway and the front of the house.

      “It’s Cindy,” she said. “She went to get the⁠—"

      Another screech cut her off.

      With my entire flock on my heels, I ran from the kitchen. Cindy Blackwater stood in the front doorway, filling her lungs for another go at yelling when I reached her. The young woman jumped when I put a hand on her shoulder, and huge, dark eyes looked up, filled with horror. She launched herself into my arms.

      “She’s dead she’s dead she’s dead!” The words ran together as she buried her face in my shoulder, her voice muffled. “I know she's dead!”

      I gave the young woman’s head a hasty pat and pried her arms loose, then passed her to Alice, who in turn shuffled her along to the rest of the group. For an instant, Alice’s grim gaze met mine. We’d had our fair share of injured and/or otherwise damaged women show up on our porch, but a body?

      In the shelter’s entire twenty-year history, that would be a first.

      I took a deep breath and stepped onto the porch. A pile of rags lay at the top of the stairs, with skeletal limbs sticking out from it, all akimbo, draped in loose, paper-thin skin. None of the limbs moved.

      My heart dropped and my belly churned. Dear sweet Mary, that did not look good. The bones at the top of the stairs twitched and a tiny mewling sound emerged from them.

      “Holy Mother,” I muttered.

      “Jesus,” Alice concurred. She shouldered past me to kneel beside the bones. “It’s alive.”

      Not he. Not she. Not even a neutral they.

      It.

      Because while Cindy had said she, there seemed no way to be sure, and in this state, it looked more creature than human. And Alice was right. It was alive. But not by much.

      I pressed my lips together and raked my gaze over the women crowded in the doorway behind us. Some looked anxious, others curious; a couple showed serious signs of being triggered by the events. There would be psychological fallout from this, but that would have to wait. First, we had a life to save. I hoped.

      I focused on the tallest figure at the back, a stoic, scarred woman who had been at the shelter for almost two years, and who had graduated from resident to my first full-time staff member last month—a position that would be short-lived if I didn’t find some funding soon. But that was a worry for later. I pointed at the woman.

      “Therese, call 911 and tell them we need an ambulance and—” I hesitated, glancing back at the kneeling Alice. Given the background of some of the women living here, we tried our best to avoid a police presence in the home, but in a situation such as this, we had no choice. I looked at Therese again.

      “And the police,” I finished firmly.

      As one of the residents who had little reason to trust cops, Therese scowled, but she nodded and disappeared back into the house, and I turned to join Alice.

      Dropping to my knees on the top step of the porch, beside the figure, I smoothed back matted, chin-length hair streaked with gray, My fingers brushed the forehead beneath. There was no response, and there had been no further sound.

      Jaw tight, I met Alice’s gaze across the potential corpse. “Well?”

      Alice shrugged. “She’s breathing,” she muttered, “but barely.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Unless you can conjure a miracle,” the other woman growled, “not much.” She sat back on her heels, her expression equal parts angry and helpless, her hands resting on her stout thighs. “I doubt she’ll last until the paramedics get here.”

      “Can she be moved?”

      Once, in a long-ago former lifetime that Alice didn’t often talk about, she had been a registered nurse, making her far better qualified than I was to assess the damage. Her response wasn’t promising.

      “I don’t think it will matter either way,” she said, her voice quiet.

      I pressed my lips together and made a decision. “Well, then, we’re not letting her die on the porch.”

      Before she could object, I shifted to one knee and braced my other foot beneath me, then slid my arms under the wasted body. My heart lurched at the feel of bones resting in my hands, but I pushed aside my horror and rose to my feet. Even if I hadn’t been in better than average shape for my sixty-nine years, there was so little to the woman I lifted that I hardly noticed her weight.

      The stench rising from her, however, was another story—and enough to knock an elephant to its knees.

      “Jesus Christ,” Tonya mumbled from behind the hand she’d slapped over her mouth and nose. “You sure she’s not already dead?”

      The woman made another faint, piteous mewl in response.

      I turned her head to the side, swallowing hard and blinking back the haze of tears brought on by both heartbreak and odor. Breathing shallowly through my mouth and keeping my head tilted as far away as my neck would allow, I headed into the house. The cluster of women gave way before me, then trailed behind, a couple of them gagging at the smell.

      “Wait!” Alice pushed past me into the TV room and grabbed a blanket off the back of a chair. She spread it over the couch. “Put her on that,” she directed. “Otherwise, we’ll have to pitch the entire couch onto the street. Therese! Where’s the damned ambulance?”

      “They said at least ten minutes,” responded the tall woman, who had rejoined the group. Her voice was roughened by decades of smoking and the bronchial infections that plagued her. “But the police⁠—”

      “Can’t do a bloody thing,” Alice growled as I settled my bundle gently on the couch.

      I reached for the blanket edges to tuck them around the woman, but Alice’s hand stopped me. She shrugged when I looked up at her.

      “Just because I don’t think she’ll make it doesn’t mean I can’t try.”

      I nodded and stepped back from the stinking skeleton—a little too gratefully, I thought with a stab of guilt—to let her take over. Alice’s thick fingers searched for a pulse at the side of the emaciated throat, and a small breath of relief escaped her.

      “Right,” she said. “I’ll have to take her clothes off to examine her, so I need scissors and a bag of some kind.”

      “A bag?”

      “For evidence.”

      I glanced at the dark stain across the front of the woman’s shirt. The question wasn’t if it was blood, but who the blood belonged to. “Of course,” I responded. I unclipped a ring of keys from my belt loop and held them out to one of the other women. “Danelle?”

      Sloe-eyed and silent, Danelle warily eyed the offering. She was the reason the scissors and knives were kept in a locked drawer in the kitchen, along with any other sharp instruments that might be used to add to the scars that crisscrossed her arms, legs, and belly. In the six months she’d been at the shelter, she had never been entrusted with the means to access them unsupervised. Now, with another’s life for her to focus on, was as good a time as any to change that.

      Danelle, however, made no move to take the keys.

      “Do you want me to send someone else?” I asked.

      She hesitated, then shook her purple-dyed head. She reached out a thin arm, its sleeve past her wrist even in the heatwave gripping the city, and took the keys. I held onto them for a fraction of an instant, folding both my hands around hers.

      “Be quick,” I whispered. She lifted her chin a fraction and nodded, then turned to slip past Tonya, who had returned with a bowl of water and a stack of threadbare towels.

      Alice motioned for the bowl to go on the coffee table beside her. She dipped the corner of a towel into it and squeezed out the excess water, shooting a dark, sidelong look at me. “You sure that was smart? I don’t need to be patching her up, too.”

      “She’ll be fine,” I said.

      Grunting, Alice turned to sponge the woman’s face, exposing bruises and infected scrapes and scratches.

      Alice inhaled sharply. “Fucking hell. She’s older than I thought she was. Much.”

      “Elder abuse?” Nausea churned in my belly.

      The former nurse didn’t answer me. She didn’t have to. She sucked in a lungful of air instead and bellowed, “Danelle! Where are my damned scissors?”

      “She only just—” I began, but a scurry of footsteps cut my words short. Danelle scooted back into the room, scissors and paper grocery bag in hand. She held them out to Alice and received another grunt in return, then handed me the key ring and melted back into the cluster of women around the couch. At the back of the group, Therese disappeared out the door into the hallway.

      Alice began cutting away the woman’s clothing, beginning with the hem of what was left of her t-shirt. I hovered nearby, wanting to help but not wanting to interfere as she peeled back the shirt to either side. Beneath it, crusted blood and dirt covered the woman’s skin so thickly, it looked as if it had become part of her. As if there was no way to tell where human ended and dirt—or whatever else caused that stench—began.

      “Fucking hell,” Alice muttered again. “She’s so filthy, I can’t see anything.”

      “That blood on her dress hadda come from somewhere,” Lissa pointed out.

      Alice slanted her an impatient look. “You think, genius?”

      Lissa muttered something under her breath, and Tonya gave her a hard nudge in the ribs. Before I could open my mouth to say anything, Therese returned to the room, shouldering between the two women and sending each of them a dark, quelling look as she clipped her own key ring back onto her belt.

      I exchanged a quick look with her, and she inclined her head once, almost imperceptibly—confirmation that a successful kitchen utensil count had been undertaken. I breathed a small sigh of relief …

      And then the screaming started.
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        * * *

      

      It took me a moment to identify the source of the screams. Another to convince myself to peel my hands away from my ears, where I’d slapped them in a futile effort to mute the sound—or at least muffle it. Because the screams—no, the scream, singular, because it seemed unending—was that high. That piercing. That deafening.

      Chaos erupted around me as the shelter residents pressed fingers into their own ears and shouted at Alice to make the woman stop. But Alice, too, had retreated from the sound.

      Gritting my teeth, I dived toward the couch and its occupant. The woman’s eyes—a flat, dead brown—were open and staring at the ceiling. There was nothing behind them. No awareness. No presence. The screaming continued.

      Trying to keep my touch gentle despite the pain in my ears and my borderline desperation, I gripped the skeletal shoulders and shook her. It had no effect. The unending scream became hoarse but continued, grating against my every fiber. My grip on the shoulders tightened, and I forced myself to let go and step away from the urge to do something—anything—to stop the horrific, heartrending, eardrum-shattering noise. My hands went back to my ears.

      “Sister!”

      A shoulder bumped against my arm, and I turned my head to find Lissa, fingers still in her ears, standing beside me.

      “We have company!” the woman yelled, jerking an elbow toward the front-room window.

      “Police?” I yelled back.

      Lissa shook her head. “Ain’t no cop I know carries a crowbar.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. I stared at the woman on the sofa, my hands curling into fists but for the index fingers poked inside my ear canals. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had followed his prey to our doorstep. It might, however, be the first time I wanted to do more than hold him off until the cops arrived. My fists tightened. The woman screamed on.

      I looked at Lissa standing watch at the window, then toward the doorway. Only Alice, Phoenix and Therese remained, their expressions both pained and determined as they gazed back at me for guidance, trusting my judgment.

      Trusting me to keep them safe.

      Quickly, efficiently, I sorted through my options. They weren’t many. If I stayed in the house, the crowbar would make short shrift of the living room window, and the man would be inside with all of us within seconds. If I went out to him, he would have to go through me to get to the window, which would at least buy a few extra minutes for help to arrive. I took a deep breath and plucked my fingertips from my ears, then grabbed Alice’s arm. I pushed the former nurse toward the woman on the sofa.

      “Do what you can to keep her alive,” I shouted. “Therese, call the police again, and tell them we have an armed intruder. Phoenix, keep the others in the kitchen.”

      “I’ll come—” Therese began.

      “No,” I said. “Stay here. No one comes outside until I know what’s going on.”
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      Blissful semi-silence enveloped me as I stepped onto the porch and closed the door behind me, shutting off the screams. My eyes wanted to close in involuntary relief, but I had no time to enjoy the respite. Not when my gaze landed on a solitary man on the sidewalk side of the rickety picket fence separating the shelter from the busy street beyond.

      I sized him up, weighing my chances if my efforts to dissuade him with words failed. Thickly built and on the shorter side—maybe five foot six or seven—he had short-cropped sandy hair and was dressed all in black. Black jeans, a black turtleneck, black leather gloves, black sunglasses. Everything but the latter was out of keeping with the unseasonably sweltering early September afternoon.

      And Lissa had been right: he carried a crowbar.

      Two decades of martial arts and two black belts aside, that might pose a problem.

      I tried to meet his gaze, but his eyes were invisible behind the sunglasses, and uneasiness trickled down my spine. An electric streetcar rolled past behind him, its trolley poles clattering over a junction in the wires feeding it. A cicada buzzed somewhere in the tree beside the apartment building next door. A siren wailed in the distance, too far away to be helpful anytime soon, assuming that it was even headed to us.

      Over by the gate, the man smiled—cold, cocky, utterly certain of himself. Like most people, he saw no threat in a getting-on-in-years, gray-haired woman. I held back a grim smile of my own, because, like most people, he would be mistaken.

      I walked across the porch toward the stairs, automatically tugging my blouse free of my waistband and undoing the buttons at each cuff. The first rule of every martial art I’d ever studied was to avoid engaging in a fight, but the second was to be ready if one came.

      The door behind me opened, and I glanced back long enough to see some of the residents crowded into the doorway. Briefly, I noted that the screams in the house had stopped, but I didn’t have time to dwell on why. I returned my gaze to the man in time to see him push the sleeves of his turtleneck back from muscled forearms. The action was too deliberate to be casual, and when I saw the exposed tattoo on the inside of his right arm, I knew why.

      The frisson of unease between my shoulder blades turned to a slither of foreboding. A trickle of sweat joined it. I slipped the pendant I wore—a Mary Magdalene medallion—over my head and laid it on the porch rail.

      “Get back inside,” I told the women over my shoulder. “All of you. Let me handle this.”

      If I did have to get into it with our uninvited guest, I didn’t need to be worrying about who might get in the way—and who might get hurt in addition to me.

      “But, Sister⁠—”

      “You can’t stay out here by yourself⁠—”

      “We’re not leaving you alone!”

      The simultaneous chorus of objections ran together into a blur of voices, but they ground to a halt when I held up a hand.

      “Inside,” I repeated. “Please. I’ll be fine. I’m just going to keep him busy until the police get here. The best thing you can do is call them again.”

      Footsteps sounded, approaching rather than retreating, and then Therese was at my side, leaning in to mutter, “That tattoo on his arm is gang. You don’t want to mess with him.”

      “I know what it is.” I’d seen the tattoo many times before in the neighborhood, and I knew exactly what it meant ... and that the gang Therese spoke of was nothing less than the Russian mob.

      Hey, Mary Magdalene? If you’re listening, I could use those cops soon.

      The man reached the tattooed arm over the crooked, metal-framed wire gate and unlatched it. Beside me, Therese scowled and crossed her arms.

      “Well,” she said, “then you should also know there’s no way in hell we’re leaving you out here by your⁠—”

      A new scream from inside the house cut her off. The man had stepped through the gate, and the instant his foot touched the path inside the yard, the gut-piercing, eardrum-perforating screech started up again, going on and on and on. I scrunched my eyes shut against its awfulness, but sudden caution whispered through my belly, and they snapped open again almost instantly.

      Shock jolted through me. I’d barely blinked, and the man was already halfway across the front yard, crowbar swinging at his side. I inhaled a sharp breath. Sweet Mary, he’d moved fast. Too fast for me to pretend that this wasn’t going to get ugly before help arrived.

      I gritted my teeth and looked around the worn porch that was as desperately in need of a coat of paint as the rest of the house. My gaze fell on a broom propped against the pillar on the other side of the stairs. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.

      I shoved Therese toward the door and raised my voice over the woman’s screech. I did not, however, take my eyes off my opponent again.

      I didn’t dare.

      “Inside,” I snapped at the women. “All of you. Lissa, help Alice. Therese, call the police again and see how far away they are. Tonya, come back and tell me, but do not step out of that house. Is that clear?”

      Tell me so I’ll know how long I have to hold out.

      “But, Sister—” Lissa began.

      “Go,” I barked.

      I didn’t—couldn’t—hear them leave, but there were no more objections, and an emptiness at my back told me that the women had withdrawn. I took a deep, steadying breath and flexed my fingers. I wasn’t looking forward to this next part. Not even a little bit.

      I crossed the porch to stand at the top of the stairs beside the broom and drew myself up to my full five-foot, four-inch height. At least in that respect, my opponent and I were reasonably well matched, I thought darkly. I settled my sneaker-clad feet against the porch floorboards, finding my center. Grounding myself.

      Traffic streamed by on the street beyond the yard, and a heavily muscled man strode past on the sidewalk with a small dog clutched in his arms, casting alarmed glances at me and the crowbar-wielding man. He didn’t stop.

      No one in this neighborhood stopped for trouble anymore. It was, in large part, why the neighborhood had become what it was in the first place. That, and the increasing reluctance of the police to bother with us.

      But those were problems for another day.

      “That’s far enough,” I shouted. “The police are on their way, and⁠—”

      I stopped as the man raised his free hand and snapped finger against thumb, and the scream from inside the house abruptly cut off. The man slid the sunglasses he wore onto the top of his head. Gray eyes regarded me with a flat iciness at odds with the faint smile playing across his lips.

      “Much better,” he said. “You were saying?”

      But before I could respond, more yelling came from the house. Distinctly alarmed yelling. I sifted rapidly through the voices—Alice’s, bellowing for help; Danelle’s, her screams replacing the woman’s, albeit not as loud; Lissa yelling at Danelle—with no effect—to shut the fuck up.

      My focus on the danger facing me wavered. What in the name of Mary herself⁠—

      “Sister!” Tonya yelled behind me.

      So much yelling.

      I looked over my shoulder to find her in the doorway, her face white and eyes frantic, her hands cupped around her mouth in a makeshift megaphone.

      “Ten minutes, Sister!” she called. “The fucking cops said another ten minutes! And the woman—she’s having a seizure or something!”

      My breath caught, and I hesitated. Another ten minutes? Holy Mother, where were they coming from? The other side of the city? I hadn’t even engaged with my opponent yet, and I already doubted my ability to keep him at bay that long. Maybe I should just go back into the house and barricade the⁠—

      I turned back to the man and my stomach lurched. He'd crossed half the remaining yard and stood a mere six feet away from the stairs. How⁠—?

      I cut the thought short. How didn’t matter. Making sure he didn’t get any closer did. I was seriously rethinking my decision to leave the house, but it was too late for that. There was no way I could get back inside and lock the temperamental deadbolt before he got to me. Like it or not, I was going to have to stand my ground.

      No regrets.

      Calm descended with the decision, the kind of calm that came with decades of training and brought clarity in its wake. Holding my opponent’s gaze unflinchingly, I reached for the broom, braced it against the porch floor, and brought one foot down on the handle, just above the bristles. The broomstick snapped with a loud crack, and I kicked the bristles aside. Then I gripped my makeshift stick with both hands and held it across my body.

      “I said that’s far enough,” I repeated. “You need to leave.”

      The man swung the crowbar in a lazy circle at his side. He shrugged. “I’d like to, but I can’t. Not without what I came for.”

      “And I can’t let you take her.”

      He snorted. “Her? You can keep her. I want only what she has with her. Then I’ll go.”

      He spoke with no accent, and his diction told me he was well educated. If he was mob, he wasn’t their usual recruit. I filed away the details for my police statement.

      I wondered what the woman might have taken from him—and where on her person, amid those filthy rags, she could possibly have hidden it. I turned my head a fraction, so that I could see the doorway from the corner of my eye while still keeping my gaze firmly on the man, thinking to send Tonya to find out. But the other woman was gone again.

      My grip firm on the broomstick, I descended the stairs—four of them—to stand at their base. A scant few feet separated us now.

      “Look,” I said. “We don’t want any trouble. The police are on their way, but if you leave now⁠—”

      The man lunged, and the crowbar came at my head with a speed that required the skill and agility of every single one of my twenty-one years of training and both black belts to avoid. I pivoted away on pure instinct, striking out with my broomstick at the backs of my opponent's knees as I slid past and dropped into a defensive stance halfway across the lawn, well out of his reach. My scalp tingled with the sensation of metal brushing against my hair, and shock and adrenaline flooded my veins. Holy Mother, this man was not fooling around.

      My opponent had replaced me at the foot of the stairs, seemingly uninjured by the blow I’d delivered, even though my hand still tingled from the impact of broomstick against leg. His gaze narrowed in assessment, however, and he glanced between me and the porch, seeming to weigh his chances of getting to his prey before I could interfere.

      Good. That meant I hadn’t been the only one surprised by our initial clash, but how had he moved so fast? And how in heaven’s name was he still standing after that whack I’d landed?

      Never mind, I told myself. Just stay focused and keep him occupied long enough for the police
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