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				Trouble for one—trouble for all.

				Beth Venable has seen too much. Witness to a major mob hit, she’s placed in protective custody until the trial. But after her third safe house is riddled with bullets, she goes off-grid to save herself. What the FBI can’t do, her kinfolk will.

				The beautiful but forbidding Appalachian Mountains of Kentucky welcome Beth back, dirt roads and rustic shacks a world apart from L.A. But her homecoming—even her blissful reunion with strong, silent Ryal Walker—is made bittersweet by the fight she’s brought to the clan’s doorstep. Hidden in a remote cabin with the man she’s always wanted, Beth begins to dream of a new life: her old one. But after so long, with such dangers stalking her…impossible.

				But love can distill life down to its essence: an elixir of pure hope, nerve—and the will to survive.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for the novels of

				[image: missing image file]

				“Vivid, gripping…
this thriller keeps the pages turning.”
—Library Journal on Torn Apart

				“Sala’s characters are vivid and engaging.”
—Publishers Weekly on Cut Throat

				“Sharon Sala is not only a top romance novelist, 
she is an inspiration for people everywhere
who wish to live their dreams.”
—John St. Augustine, host,
Power!Talk Radio WDBC-AM, Michigan 

				“Veteran romance writer Sala lives up to
her reputation with this well-crafted thriller. ”
—Publishers Weekly on Remember Me

				“[A] well-written, fast-paced ride.”
—Publishers Weekly on Nine Lives

				“Perfect entertainment for those looking for
a suspense novel with emotional intensity. ”
—Publishers Weekly on Out of the Dark
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				I’m dedicating this book to
						my families, because
“When life gets rough—when you need a
						friend—
you can’t go wrong with your next of kin.”

				If that statement wasn’t so
						long,
I’d have it made into a bumper sticker.

				Family is everything to me.
						I often talk about
the people who I’ve lost, and what holes they
						leave
in my life. I don’t talk enough about the ones who
are still
						here, who make my days brighter and my life worth living, 
so I’m
						naming them now. Listen up,
my sweet babies, ’cause I’m bragging on
						you.

				My mother, Iris, is and
						always has been
the perfect example for me of how a life should be
					lived—
in the service of others. She was a teacher.

				My son, Chris, and his wife,
						Kristie, are the
perfect example of how a marriage should
					work.
Their daughters, Chelsea, Logan and Leslie,
have been taught from
						an early age to respect
their elders, appreciate what they’ve been
						given and love each other.

				My daughter, Kathy, and her
						husband, Ashley, are an
A+ example of making a blended marriage
						work.
Each has a son, and the boys not only get along but really love
						each other. 
Even though the boys don’t live together
						full-time,
they are still brothers of the heart, if not by
						blood.

				My niece, Crissy, and her
						husband, Andy,
work hard every day to make sure
they’re giving
					their three girls everything they need
to succeed in life. The girls,
					Destiny, Devyn and Courtney,
know they are treasured in every way.
					

				I come from a long line of
						people—the Shero family
and the Smith family—who love and protect their
						own. 

				I am blessed.
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One

				Rebel Ridge, Kentucky

				Ryal Walker couldn’t sleep. He’d fought the bed until
						the covers were in a mess before he finally gave up, thinking maybe a little
						fresh air would help clear his mind. It was nearly 2:00 a.m. when he pulled
						on a pair of sweatpants, then walked barefoot through the darkened rooms of
						his home and out onto the front porch. Upon his arrival, an owl took flight
						from a nearby pine.

				 “Sorry about that,” he said
						softly, aware that he’d trespassed by disturbing the status quo around the
						house.

				 A slight breeze quickly cooled
						the sweat from his body as he sat down on the porch steps and rested his
						elbows on his knees. He couldn’t figure out what was bugging him. He hated
						to admit it, but he knew something bad was going to happen. He’d had the
						same feeling ten years ago when he learned Beth’s parents had moved in the
						night, taking her away from him. He hadn’t understood it then any more than
						he understood it now. Up on the mountain, it wasn’t uncommon for distant
						cousins to marry. Her mother and his mother had been fourth cousins and not
						even close friends at that. And the difference in his and Beth’s ages wasn’t
						uncommon, either. He’d been twenty-five to her seventeen.

				 It was weeks later before he
						learned the move had nothing to do with their love for each other. Instead,
						he and Beth had been the victims of a much larger problem. Once he’d found
						out what had happened, he’d tried to contact her, but all his letters had
						been returned unopened.

				 None of the other Venables would
						talk to him or seemed willing to interfere with her family’s decision to cut
						themselves off from Rebel Ridge. Today, people would call their unrequited
						love affair collateral damage, but back then it had been a tragedy, at least
						for him.

				 He put the thought of her back
						in his memory, where she belonged, as he gazed into the trees surrounding
						his home. He wasn’t one to dwell on lost causes, but he couldn’t help but
						wonder what their lives would have been like if her family had
						stayed.

				 Just then something rustled in
						the bushes beside the house. He turned to look just as a possum wandered out
						from beneath a lilac bush and ambled across the yard. Solitude was a good
						thing in daylight, but sometimes at night it could feel threatening. Tonight
						was one of those nights.

				 He kept scanning the tree line,
						looking for something that seemed out of place, but saw nothing at which he
						should feel alarmed. Still, it wasn’t the first time he’d had a feeling like
						this, and he’d learned long ago not to ignore his instincts, so he waited,
						hoping for an answer.

				 Sound carried in the mountains,
						and he could hear someone running his dogs on the next ridge over. The
						animals’ barks and yips were high-pitched and frantic, but when they
						suddenly shifted to baying howls, he knew they’d just treed whatever they’d
						been chasing.

				 At that moment the skin crawled
						on the back of his neck. That was exactly how he felt—treed—which made no
						sense. He wasn’t trapped—in fact, far from it. There were few places on this
						earth more free than the vastness of the Appalachian Mountains. He liked his
						life, even though it was, despite his large extended family, sometimes a
						lonely one.

				 He liked building things, and
						over the years he had created a decent business building handcrafted,
						one-of-a-kind pieces of furniture. And, despite the persistence of various
						young women in the area, he’d never found one to replace the love he’d had
						for Beth.

				 As he listened to the hunting
						dogs’ frenzy, he heard another sound—more poignant, more frantic. It was the
						death screams of the animal they had treed.

				 Ryal had heard that sound plenty
						of times over the thirty-five years of his life, but for some reason,
						hearing the creature’s death throes in the midst of his uneasiness seemed
						like another omen of something bad.

				 He stood up, eyes carefully
						sweeping the darkened tree line around his home, then went back into the
						house, locking the door behind him.

				Los Angeles, California

				 Some believe that the fate of
						every living thing hinges upon little more than chance.

				 For twenty-seven-year-old Beth
						Venable, it began with a gas leak in her Los Angeles apartment building,
						followed by a phone call to her friend Sarah Steinman, asking if she might
						spend the night at her place until the all clear was given for the residents
						to go back. Pleased to get to spend a night with her friend, Sarah happily
						agreed, and Beth’s dilemma was over.

				 That night, as Beth bedded down
						on Sarah’s living room sofa, the unfamiliar surroundings and the huge bank
						of curtainless windows made it difficult for her to fall asleep. After
						tossing and turning for what seemed like hours, she got up to get a drink.
						Outside, the moon was full, the sky cloudless.

				 The night view of the city
						pulled her toward the windows with their bird’s-eye view of the steady
						stream of traffic on the streets below. She watched the cars weaving in and
						out of line without really focusing. She was more worried about her
						apartment, hoping they got the leak repaired before the entire building blew
						up. Everything she owned was in it.

				 She glanced up at the sky, and
						not without a little bit of regret. This was definitely not the same view of
						the night sky that she remembered from where she’d lived as a child,
						although it had been ten years since she’d been back to Kentucky. There,
						heaven looked as if it were within reach—the unending array of stars so
						clear they looked like diamonds on black velvet. Here, the only stars anyone
						was interested in seeing walked on two legs, and heaven wasn’t on their
						radar as often as it should have been.

				 She rarely let herself think
						about those years in Kentucky, because the memories brought back nothing but
						pain. She’d loved Ryal Walker with a passion far beyond her seventeen years,
						and when they were abruptly separated, she’d expected him to follow. For
						weeks she’d watched the streets and haunted the mailbox, certain he would
						find a way to contact her, but the weeks had turned to months and the months
						to a year. By that time she had learned how to hide her emotions and to live
						with a broken heart. Losing Ryal had taught her one thing: to never count on
						anyone but herself.

				 A phalanx of cop cars followed
						by a fire truck went flying past on the street below. She said a quiet
						prayer of safekeeping for whomever was in danger, then turned away from the
						window. As she did, she noticed a telescope in the corner. It was mounted on
						a tripod and aimed at the sky. She knew Sarah was into astrology but had not
						known that included stargazing, as well.

				 Curious, she pulled the
						telescope out of the corner, dragged it to the window and aimed it skyward.
						It took a couple of moments to adjust the focus to her eyesight, but then
						she was pleasantly surprised to discover how clearly she could see distant
						objects. After a couple of minutes of scanning the heavens, she turned the
						telescope to the view of the city, then, a couple of minutes later, to the
						apartment building directly across the street.

				 Most of the windows were
						darkened, like hers—except for one apartment. Not only were all the lights
						still on, but the curtains had also not been drawn. She could see a couple
						standing at the windows, and from their expressions, they were having an
						argument.

				 Before she had time to feel
						guilty for spying, they went from shouting to physical violence. The man
						suddenly shoved the woman against the back of a sofa. She reacted with a
						hard, vicious slap to his jaw. Beth saw rage sweep across his face, and then
						all of a sudden there was a knife in his hand. He slit the woman’s throat so
						quickly that, had it not been for the arterial spray that abruptly splashed
						across the window, Beth would have thought she’d imagined it.

				 She let out a scream, and then
						started jumping up and down.

				 “Oh, my God, oh, my God! Sarah!
						Sarah! Help!”

				 Sarah burst into the room
						carrying a baseball bat, a frantic expression on her face. When she realized
						Beth was in the room alone, she shrieked, “What the hell’s
					wrong?”

				 Beth was shaking so hard she
						felt ill. She kept pointing at the window and shouted, “He killed her. They
						were fighting, and then he just slashed her throat.”

				 “What? Where?”

				 “There, in that apartment across
						the street—the one with all the lights still on.”

				 Beth looked back into the
						telescope just as the man turned toward the windows. She gasped, then froze,
						suddenly afraid he could see her.

				 “I need lights,” Sarah muttered,
						and reached for the switch.

				 “Don’t!” Beth screamed. “No
						lights. Oh, my God, no lights!”

				 “Good grief, Beth. Are you sure
						you weren’t dreaming?”

				 “I wish,” Beth said. “Come here.
						See for yourself.”

				 Even though the lights were
						still off, the man’s studied focus gave her an eerie feeling. She feared he
						could see her silhouette at the window but resisted the urge to hide as she
						mentally mapped the contours of his features, the sharp beak of a nose set
						in a middle-aged face, olive complexion, low forehead and no hair. His eyes
						were dark and deep-set, with equally dark bushy eyebrows.

				 She watched as he took a
						handkerchief from his pocket and methodically wiped the blood spray from his
						face. As he turned away, his movement reminded her of the moment’s
						urgency—that he would be gone before they alerted the
					authorities.

				 “Let me see,” Sarah
					said.

				 Beth stepped back as Sarah
						peered through the scope.

				 “I don’t see anyone,” Sarah
						said.

				 Beth shoved her aside. “Well, I
						did! Call the police. Hurry. Hurry! The apartment is on the same floor as
						this one, the corner unit.”

				 Beth’s anxiety seemed to be
						catching. Sarah made the call, her voice shaking as she rattled off the
						address of the apartment building where the murder had occurred, then gave
						them her name and address. As soon as she hung up, she ran back to where
						Beth was standing.

				 “Is he still there?”

				 “Yes,” Beth said.

				 “Let me see,” Sarah begged, but
						all she saw was the back of the man as he walked out the door.

				 “He’s gone!”

				 Beth groaned. “Maybe he’ll come
						out the front door. You watch to see if a car comes out of the alley. I’ll
						watch the front of the building.”

				 Within a couple of minutes they
						heard sirens, just as a black sports car came shooting out of the alley
						beside the building and turned north, driving away from the approaching
						sirens.

				 Sarah groaned. “If that’s him,
						he’s getting away.”

				 “Get back on the phone and tell
						the police about the car,” Beth said, as she began pulling on her
						clothes.

				 “What are you doing?” Sarah
						asked.

				 “I’m getting dressed. You gave
						the police your name and address, didn’t you?”

				 “Yes.”

				 Beth reached for her slacks.
						“Then they’ll be coming to talk to us.”

				 “Oh, Beth, you
					can’t…”

				 Beth yanked her shirt down over
						her head. “Sarah! He killed her. I can’t ignore what I saw.”

				 “I know, I know…it’s just scary,
						that’s all,” Sarah said.

				 “Not as scary as it must have
						been to her,” Beth said, as she began to look around the room. “Where did
						you put my briefcase? I need my briefcase.”

				 “Why?”

				 “Because I saw his face and I’m
						an illustrator, that’s why.”

				 “Right. It’s in the hall
						closet,” Sarah said. She called 911 again, and quickly related the
						information about the black sports car and the direction it had gone. When
						she hung up, her hands were shaking. “I guess I’d better get dressed, too,”
						she said, and left the room on the run.

				 Within twenty minutes there was
						a knock on the door. Beth was sitting at the dining room table with her head
						down, concentrating on her sketch pad.

				 Sarah peered through the
						security port and saw two men holding up their badges.

				 “It’s them,” she hissed, then
						opened the door to two plainclothes detectives flashing LAPD
					badges.

				 “Sarah Steinman?”

				 “Yes.”

				 “I’m Detective Burroughs, and
						this is my partner, Detective Franklin. May we come in?”

				 Sarah stepped aside as they
						entered the apartment, then realized the sofa was still set up as Beth’s
						makeshift bed. “Sorry for the mess,” she said, as she hurried to move the
						bedding aside. “My friend Beth is spending the night.”

				 Beth looked up briefly, as Sarah
						wrapped her arms around her waist to keep from shaking and asked, “Was there
						really a murder?”

				 They nodded.

				 “Oh, my God,” Sarah said. “Beth
						is the one who actually witnessed it. I just made the call.”

				 Burroughs eyed Beth curiously.
						“You don’t live here?”

				 Beth paused. “No, sir. I live
						about thirty minutes south. My apartment had a gas leak earlier today. They
						evacuated all the residents while it’s being repaired. I begged a bed from
						Sarah for the night.”

				 Detective Franklin had already
						spotted the telescope and was looking through it. “Is this how you witnessed
						the murder?”

				 Beth nodded. “I couldn’t sleep.”
						She got up from her chair and walked back to the window, then hugged herself
						to keep from shuddering. The memory of what she’d seen was horrifying. “I’d
						been up for a while when I saw the telescope and tried it out. That’s when I
						saw the couple fighting in the apartment directly across the
					street.”

				 She pointed to the brightly lit
						apartment across the way, where a large number of people were now moving
						about. “The man was older and bigger, but the woman was in his face
						screaming right back at him. He pushed her. She slapped him. Then all of a
						sudden he pulled a knife and slit her throat so fast I wasn’t sure what he’d
						done until I saw blood spray across the window. That’s when I
						screamed.”

				 “Her screams woke me up,” Sarah
						said. “I nearly fell getting out of bed, I was so scared, and when I got in
						here, Beth was telling me to call 911, so I did.”

				 “Did you see him, too?”
						Burroughs asked.

				 Sarah shook her head. “By the
						time I looked, he was walking out the door. All I saw was the back of a
						bald-headed man in a dark suit. But we both saw a black sports car come out
						of the alley a few minutes later and drive away really fast. It went south
						as the police came in from the north.”

				 Both detectives were making
						notes as the women kept talking.

				 “Did either of you know the
						woman in the other apartment?” Burroughs asked.

				 “No,” Beth said. “I’ve never
						been here before.”

				 “I don’t even know my neighbor
						across the hall,” Sarah said.

				 Burroughs eyed Beth. “Do you
						think you could identify him if you saw him again?”

				 “Yes.”

				 “Would you be willing to come
						down to headquarters and go through some mug shots?”

				 “I can do better than that,”
						Beth said, and hurried back to the table. She tore the top sheet off her
						sketch pad and gave it to Burroughs. “I’m an illustrator.”

				 “This is amazing,” Burroughs
						said. He was eyeing the drawing she’d made when a frown suddenly furrowed
						his forehead. “He looks familiar.”

				 Franklin glanced over his
						partner’s shoulder at the drawing Beth had made, his eyes widening at her
						attention to detail. She’d even added a small puckered scar between the
						man’s nose and upper lip. “The LAPD could use someone as skilled as
						you.”

				 Beth shook her head. “Thanks,
						but I’ll stick to illustrating children’s books.”

				 Burroughs rolled up the drawing
						and dropped his notebook in his pocket. “We’re going to need you to come
						down to headquarters to give an official statement.”

				And so it begins, Beth thought. Like it or not, she was now a witness
						in a murder investigation.

				 “Let me get my purse and
						jacket.”

				 Sarah shivered. “Do I have to
						go, too?”

				 “No, ma’am. Your testimony would
						be secondhand, since you didn’t actually witness anything.”

				 The relief on Sarah’s face was
						obvious. She gave Beth an apologetic look and then hugged her. “When you’ve
						finished there, come back. Tomorrow is my day off, so even if you’re not
						back till morning, I’ll still be here, and you’ll need a place to shower
						before you go in for that meeting you said you had.”

				 Beth hugged her. “I’m sorry for
						causing so much trouble for you.”

				 “You didn’t cause anything,”
						Sarah said, and then ran to her hall table, opened a drawer and took out a
						key. “This is an extra key to the front door. I’ll probably still be
						asleep.”

				 “See you later,” Beth
						said.

				 Sarah waved goodbye and locked
						the door behind them.

				

 Ike Pappas had
						wasted no time as he strode out of the elevator into the underground parking
						of his ex-wife’s apartment building. He’d glanced at the security cameras,
						confident that they were all still off, and jumped into his Aston Martin. As
						soon as he cleared the alley and got back in traffic, he’d looked up in the
						rearview mirror and flexed his jaw, which was still stinging.

				 His eyes narrowed angrily. He
						couldn’t believe Lorena had flipped out like that. Granted, he’d once been
						married to her, which he supposed gave her a sense of false security, but
						she’d been wrong—very wrong—to threaten him. He’d expected her to be pissed
						because he’d finally taken their son into the business, but he’d
						underestimated her anger. She kept screaming that he’d reneged on his
						promise—the one he’d made to her years ago that he would keep their son,
						Adam, out of organized crime—and she was going to make him pay. She’d said
						she would rather see Adam in prison than turn into a killer like
					Ike.

				 What Lorena hadn’t given him
						time to explain was that Adam had plans of his own. He had been grooming
						himself to step into his father’s shoes and wouldn’t be dissuaded. Ike had
						to admit he was proud of his son’s ambitions. What man wouldn’t want his son
						to follow in his footsteps? In Ike’s case, very lucrative
					footsteps.

				 He knew the law would be calling
						once her identity was known, and he knew they would find his DNA and prints
						all over the place, but he wasn’t worried. He owned the building. Once
						Lorena was dead, he’d gone straight to the security room, killed the guard
						on duty, then scrubbed the past twelve hours of security footage before
						disabling all the cameras, making sure there was nothing to tie him to the
						scene.

				 He’d set her up in the apartment
						years ago, and he and Adam visited regularly, often for a meal. She was,
						after all, the mother of his only child, and family was important—to be
						revered. But after screaming at him that she was going to the Feds, she’d
						given him no choice.

				 It wasn’t until Ike had driven
						back through the iron gates marking the entrance to his estate that he began
						to relax. The guard at the gates wasn’t on duty at night. The gates
						automatically swung shut behind him as he drove onto the grounds.

				 The mansion in which he lived
						was more like a castle, minus the moat, standing three stories tall at the
						center, with two-story wings spreading out on either side and sprawled over
						three acres of land, with ten more acres surrounding it. It was built like a
						fortress for a reason. Ike Pappas had made many enemies during his rise
						through the ranks of organized crime. There was always someone interested in
						taking down the kingpin of a syndicate like his.

				 He turned off the headlights as
						he neared the house and quickly drove into the garage under cover of
						darkness. Once inside, he made a sweep through his own security footage and
						deleted the few minutes that showed him leaving in his car earlier, then
						reappearing later.

				 He took the back stairs up to
						his suite so he wouldn’t pass Adam’s bedroom to get to his own. Once inside,
						he stripped out of his clothes, underwear and shoes included, rolled them up
						and stuffed them into a garbage bag, then left the bag in the middle of his
						bedroom floor as he headed for the shower.

				 The hot water sluicing down his
						body washed away the last remnants of his ex-wife’s blood in a swath of soap
						and heat. He scrubbed until his skin was stinging, then took a nailbrush to
						his fingers, making sure there was no evidence of her DNA left
						behind.

				 Once he was out, he dressed in a
						pair of navy silk pajamas and black Gucci lounge shoes, and carried the
						plastic bag down to the basement. He entered a closet housing a dozen
						electrical panels that controlled the entire property, turned on a light and
						walked in, closing the door behind him. Once inside, he pressed on a hidden
						panel. Another door opened, swinging inward on silent hinges. He tossed the
						bag inside, then quickly shut the door. It wasn’t the first evidence that
						could send him to prison he’d stowed in there, and it probably wouldn’t be
						the last, but it was as safe in there as anywhere on earth. No one—not even
						Adam—knew about the existence of the room he’d added to the house after he’d
						bought it, seeing as the man who’d designed and built it was no longer alive
						to tell the tale.

				 Ike exited the closet and went
						back to the main floor, then into the library, where he poured himself a
						stiff drink. If Adam caught him up at this hour of the morning, all he had
						to say was that he’d been unable to sleep and had gone down to get a drink.
						A little ouzo should serve his purposes and help him unwind.

				 He was pouring his second drink
						when the phone on the desk began to ring. It was a dedicated line and only
						rang in this room. The only people who had the number were his snitches. He
						emptied the glass, then answered on the second ring.

				 “Pappas.”

				 “Mr. Pappas…this is Donny
						Franco.”

				 Ike frowned. He had people
						everywhere, including the LAPD. Nothing happened in the city that he didn’t
						know about—certainly nothing that mattered to him.

				 “It’s late,” he said
						shortly.

				 “They brought a woman into
						headquarters tonight who’s claiming she witnessed the murder of your
						ex-wife.”

				 Ike’s heart skipped a beat.
						How the hell? But he wasn’t giving himself away to anyone,
						especially to a cop on the take. He injected a note of incredulity into his
						voice.

				 “Is this true? Is my ex-wife
						really dead?”

				 “Yes, sir. A woman named Sarah
						Steinman, who lives in the building across the street, called the police.
						Apparently she witnessed it through a telescope from her apartment.
						Apartment 9B.”

				 “I see. Thank you for the
						information.”

				 “Uh…Mr. Pappas?”

				 “Yes?”

				 “That’s not all. They have a
						sketch of the killer—a very good sketch. I thought you’d want to
						know.”

				 “I always appreciate information
						and reward it accordingly.”

				 “Yes, sir.”

				 Ike ignored the excitement in
						Franco’s voice and hung up. He went to his desk and pulled out a throwaway.
						There was only one number programmed into the phone, and once it had served
						its purpose, it would disappear like his clothes.

				 He made the connection, knowing
						Pacheco would answer by the second ring.

				 “Yes, sir?”

				 “Sarah Steinman. Brickman
						Apartments. 9B. Now.”

				 “Yes, sir.”

				 “Call me back on this number
						when it’s done.”

				 “Yes, sir.”

				 The line went dead in his
						ear.

				 He went back up to his bedroom,
						then stretched out on the bed and closed his eyes. The police would be here
						within hours. Might as well get a little rest while Pacheco cleaned
						up.

				

 Beth glanced up at
						the wall clock over Detective Burroughs’s desk. It was after 3:00 a.m. Why
						was it taking so long? She’d given her statement, picked a man from a photo
						lineup even though she’d already furnished them with a sketch, and agreed to
						testify in court should he be brought to trial. What more could they
						possibly expect from her?

				 Her eyes were burning from lack
						of sleep, and she was in the process of getting a headache. There was no way
						she was going to be able to make it to that meeting tomorrow. She hoped
						people would understand. Deadlines were a big deal in the publishing world,
						and client approval was always the first order of the day, although in this
						case all her sketches were done and turned in. The meeting was just a
						follow-up, in case any changes needed to be made.

				 All of a sudden the door to the
						captain’s office swung open and Detective Burroughs came out. There was a
						strange expression on his face, but when he spoke, he was all
						apologies.

				 “I’m sorry to have kept you
						waiting,” he said. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you back to Miss Steinman’s
						apartment.”

				Finally. “I’m ready,” she said, then gathered her things and
						followed him to the parking lot.

				 Once inside the car, the silence
						got to Beth. “So the man I picked out in the photo lineup…who was
						he?”

				 Burroughs hesitated. They didn’t
						want to spook her, but on the other hand, they couldn’t just let her go
						about her life without knowing how dangerous he was.

				 “He’s associated with organized
						crime. Let’s just say it would be best not to mention names at this point,
						not until we’re able to gather more evidence against him.”

				 Beth was shocked. “You mean you
						aren’t going to arrest him right now?”

				 “He’ll be questioned, but I can
						promise you, he’ll have an airtight alibi. It will come down to your word
						against his, which won’t hold up in court, and we don’t want him to know
						there’s a witness. We’re still processing evidence from the scene. Finding
						his DNA on the victim’s clothing would be a plus. It’s
					complicated.”

				 Beth frowned. “But I saw him
						push her, then cut her throat as calmly as if he were slicing a loaf of
						bread. Not even an expression on his face. What good does it do for a
						witness to come forward when this is all that happens?”

				 Burroughs knew how she felt.
						Sometimes the police felt just as helpless. The justice system was
						complicated, and quite often the people with the most money and power could
						get away with a lot. It was going to take an ironclad case against Ike
						Pappas to bring him to justice, and they didn’t want to mess it up by
						jumping the gun.

				 After that, the drive was
						silent. Beth wasn’t in the mood for conversation, and the detective seemed
						focused on the street traffic as well as the traffic on the police radio.
						When they finally reached the Brickman Apartments, she breathed a quick sigh
						of relief. The sooner she could put this behind her, the better.

				 “Here we are,” Burroughs said as
						he pulled up to the curb. “I know there’s a security guard on duty, but
						considering the hour, I’ll walk you back in.”

				 “Thank you,” Beth
					said.

				 They entered the building in
						tandem. Beth stepped aside long enough for the detective to flash his badge
						and remind the guard that Miss Venable was a guest in 9B; then they got on
						the elevator together.

				 “You really don’t have to walk
						me all the way to the door,” Beth said.

				 Burroughs smiled. “It’s not a
						problem.”

				 There was nothing more she could
						say. The elevator stopped on the ninth floor with a jerk. As they neared the
						apartment, Beth began digging for the key Sarah had loaned her, and when
						they stopped at 9B, she slid the key into the lock.

				 She paused. “So here we are.
						Thank you for the escort.”

				 “Yes, ma’am,” Burroughs said,
						and stepped back as Beth opened the door, revealing a darkened
						interior.

				 “I guess she turned off the
						lights,” she said, and fumbled for the switch just inside the
					door.

				 In seconds the interior lit
						up.

				 Beth walked inside. “I’ll be
						okay from here.”

				 Burroughs nodded as he turned
						and headed for the elevator.

				 The unfamiliar feel of a strange
						apartment was still with Beth as she walked toward the sofa, where her bed
						had been remade. She tossed her jacket on the arm and dropped her purse on
						the floor. She was just about to kick off her shoes when she glanced up,
						then stopped short. The door to Sarah’s bedroom was ajar, and she could see
						flashes of light, probably from the television screen. Beth wasn’t in the
						mood to talk, but if Sarah was awake, the least she could do was let her
						know she was back.

				 The moment the door swung inward
						her mind went blank. It took another second for her brain to register the
						scene.

				 The television was on, but
						muted. Sarah was lying in bed with two pillows propped up behind her and the
						remote in her hand. Her eyes were open. But it was the hole in the middle of
						her forehead and the blood-soaked pillows behind her head that made reality
						kick in.

				 Beth screamed, then covered her
						face and screamed again before it hit her that the killer might still be
						inside. With her heart in her throat, she bolted for the door.

				

 Burroughs was
						halfway to the elevator when he heard the first scream. By the time she
						screamed again he had already pulled his weapon and was running back down
						the hall. Just as he reached the door, it flew open and Beth Venable fell
						into his arms.

				 “She’s dead. Sarah’s dead.
						Someone shot her. There’s blood everywhere. Oh, my God. Oh, my
					God!”

				 Burroughs gave her a rough push.
						“Stay back,” he ordered, and slipped inside with his gun still drawn. He
						quickly checked out the living room and kitchen, then moved toward the
						bedroom and the gaping door. He’d seen plenty of bodies during his career,
						but it was something he’d never gotten used to.

				 Beth Venable was right about one
						thing—Sarah Steinman was definitely dead. From the size of the hole in her
						forehead, he would guess a .38 caliber. The odd thing about the room was
						that nothing was out of place. There’d been no fight, no resistance. The
						muted television was odd, and he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d heard
						something out of place and muted her program to listen closer. He could
						picture an intruder entering the apartment, pushing open the bedroom door
						and firing point-blank. She wouldn’t have had a chance to scream or run, and
						since nothing had been reported, he suspected the killer had used a
						silencer.

				 A few hours ago this
						twentysomething woman had called in to report a murder, and now she was
						dead.

				 The whole setup
					stank.

				 He holstered his gun, got Beth
						Venable out of the hall and called in the murder. When he turned around,
						Beth was still standing where he’d put her, white-faced and shaking so hard
						he thought she might faint.

				 “Sit there,” he said, pointing
						toward the sofa. “I’ve called it in. Police will be here
					shortly.”

				 Her eyes were wide with shock.
						“Why did this happen?”

				 The first thought that went
						through his mind was that Pappas already knew there was a witness, which
						meant there was a snitch in the department. The possibility definitely
						existed. It made him sick.

				 “It’s hard to say. Obviously
						someone took her by surprise. She didn’t even have time to fight or
						run.”

				 Beth wrapped her arms around
						herself, rocking back and forth where she sat, but the expression on her
						face was one of dazed disbelief. She kept remembering that moment in the
						dark when she’d felt as if the killer were staring straight into her eyes.
						Maybe he had seen her at the window. This was Sarah’s apartment. He would
						have had no way of knowing Beth had been the witness—the only witness.

				 “It was the killer from across
						the street, wasn’t it? There was a moment when I thought he saw me. He must
						have. That’s why this happened. Oh, God. It’s my fault. It’s my fault
						Sarah’s dead.”

			

		

	
		
			
				
Two

				Rebel Ridge, Kentucky

				Ryal was finishing his first cup of coffee as day
						broke in the east. He tossed the remaining dregs into the rosebush by the
						front steps and then set his cup on the porch railing. He needed to deliver
						a special-order hutch he’d made for a customer’s wedding anniversary, but
						for some reason he didn’t want to leave. That uneasy feeling he’d had last
						night was still with him, but business was business.

				 An hour later he was loaded and
						ready but continued to hang around the house, delaying the inevitable trip
						as long as he could. He kept thinking he was going to miss something
						important if he left, then reminded himself that if he were really needed,
						he would eventually be found.

				

 Beth had cried until
						she was numb. Except for a throbbing headache, she felt nothing. She hadn’t
						moved since Detective Burroughs had set her down on the sofa other than to
						pull a blanket up around her shoulders. It wasn’t because she was cold so
						much as a subconscious effort to hide from what was going on. Every time she
						closed her eyes, she saw Sarah’s face and that blank, sightless
						expression—and the blood. Dear God, the blood.

				 Police were everywhere. The crew
						from the LAPD crime lab was still taking photos and fingerprints and bagging
						evidence, although the coroner had come and gone, taking what was left of
						Sarah Steinman to the morgue.

				 As Beth glanced toward the
						windows, she was shocked to see the faint rays of first light pushing over
						the horizon. A new day was about to dawn while she had yet to come to terms
						with the old one.

				 Startled by a flurry of activity
						at the doorway, she turned to look just as three men in dark suits entered
						the room. She saw Detective Burroughs glare, have a few words with them,
						then look her way. Her heart thumped hard against her chest as Burroughs
						started toward her with the three men at his heels. Something bad was
						happening.

				 “Beth, these men want to talk to
						you.”

				 Beth drew the blanket tighter
						beneath her chin as the tallest of the three men flashed a badge.

				 “Miss Venable, I’m Special Agent
						Ames with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. These men are Special Agent
						Burke and Special Agent Charles. We’d like to talk to you.”

				 Beth blinked. The
					FBI?

				 “About what?”

				 Ames sat down on the sofa beside
						her, then leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees in what she
						supposed was a move to try and put her at ease, but that was never going to
						happen—not here.

				 “You know the man you picked out
						of a photo lineup at the police station…the one who matched your sketch and
						who you said committed the murder in the apartment across the
						street?”

				 She nodded.

				 “His name is Ike Pappas. He’s
						the current head of a crime syndicate that reaches all the way to the other
						side of the country. The woman you saw him kill is his ex-wife, Lorena.
						We’ve been building a case against him—or trying to—for the past two years.
						Problem is, our witnesses keep recanting their statements or disappearing—or
						dying.”

				 Horror was rising within Beth in
						creeping increments. Just when she thought things couldn’t get
					worse.

				 “Have you arrested
					him?”

				 “Not yet. The police are still
						working the evidence from the crime scene. Lorena was going to testify
						against him. The fact that she’s dead tells us he probably found out. And
						the fact that your friend is dead is obviously because he found out that
						there was a witness to the murder. With the intelligence he’s able to
						gather, it won’t take him long to find out he had the wrong woman
						killed.”

				 Her fingers curled into fists to
						keep them from trembling.

				 “But wouldn’t his fingerprints
						be all over the place? And his DNA must be on her. They were hitting each
						other before he cut her throat.”

				 “Unfortunately, it’s not that
						simple. Pappas owns the building. He set his ex-wife up in the apartment and
						visits regularly. His DNA and fingerprints are all over the place with good
						reason.”

				 Beth’s heart was pounding so
						fast it was difficult to breathe. “Are you saying he’s going to get away
						with it?”

				 “Not if we can help it. Not if
						we can keep you safe until we go to court.”

				 Beth glanced toward Sarah’s
						bedroom. “And you’re sure that’s why Sarah was killed.”

				 “We think so.”

				 Too shocked to cry, she kept
						trying to make sense of Sarah’s death. “How did he find out about the phone
						call so fast?”

				 Ames glanced at Burroughs, who
						looked away.

				 “In this case, we believe
						someone from LAPD gave him a heads-up that there was a witness, so he did
						what he always does—eliminates the obstacles in his path. This is the first
						time that his information was faulty. Because the call that came in was from
						your friend and the crime was witnessed from this apartment, he made the
						assumption that she was also the witness. He and his informant don’t know
						about you. Yet.”

				 It was the “yet” that made the
						skin crawl on the back of Beth’s neck.

				 “What are you
					saying?”

				 Ames glanced again at Detective
						Burroughs, who was trying not to glare. Ames knew the LAPD was angry that
						the Feds were commandeering their case. It was a territorial thing that had
						nothing to do with Beth Venable’s situation. But the bottom line was that
						she had to be protected, and the FBI had the better chance of making that
						happen.

				 Ames turned his attention back
						to Beth.

				 “You’ve already agreed to
						testify, right?” he asked.

				 She nodded.

				 “Then we need to put you in
						protective custody until the case goes to trial.”

				 Beth flinched. The blanket
						dropped from around her shoulders. “Because I’m next?”

				 “We know they’ll try to
						eliminate you once they realize they killed the wrong person. We can protect
						you.”

				 Her head was swimming. This
						couldn’t be happening. And all because of a gas leak on the other side of
						the city.

				 “For how long? I have a life. I
						have a job. I can’t just disappear. And doesn’t it take months, sometimes
						years, for a case to go to trial?”

				 “Time will mean nothing to you
						if you’re dead.”

				 Beth slumped against the arm of
						the sofa and covered her face. Swamped with guilt for causing Sarah’s death
						and fearing she would be next, she felt defeated.

				 “Ma’am?”

				 Beth made herself look
						up.

				 “You need to come with
						us.”

				 A thousand thoughts ran through
						her mind in the few seconds that she sat there, but she kept going back to
						the hole in Sarah’s forehead. There was no escape.

				 “I’ll get my things.”

				

 It was just after
						6:00 a.m. when the detectives pulled up to the gates of the Pappas estate
						and rang the bell. A few seconds passed, and then someone
					answered.

				 “The Pappas family is not
						receiving visitors this early.”

				 The detective pulled his badge
						and aimed it toward the security camera.

				 “LAPD. Open the
					gates.”

				 A few moments later the gates
						swung inward and the detectives drove through. The
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