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Chapter 1

 


Jonny tried to control her breathing,
but terror and running were taking their toll on her. She slid into
an opening after slipping into a darkened alley and pressed her
body as close to the wall as she could without becoming a part of
it. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see if they found her until
she heard their footsteps coming closer. She held her breath and
let it out slowly, hoping that they wouldn’t be able to hear
her.

“Jonny, you know that we’re
going to find you. It’s only a matter of time. We both know that.”
He walked past where she was, and she could almost touch him.
“There are things we can do to make this better for you, but
running away isn’t going to make me want to help you
out.”

He moved deeper into the alley where
she was and then out again. She could see the man he’d had with him
when she’d left the house and knew that he would hurt her if given
half the chance. She could see them whispering to each other but
couldn’t hear what they were saying with all the street
traffic.

“I’m giving you one more
chance before I have to kill that little friend of yours. You know
the one I mean, the little girl that comes to visit you sometimes.”
She didn’t move, because she knew that he’d killed her, or had had
Anita killed, yesterday. “What will you do about that? Having her
death on your conscience is going to eat at you.”

As soon as they moved out, she let out
her held breath. She wiped at the tears but didn’t move from where
she was. She knew that as soon as she did they could catch her. And
she’d rather die than go back there.

Anita was dead. When she’d been trying
to escape yesterday, she’d been going through one of the offices
when she heard her friend talking. It wasn’t until Jonny was nearly
ready to come into the room that she realized that Anita was being
tied to a chair.

“You do this and people are
going to know about it. I want you to let me see Jonny right
fucking now.” Jonny had started into the room, but backed off when
she saw the other man in the room too. She backed away to shift
when she heard the soft pop pop
of a gun, then the sound of someone cursing. Jonny
looked back into the room. Anita was slumped over in the chair and
a second man was being helped to a chair. He appeared to be
laughing, but that couldn’t be right.

And now here she was in a dark alley
without shoes, without money, and with nowhere to go. She wondered
if this could get any worse. Probably. It hadn’t been an easy life
for her thus far, but she hadn’t done anything wrong but been born.
Closing her eyes, she wanted to call her mom and dad but knew that
their phones were tapped and she didn’t want them to be hurt
again.

The alley was lit when she woke. Still
being careful, she listened for any sound that would alert her that
Roy and his henchman, Harris Manning, were around. As soon as she
stepped out of the alley, she realized that she had no idea where
she was.

Two buildings across from her were
typical stores, a Walgreens and a video store. She looked at the
two buildings she had been hiding near, and one was an empty
storefront, the other a business of some sort. She moved along the
empty one, looking for a way to get in. In the back she found a
basement window and broke it.

She waited over an hour before she
slipped inside. She’d learned before that even empty buildings
could have alarm systems that would bring the police, and then Roy
and his gang. She bent a large piece of metal around the opening
she created so that no one else would come in as well. Jonny moved
up the stairs and into the main part of the building.

It had been a long while since anyone
had been in the place. There were no footprints in the dust on the
floor, and cobwebs were in abundance. She avoided this room in
favor of finding another set of stairs that led to the upper
floors. She found it in a hall far from the front.

The stairs had mouse droppings. She
wasn’t worried about rodents. Once they realized she was in the
building, they’d scatter. She found the second level of the
building had a great deal of old office equipment and furniture,
and the third one had been used as a sort of storage room for
paperwork. Large file cabinets were lined up in neat and sometimes
not so neat rows.

The fourth floor had a semi apartment.
There was a stove that ran off gas, a refrigerator that was still
plugged in but there was no power, and a cabinet filled with more
mouse droppings. She found a bucket and some rags under the
counter, along with a few outdated cleaning supplies. Moving among
the rooms, she found a bathroom with running water, a shower, and
toilet. The last room she found empty save the large dresser, which
was also empty. Smiling for the first time in months, she thought
she could live here for a little while at least.

Without money she couldn’t buy food,
but she wasn’t stupid either. She went to the front of the upper
windows and watched the street below her. She hated to steal, but
if she could get a pair of shoes and some toiletries, she could
find a job and repay whomever she had to “borrow” from; because
that’s what it was going to be, borrowing not stealing.

By nightfall she’d cleaned up as best
she could. She’d found a few more supplies, such as a broom and
dust pan, on the second floor, and had even unearthed a chair that
wasn’t in too bad of shape among the furniture. On the third floor
she’d found a brand new yet very old shower curtain, which she hung
with twisty ties she’d found in one of the cabinet
drawers.

By the time she decided to go to bed
that night, the kitchen was spotless and the room she was in was
cleared off all cobwebs and dirt, and she’d even polished the old
dresser to a nice shine. Closing her eyes, she felt safer here than
she had in a very long time.

When she woke the next time, it took
her several seconds to realize she was safe. She calmed her cat
down with soothing words and stood up. Looking out the window, she
saw a lone car in the lot next to her. Moving to the front of the
building, she watched to see how much traffic there was and decided
that the few cars that went by were far enough apart that she could
do what she needed.

She moved out of the basement window
and made sure that she closed the entrance up again. Moving along
the back of the buildings, she watched for one that looked to be
occupied but empty of people. She found one about three blocks from
her new home.

Finding the same kind of low window at
the basement, she broke the glass and waited. A cruiser went by
once but didn’t stop. She waited another twenty minutes and moved
into the building. It wasn’t until she was inside that she realized
that it was an old shop that seemed to deal in used clothing.
Excited but careful, she shifted to cat and moved through the
showroom floor to the offices in the back, thinking that the black
cat would be hard to see. She looked around for any sort of video
equipment and even searched through the mess on the desk. She
decided that anyone this messy and unorganized wouldn’t have a clue
what they had on the floor. She went to the bags of stuff the
person had tossed on the floor first. Shifting back to herself, she
looked around at the piles of things.

She decided this was to be thrown out.
There was nothing worth saving even if she was going to wear it
around her new apartment. Zippers had been removed and buttons
taken off. She did find a pair of tennis shoes that fit her but
they had no laces. Even so, she put them in a pile she was going to
take with her. Next, she moved to the floor. She found out why the
zippers had been removed before being tossed out.

The owner was selling them as
“vintage.” She knew what the word meant but she doubted that the
owner did. They were used, not old. She moved to a section someone
had marked as “the ladies” and looked for something suitable to
wear. She flinched every time someone’s lights shined in the front
window.

She had five blouses, three pairs of
pants, and a pair of shoes. She found a nice sweater and had a
jacket but couldn’t make the zipper work well and put it back,
wondering if it would end up in the bag of trash and the zipper in
his vintage pile. There were panties and bras as well, but she
refused to think what sort of person would wear used under things.
Moving to the back of the store where the basement access was, she
looked at the cash register again.

She needed money. But did she need it
more than the person selling these things? Jonny looked around the
store and decided that the owner needed it more. Going out before
she convinced herself that she did need it, she slipped out of the
basement encasement. Making sure that the window wouldn’t let
anyone else in, she stuffed all her things into a bag she’d taken
as well and made her way back to the apartment.

There was a woman in the alley this
time. She was moving along the lone car as if she were drunk. Jonny
waited until she was out of sight before she moved to the window
again and inside. She was exhausted and moved straight to her room.
Laying down, she got back up and hung all her clothes in the bare
closet with some of the hangers she’d found, and then lay back
down. There was something very personal about having her own
clothes in her own closet. She was asleep within
minutes.

~~~

“Do we know what killed
her?” Marc looked at his team when no one answered. “We have to
have something on this. The murder happened three days
ago.”

“The guy I have at the
station says it was a wild dog. I don’t know, he seemed fascinated
with the idea that there might be a wild dog on the loose.” Dewey
Ortiz shifted in his chair and handed him a picture. “I don’t think
a dog would have done that one, boss. More likely a man with a
rake.”

Marc looked at the picture carefully.
He was right, it looked like a rake. He looked up at Mia when she
walked in. She didn’t look pleased, which, looking at her in the
later part of her pregnancy, he could see why. She was carrying
twins and looked like she needed a hoist to help her
move.

“Hey girl,” he grinned at
her. “You look very fetching in that blouse. What have you got for
me?”

“I have the autopsy report
on Miss Rutledge. According to the report, she was shot once in the
back of the head, and then her body was mutilated with a sharp
instrument, probably a rake or some other evenly spaced
equipment.”

He grinned at Dewey when he yelled,
then looked back at Mia. She sat down hard in the chair next to him
and glared. He waited for her to start on him. Marc had had a lot
of practice lately with hormonal women during pregnancy. He had
three sisters-in-law. He was getting well versed on when to say
something and when to run. He wished now he could run.

“I do not look ‘fetching.’
I look like a beached whale after four days in the sun. And if one
more person says to me I look ready to ‘pop,’ I will pull my gun
and ‘pop’ the fuck out of them.” He barely refrained from laughing,
but one of his team did not. “If you say one word, one single word
to me Dennis, I will shoot you.”

He nodded and sat very still. She
looked back at Marc, and before he could tell her that he still had
no replacement for her, the front doorbell sounded. She got up with
a “don’t move” and left them. Dennis asked if she was all
right.

“She wants to go home and
put her feet up and say to hell with this job, but she won’t until
we find someone to replace her. Anyone have someone they can
recommend? She’s going to kill us all if we don’t.”

Mia came back and said that one of his
brothers was there to see him. He told everyone to find what they
could on their victim and went to his office. He nearly left again
when he saw Khan standing there.

“Have you found anything
yet?” He shook his head and sat. “Damn it, Marc, you were supposed
to find a vacation package for Mom and Dad over a week ago. What
the hell is taking you so fucking long?”

“First you only asked me to
look three days ago. And, second, I’m still under the opinion that
sending them away on a cruise while you remodel the house is a bad
idea. Mom likes her house just the way it is.” Khan sat down and
glared. “You can act like you’re pissed at me all you want, but
Monica agrees with me. Mom is going to be pissed when they come
back and find that strangers have not only been in their home, but
moved things around as well.”

“What the hell am I
supposed to do then? You tell me? Their house needs to be updated
and modernized or it’s going to fall down on them one of these
days.” Marc agreed with that and wished they’d just move in with
Dylan and Jack as planned. But they were being stubborn and saying
that newlyweds needed their alone time. They were both driving them
all crazy.

“Why don’t you talk to them
about your plans like we’ve been saying to you for weeks? This is
going to make them mad anyway that you’re being highhanded.” Marc
left off the “again” in favor of keeping all his teeth. “Mom’s
still pissed at you for buying her and dad a new car.”

“After we had to go pick
her up twice at the store I had to do something. Besides, when she
takes the kids somewhere, she needs a more reliable car. And for
your information, they both like it now.”

He knew they did. His mom just told
him that morning that she was in love with the little SUV. Marc sat
up in his chair and regarded his brother. He’d never seen him so
relaxed before. Monica was good for him. Having a mate had the
exact same effect on his older brothers. And he was happy for them.
Jealous, too, if he was truthful about it.

Marc knew that he’d lost his chance at
love a long time ago, as did his family. The female, Sonya Deed, a
teenager he knew, had been his mate but had been killed in an
automobile accident when she’d been seventeen and him only a year
older. They didn’t love one another and had only kissed, but it had
been enough to break his heart and close it off even after all this
time.

“Look, Khan, talk to her.
She might surprise you. I’m willing to pay for the cruise myself if
you just let them know what you want to do and ask them for her
input. They might surprise you.” Khan shifted in the seat and
glared. “You can be grouchy with me all you want, but you know I’m
right.”

“Monica said the same
thing. She said that when they came back and saw the house, they
might move away and not live in the area again. She said that’s
what she would do if I was highhanded like that with her.” Khan got
up to pace. “You’re right. Not that I’ll tell anyone I said that,
but you are. I’ll talk to them tonight.”

After he left, Marc picked up the
phone and called his sister-in-law. “Well, Mon, it worked. He’s
going to talk to them tonight. Good job in giving him
hell.”

Her laugher made him smile. “He might
live a bit longer if he would just listen to me on occasion. I tell
you that man is as stubborn as Caitlynne is on a good
day.”

He agreed with her and told her he’d
be over on Saturday if the case he was working on looked any
better. “It’s an odd one. The woman was killed and someone tried to
make it look like a big animal did it.”

“Probably her husband. I’m
sure you checked, but see if she had any insurance on her. I’ve
been tempted to do the same with Khan lately.” He told her that he
had and there was nothing out of the ordinary there.

After they hung up, he went back to
his meeting room and looked at the file. The husband was their
first suspect, but he wasn’t even in town when it happened, and the
house had been ransacked too. Marc knew that the only way he was
going to get his solved was if he went there and looked around
himself.

“I’m going to go to the
crime scene for a couple of weeks, maybe. Will you be all right
until I get back? And I swear to you I’ll hire the first person who
looks like they can answer the phone when I get back.” Mia glared
at him when he told her. “I have been trying to find someone you
like.”

“I know you have.” She
stood up and stretched her back. “I’m so tired all I want to do is
lie down on this desk and sleep until I go into labor. I’ll keep
looking while you’re gone and if I find someone, you can interview
them when you get back.”

“If you find someone, hire
them. I trust you. And you know what package and insurance whoever
you hire will get, so go for it. Like I said, I trust you.” She
nodded. “And if she’s single and pretty, make sure you tell them
what a great boss I am and how much fun I am.”

She snorted. “Like you’d even ask her
out. You’re like a hermit. It’s work, home, and work again. How you
going to meet Miss Right if that’s the only places you go to see
women?”

“I saw the woman I want and
you got married to Jake. My loss is his gain, I suppose, but I
think I see you more so it works out.” He grinned when she slapped
his arm playfully. “Besides, I don’t have to get up in the middle
of the night when the babies cry. I can just hear about
it.”

“You will meet someone
someday, and I’m going to be the first to tell her what an ass you
are. I’m sure after seeing you for ten minutes she’ll know that
too. But there you have it.”

He went to his car and left the lot
twenty minutes later. He knew that she saw the sadness, but he
couldn’t help it. There was just too much romance going on around
his family right now and he couldn’t take it. He loved them all,
but he simply needed to get away.


Chapter 2

 


It had been three days of job hunting
and Jonny was starving. She walked past dumpsters and thought about
digging through them. She wasn’t at that point yet, but she was
very close. Walking back to the apartment, she watched a woman get
out of her car with a large bag of food and thought about rolling
her for it. Or maybe just scaring her enough so that she’d drop it
and run. Then she turned around.

She was pregnant and huge with it.
Jonny hadn’t had a great deal of contact with pregnant women, but
this woman looked wobbly and she wondered if she was going to make
it inside. When she walked toward her building, Jonny thought she
was going there, but she turned toward the one next to her at the
last second. That’s when the big truck flew past them.

Jonny was at her side, catching her,
before she could think not to. Had she not gotten to her in time
she would have fallen on her belly, and surely that couldn’t have
been good for the baby or the woman. She latched onto Jonny so hard
that she was sure if she hadn’t been a supernatural that she would
have had a bruise. As it was now, she’d just have a small mark for
an hour or so.

“He nearly…I was falling
and…I need to sit down.” She helped her into the building by using
her keys, and then led her to sit in a chair. When she looked
particularly pale, Jonny put her head down as far as it would go
and not crunch her up with her belly.

Jonny left her sitting there and went
to find a bathroom. She found one, as well as a nice kitchen, and
wet some paper towels there and took them back to the woman with a
glass of water. The woman took them gratefully and smiled when
she’d taken a sip.

“I was concentrating so
hard on what I had to do when I got back here that I didn’t even
see you or that truck. You saved me. I can’t thank you
enough.”

Jonny nodded and realized that the
scent of food was making her cat stir. She had to get out of there
now or steal the woman’s lunch. She stood to leave. Her belly took
that moment to announce that it was empty.

“I have to go. I’m sure
your husband will be able to help you back out to your car now
if—”

“Please don’t go. I’m the
only one here and I’m still a little overwhelmed by what nearly
happened.” Jonny looked at the door thinking that she’d just watch
her from the other side until someone came. “I’ll feed
you.”

“I don’t need your
charity.” The bark of her words embarrassed her. “I have to go,
miss. I’m sure you’re going to be just fine now.”

“You sit down right now.”
There was a command there that she couldn’t ignore. The woman was
human but she sounded like she was used to getting her way, so
Jonny sat down.

When she nearly tumbled out of the
chair, Jonny stood up and helped her. The woman really was a bit
unsteady on her feet as Jonny helped her back to the tiny little
kitchen.

“I’m going to sit in the
kitchen with you while you eat this meal. I’m so upset right now
that if I tried I’d be sick, and throwing up is not very
comfortable in any state, but this big, I can’t hardly sit on the
commode, much less puke in one.” She started for the door and
stopped to hold onto the desk. “Lock the door again, will you? I
have to sit down again.”

Jonny did as she asked and helped her
to the kitchen. She wanted the food more than anything, but she
wasn’t going to eat it. She had to find something soon or she would
be stealing money to purchase it. She owed the man with the shop
more than she’d wanted to right now.

“I’m Mia Bowmen. In case
you didn’t notice, I’m going to have a baby in a couple of months.
Twins actually. Do sit down.” Jonny sat, and the bag of food was
shoved in front of her. “If you don’t eat this I’m going to throw
it out. You will be missing a great meal too. Roast beef sandwich
with Swiss cheese and a dill pickle. There’s also potato salad and
some cheesecake in there.”

Jonny’s stomach rumbled louder. She
reached for the sandwich that the woman had unwrapped as she spoke
and took the first bite. It was like heaven in her mouth. She was
halfway through the twelve-inch sub before she realized that she
was being handed a fork and the salad. She nearly moaned at the
taste of her favorite way to have potatoes. She was eating the cake
when Mia spoke.

“When was the last time you
ate?” Jonny flushed and looked at the crumbs on the table, all that
was left of her lunch. “You just ate an entire meal in less than
ten minutes, so don’t shy away from me now. When?”

“Five days ago. I left
where I was. Then I’ve been looking for work since. I don’t have
any identification, so I can’t get a job.” She nodded at her. “I’ll
pay you back for this. I’m sorry that I made a pig of myself,
but….”

“You were hungry. Don’t
worry about it. And I’ll be honest with you now because you were
with me, it was my husband’s dinner, not my lunch. I ate mine at
the deli. But he won’t even miss what he didn’t know he was
getting.” She stood up and got three bottles of water out of the
refrigerator. “I’m looking for someone to take my place so I can go
on maternity leave. Can you type and answer the phone?”

“Yes. But I don’t….” Jonny
looked at the table again instead of the nice woman. “I can’t work
for you. I have to find a job that I can get paid in cash. I
can’t…I can’t be found.”

“You let me worry about
that part. I’m in charge of this little office. Marc may think he
is but I run the place. What’s your name, or is that going to be a
problem too?” Jonny nodded. “Okay, I have to call you something.
How about…Joan? Joan Savior?”

“Why?” Jonny looked
confused. “Why are you helping me? For all you know I could be some
kind of mass murderer and want to work here to hide until the next
job is complete.”

“You could be, I suppose,
but I doubt a mass murderer would have helped a rotund woman who
nearly got knocked on her ass by a semi. And you were honest with
me. You didn’t have to be. You could have let me fall, then kicked
me when you passed me.”

“No I couldn’t have.” Mia
smiled, and Jonny flushed again. “You’re going to hire me and pay
me under the table because you nearly fell and feel grateful. In
the morning, you might feel differently.”

“I doubt it. Come on, Joan,
let’s get you trained.” They walked back out to the desk after
cleaning up. “You now work for Bowen Investigations. The owner is
Marc Bowen, and he’s about the best boss in the world. And he’s
cute. I’m not sure if anyone would call him handsome, but I am
married to the most handsome man in the world.”

After giving her a note pad and a pen,
Mia went through the entire office. She didn’t once wobble and
Jonny had a feeling she’d been had. She wanted to ask her about it
but she didn’t want to make her mad. She had a job and it was going
to keep her off the grid so that Roy wouldn’t find her.

At five o’clock Mia was telling her
how to turn the phones over to the service. “You’ll need a cell
phone and I’ll have it for you tomorrow. Sometimes when it’s an
emergency the service will call me and I can call Marc. He trusts
my judgment on when to call him. I do if I can’t decide if he needs
to be called or not. Sometimes it’s nothing, but there are enough
times that it’s something. He’s okay with the occasional
blunder.”

After locking down the office, Jonny
turned to her. “My name is Jonny Thomas. I’m being chased and I
can’t go back there.”

“Thank you. You don’t know
how much it means to me that you trust me with this. I won’t tell
anyone and we’ll keep calling you Joan. Your paperwork will be just
enough that you can get paid, and from there we’ll work something
else out.” She handed her some money and Jonny backed away. “You
have to eat. I’ve taken it out of petty cash and you can pay it
back when you get your first check. I assume you have somewhere to
stay that’s safe?”

She nodded. “I’m living in an empty
building. I’ll…as soon as I can I’ll find somewhere else, but for
now this is all I can do.”

“You’ll be safe, that’s all
I care about right now.” She locked the door and turned to her.
“I’ll be in at eight-thirty tomorrow morning. The rest of them will
be in around nine or so. Marc won’t be back for a couple more weeks
unless he can figure this case out. I’ll see you tomorrow
then?”

“Yes, I’ll be here. And
thank you for everything.” Jonny watched her walk to her car and
she moved up the street. She walked past her building and to the
next block before she went down an alley and returned. She never
left or came back to her building the same way twice. Careful of
the streets and watching for Roy, she entered her building and went
up the stairs before she took out the money.

Five hundred dollars. She’d given her
a fortune. Jonny was dancing around the room when she realized that
she could go and get some food for herself. Not to mention some of
the basic needs of her living there. She needed soap and shampoo.
The cleaning solution she’d been using was hot to her skin and her
body was drying out from it. Her hair, too, needed something more
than the dish detergent she’d found. She counted out the money
again, and leaving all but two hundred dollars of it, left to find
a store.

It took her nearly an hour to find a
Wal-Mart. She spent ten minutes trying to find the right shampoo,
having so much fun that she nearly left after getting it just to go
and wash her hair. Then she got the rest of the things on her list,
including a large backpack to carry things in. She got her a plate
and silverware, along with a single pan. She wasn’t much on cooking
but might want a cup of tea sometime, and she could heat up soup
too. When she left she’d filled the pack and had three bags as
well.

Putting things away was also fun. She
was careful when purchasing things to make sure she could leave
them without problems if she were found. The place didn’t have
electricity, but it did have hot water and a gas stove. Keeping
things cold was a problem, but she hadn’t bought anything that
needed to stay cold, so she thought she’d be all right. By nine she
was putting her twenty-two dollars in her stash and went to
bed.

~~~

Reed watched the girl while she
worked. He knew that she was a panther and figured she knew he was
one as well. She never said anything to him about it, and he, too,
let it go. For now. Reed knew that no one in Marc’s office knew he
was a cat and figured that was fine. When Mia had called him last
night to ask him to come by and set up access for her new employee,
as well as a cell phone, he’d been happy. He wasn’t sure what to
think now.

“She’ll need to have it
programmed like mine is with all the numbers. Can you do that for
her?” Reed nodded at Mia. “She’s going to do just fine, I think. By
this time next week I can be at home and getting ready for the
twins.”

“You think she’ll be able
to handle this on her own? She doesn’t look all that sure of
herself.” He knew he was making her nervous but didn’t know why.
“She looks terrified out of her mind.”

“She’ll be just fine. And
don’t you go scaring her off either. I need this, Reed, and she’s
going to make it happen.” He nodded at her and smiled. “I like her.
A great deal, and she saved me yesterday from falling. She didn’t
have to do that.”

She’d told him how she’d come to meet
Joan twice now. He didn’t want to sound suspicious but it just
sounded too…well, it sounded like she’d been at the right place at
the right time too easily. He decided to have Caitlynne run a check
on her.

“I don’t know what’s going
on in your mind right now, but I swear to you if you run a check on
this girl I will make you pay.” He looked at Mia, shocked. First,
because he swore she’d read his mind, and second that she’d
threatened him.

“I have to know that my
family will be safe, Mia. She’s working for one of my brothers.
What if she tries to hurt one of them? You know that they’re always
coming in and out of here.”

“Please don’t. I’m begging
you not to look up anything.” She looked around before continuing.
“I think she has a husband or boyfriend looking for her and she’s
terrified he’ll find her. You wouldn’t believe what she looked like
yesterday when I offered her this job. She was terrified when she
told me she’d



















cover.jpg
-

KATH S, BARTON

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE FORCE OF NATD






tmp_bf4da77ed9fde8f2c57d46df3c864f8c_GzENjm_html_1f6fd8fb.jpg
w»' b

KATH! S, BAR*Y’;ON ~

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE FORCE OF NATT






