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Prologue

 

Zoe Smith huddled against the wall of the tiny, dingy room, arms wrapped around her legs. Not in the corner, which was a trap, but next to the room’s door, so she’d have a few seconds before anyone coming in saw her.

She’d learned a few things in the past year. 

Like how to pretend to take pills and then act like they’d worked. How to pay attention to what was around her. How to never assume that the way things looked was the way they really were.

She sniffed and rubbed at the dry, tight skin next to her eye. She hadn’t been able to wash since last night, after what they’d done to Jordie. The tears had run into her hair and made it stick out funny. Freddie had squawked about it. She hated when Zoe’s hair wasn’t perfect—by her crazy, messed-up definition, anyway. But Pat hadn’t let her brush it before they left. He’d been in too much of a hurry.

The guy standing guard outside her door coughed and shifted, his foot scraping on the floor. Zoe didn’t move, but her insides jolted and flipped, her heart racing until she knew he wasn’t coming inside. Not yet.

Someone would be coming in, she knew that. The odd leather bag on the floor several feet away guaranteed it would be sooner rather than later. She watched the bag, a lump of shadows in the room’s dimness, as screams echoed in her head.

No. She pressed her forehead to her knees and held her breath, forcing the horrors back. She was thirteen now. Closer to an adult than to a child. Her birthday had passed without her even knowing it, but they’d mentioned the date last night, a shock to her after so many months of just surviving. Drifting. Allowing.

But after whatever they’d done to Jordie, Zoe knew she couldn’t keep going like that. Things were about to get worse, she knew it, and if she was going to escape, this was her only chance. 

A voice echoed from somewhere else in the building. She froze, straining to listen, so mad at herself for locking up in that tiny ball against the wall. Do it.

Her gaze darted from the bag to the file cabinets crowded against the side wall, blocking the frosted windows. She could just make out a faint crack along the wall between two of them. It was too straight to be damage. But there wasn’t much space over there, and if she made noise, the guy guarding the door would hear.

She didn’t know his name. He was new to Pat and Freddie’s family, but he had the coldest eyes. They were almost worse than Freddie’s crazy ones. He wouldn’t care how much he hurt her to keep her from getting away.

In a few minutes, Pat and Freddie would have what they wanted and there would be no more delay. Zoe had worked very hard at not imagining what was coming next. There was no choice here. This was it.

So just go!

She lurched to her bare feet and raced across the small room, swallowing a grunt at the weight of the bag she grabbed on her way by. The totems inside were metal, but wrapped in cloth so they didn’t clink. They were heavier than they’d looked last night, when Pat was lovingly examining them and talking about what he believed they could do. She squeezed between the cabinets and slid her fingertips along the crack. It went all the way to the floor and up a few feet, and yes, there was another one at the top, running sideways. Flattening her hand, she swept it across the plaster, looking for a latch. Please don’t need a key. Please don’t need a key.

Her fingers crumpled against a square of metal and she almost yelped. She couldn’t see it. The room had darkened even more. The sun must have set. That was good, but she needed to figure out how to open… She contorted her face as she fumbled, trying to keep listening for voices or movement outside the tiny room. 

And then there was a click. She pulled at the square latch, and the door rasped open a few inches. Cool air swept in, bringing with it the slow chunka-chugga-chunk of train wheels turning and the sting of metal and smoke in her nose. From somewhere on the other side of the train yard, brakes squealed.

Zoe carefully pried the door open as far as it would go. She had no idea what this little access door was used for, back in the olden days of the train station. But now it was her salvation.

Thank God Pat and Freddie practically starved her. A year ago, she’d never have gotten through the narrow gap. But now she squeezed through easily, barely noticing the way the rough wood scraped her arm and the back of her head, yanking hair out of her scalp. A breeze brushed over her face, opening her lungs. But her shoulders hunched and burned. Someone was about to grab her, she knew it. She wrestled the heavy bag through the panel. She couldn’t leave it here. Not after all the things Pat had said about “rituals” and power. If he didn’t have them, he wouldn’t have a reason to have her or any other girl. She had to make them disappear.

And then she was free.

She hadn’t forgotten how to run, all those months tied to a bed frame or table leg, all the days when she could move no more than a few feet. Gravel dug into her soles, but who cared about bruises and cuts? Concentrate on breathing—too loud, and they’d hear her—and the slow-moving train several yards away. One of the car doors was open. Only a couple of feet, but it was enough. She ran straight for it, eyes locked on the dark interior, arm cocked. The light over her shoulder illuminated the interior as it zoomed past, searing the image into her brain. She flung the hateful bag and it went right through the gap.

The heavy thud was the best sound she’d ever heard. No, the train whistle was, as the train took those things far away from her, where Pat could never find them.

But her exhilaration didn’t last. The totems were gone, but she wasn’t yet. They could see her if they looked, even in the shadows. Panic seized her muscles and made her stumble. She got her balance back, then pushed herself to run harder, along the length of the train, begging it to go faster so she could get across the tracks and away from the station house.

After forever, the train passed, iron creaking and rattling. Zoe leaped over the tracks and around a single car sitting by itself. Then down an aisle between trains. But it wasn’t far enough. They could still find her. She ran up and down, climbing over couplings—oh, god, don’t move, don’t crush me—and counting sets of tracks—four…seven…eight—until she reached a train that had just released its brakes with a hiss. She halted, swaying, and looked to the left. The engine was so far down she couldn’t see it. To the right, dozens more cars stretched as far as she could see. The train lurched, and she could tell it was going to go the other way—in the opposite direction as the way the totems were going.

She had to get on that train.

She ran again, telling herself it wasn’t much further as her sides blazed with pain and her legs grew heavier and weaker. Her head spun, and she sucked in air, no longer able to keep quiet. But there. Another open door. The metal step just below it chilled her foot for the second before she grabbed the handle and swung herself inside.

She lay on the floor, panting, waiting for the train to move. One one thousand, two one thousand, three… She counted four hundred and twenty-two seconds before the train lurched, then eased into motion. Held her breath until the rail yard slid out of sight, and all she could see now was dark fields and the occasional farmhouse or road with a pickup truck driving down it.

It’s over.	

No, it wasn’t. She had to get to a town, a real town, and get off the train without getting hurt. Then find someone safe to help her. They could do it. They were smart. And crazy. And if they found her… 

A sob spasmed in her chest and she fingered her earlobe, remembering what they’d done to Jordie’s brother to make Jordie do what they wanted. And then they’d killed Jordie anyway. His screams and the others’ laughter echoed in her head again. She shuddered. No, she wasn’t out of danger. 

The clackity-clack of the train’s wheels lulled her, though, and soon her breathing had steadied, her heart no longer slamming against her chest bone. How many miles had they traveled? The train seemed really fast, the little bit visible outside speeding by. They wouldn’t know which train she got on, right? They wouldn’t know where to look. Maybe it was okay to start thinking about what came next.

She stretched out on her stomach, chin balanced on her stacked hands, and thought about going home. Her parents would be happy—wouldn’t they? Her mother had to have freaked when Zoe disappeared, and she’d freak again when she had her back. Probably she’d never let Zoe out of her sight. That would be awesome in a way, but part of her felt dread, too. She didn’t want to be a prisoner again. And it wasn’t like they’d let her make her own choices. She was only thirteen.

She smiled a little. Thirteen. Maybe they’d let her have a party. For sure her mother would make a cake. Freddie never baked, so it wouldn’t be creepy and awful. Zoe could handle that.

Maybe Jordie’s brother would come. What was his name? She closed her eyes, remembering how he’d cried in her arms after they’d cut him and thrown him into her room. She’d helped him stop the bleeding and hugged him, rocking him the way her mom used to rock her when she had a nightmare. They hadn’t talked much, but she’d asked his name. Grant. That was it. She’d resented him for a long time, because Jordie had been able to sneak him out. Pat hadn’t cared. He didn’t need Grant for anything. He’d just been a tool to get Jordie to do what Pat wanted. But that wasn’t Grant’s fault. Zoe hoped she’d get to see him again. She had to tell him…well, not what had happened, but that Jordie had loved him. Yeah, that was all she had to say. Jordie loved you. Grant would get it.

The train whistle sounded, faint, and the clacking slowed. Zoe pushed herself to her feet and leaned out the door, looking to see what was ahead. Bright lights reflected off the clouds, and a red glow suddenly flashed to green. Her heart rate picked up again. This was it. This was where she would get off. Find some help. Try to explain who she was and where she’d been.

The thought made her want to cry. She could just stay on the train. Go miles and miles, hundreds of miles, where Pat and Freddie could never find her.

But then no one would find Pat and Freddie. Jordie needed justice. So did Grant. And Zoe needed them to be in jail, so there was no chance they’d come after her again. If she went too far away, the police would never find them. And she’d never be safe.

The brakes squealed, piercing Zoe’s eardrums and burying the reassuring rhythm of the wheels on the rails. The whistle sounded again. She watched the ground, and when the train slowed enough that she could make out individual ties, she braced herself, said a quick prayer, and jumped.

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

Sixteen Years Later

 

Zoe Ardmore was about to step into the grand ballroom when her purse buzzed. She hesitated, the faint chamber music and low murmur of voices calling to her, but she knew Kell wasn’t here yet, so she moved aside to check the call. It could be the office, or one of the charity’s committee members needing her somewhere behind the scenes.

But when she slipped the phone out of the clutch enough to check the screen, she frowned. The number wasn’t in her contacts, coming up as “unknown.” But it had an Ohio area code.

She shivered and dropped the phone back beside her tiny wallet and hairbrush. Ignoring the call wouldn’t hurt anything. They’d leave a message if they were legit.

Laughter drew her to the main room’s entrance again, and she smiled. Not too many years ago, she would have been one of the tuxedo-uniformed wait staff offering around trays of champagne. She wouldn’t have even entertained the idea of arriving here as a guest.

“Kellen Stone!” a voice boomed behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see Kell shaking hands with a state senator. He stood tall and graceful in his tux, his curly dark hair tamed and gleaming under the chandelier. The image of sleek success. But anyone really looking would see the interest in his eyes as he listened to the senator’s story, take notice of the sincere friendliness with which he greeted the senator’s wife as she emerged from the anteroom. People mattered to Kell, and it was one of the things Zoe loved most about him.

He said a few more words and then strode across the plush carpet to her side.

Zoe smiled up at him. “Looks gorgeous, doesn’t it?” She doubted he cared about the light shimmering on the silky ribbons adorning the tables, or the lace cloths and curtains draped everywhere. He’d grown up in this world, and he was a guy. But she’d earned her way here, had worked hard to make the money that had paid for her ticket to this benefit. She reveled in every detail.

“The committee did a nice job,” he acknowledged, his gaze sweeping the room in a second but resting longer on her face. “But this is the real beauty.” He bent and kissed her softly. 

Zoe leaned into the kiss, as happy to be with him as she was to be here at all.

Her purse vibrated again. Ohio.

She broke away, goose bumps rising over every inch of exposed skin. Urgency prodded her forward, though it had nothing to do with taking their places inside the ballroom. She hid her confusion by looking around, pretending to seek their table.

“This way, Zoe!” Olivia, Kell’s younger sister, bounced up to Zoe and grabbed her hand. “We’re at table ten. You’re with us!”

“Hey, squirt. You look nice.”

Olivia made a face at her brother, then beamed. “Right? Mom didn’t want me to get this dress, but I talked her into it.” She swirled the long, flowing skirt, the action more typical of a five-year-old than a thirteen-year-old. But the dress’s snug but unrevealing bodice and her dyed-to-match heels were just right for her age and the occasion. Zoe suspected Elise, Olivia’s mother, had played her daughter into selecting the dress.

“Anyway, come on. We’re all together.” She tugged Zoe along. Zoe reached back with her free hand to snag Kell, forming a chain.

“Perfect,” Kell murmured.

Zoe looked up as they crossed the room. He hadn’t sounded sarcastic, though given his relationship with his parents, there was an even chance he was pleased or annoyed. His expression was smooth, open, so she couldn’t tell.

Kell’s mother held out her hands to Zoe, her polite smile spreading when she realized what Zoe was wearing.

“You got the Valentino.”

They exchanged cheek kisses. “I did. The purple seemed like a good choice for this event.” She backed up a step, and they spent a moment admiring each other. Elise wore an ivory lace dress with a cobalt jacket that showed off her fit curviness without being inappropriate for her age. Zoe had decided on a more dramatic dress, a dark purple flat satin that crisscrossed around her waist and left her shoulders bare. It had been a hard decision, spending that amount of money on something she might not wear again. But it was another symbol of how far she’d come, and she allowed herself just a touch more pride.

A mellow tone signaled that dinner was about to be served, and they took their seats, Kell’s father, Robert, breaking briefly from his conversation with the man next to him to greet Zoe. She smiled at the man to her left, someone she didn’t know.

They chatted pleasantly throughout the meal, shifting topics and participants among the others at the table. Zoe enjoyed her chicken, portobello polenta, and baby asparagus. She enjoyed even more the sense that she belonged here. It wasn’t just that she was with people who accepted her for who she was now rather than looking down on her for where she’d come from. All the people at the table, from Kell’s family to the southern gentleman and his wife and the young lawyers across from them, treated the wait staff with grace and respect. This wasn’t the world she’d read about as a kid.

They were halfway through dessert and a few minutes from the introduction of the guest speaker when Kell cleared his throat and the rest of the table fell silent. He lifted his glass of champagne, and Zoe realized everyone at their table now had one.

“I have something to say.” Kell cleared his throat again. Zoe gave him her attention, and he seemed to expand to fill her world. They’d been together two years, and it still overwhelmed her whenever she thought of him as hers. His dark hair was slightly rumpled over his blue eyes, but his tux was impeccable. He gave off an energy that compelled people to look at him, but in a way that never cried arrogance or self-centeredness. The words “I love you” welled in her throat, but he was already speaking.

“I really wanted to do this differently,” he began, his eyes on the bubbling liquid in his glass. “I considered and discarded a dozen different plans. I wanted your family here, Zoe.”

She frowned a little. Why would he want that?

“I wanted to be a little more private, and I apologize to those of you who don’t know us.”

The others at the table smiled Mona Lisa or cat-canary smiles, and Zoe began to feel left out of the joke.

“But my parents are about to embark on a three-week business trip to Europe, and Zoe herself is heading for a conference tomorrow. When she returns, I’ll be embroiled in a merger that will take sixteen hours of every day, and frankly, I can’t wait until all of that is over. I can’t wait another minute.” He turned to Zoe. His mother placed her fingers over her mouth, tears springing to her eyes, and suddenly, Zoe knew. She pressed her own lips together so they wouldn’t tremble.

“For two years, you’ve been my light and my foundation. You’ve shown me what it is to love with my entire being, to not only share all of my life, but to want to share it. You make me see the world differently, and that’s a much better thing than I ever would have imagined possible. No one will ever fit me like you do.”

“Kell,” she breathed as he reached into his pocket with his free hand. When he pulled it out, a beautifully proportioned, clear white diamond ring held between his finger and thumb, his hand shook.

“Zoe Ardmore, will you marry me?”

She almost ran.

For a few seconds, she stopped being Zoe Ardmore and reverted to Zoe Smith, kidnap victim. A terrified, lost, angry girl forever trying to escape her past.

A past Kell knew nothing about.

What had she done? How could she be Kell’s foundation when her own had so many holes? His light, when she was full of darkness? She couldn’t marry him without telling him the truth, and that would forever change the way he saw her. The way he saw them.

Bullshit.

She blinked, shocked at her own voice barking at her inside her head. 

You earned this. You made it. It’s real and strong and beautiful, and you don’t have to destroy it with pain and sorrow.

Calm seeped into her, creeping down from head to toe. Calm borne of certainty. She’d had no idea he was thinking about this, had barely even considered it herself, so engrossed was she, always, in the now. But it was right. Nothing had to be ruined.

“Kell, please put down your glass.”

She could hear him swallow as he complied. As soon as the glass touched the lace tablecloth, she launched herself into his arms.

“Yes!” It was a whisper and a scream at the same time. Kell’s arms wrapped around her and he buried his face in her neck, his relief palpable. Zoe was dimly aware of the applause around them. A few nearby tables had caught wind of what was happening and joined in. “I love you,” she whispered, and he murmured it back.

“Here.” Kell leaned away a little. “Before I drop it.” He slipped the ring onto her finger, and of course it fit perfectly. “Man, that was the scariest five minutes of my life,” he muttered.

Regret soured in her mouth. That she’d hesitated, and hurt him even for just a few seconds. If you tell him the truth, it will hurt him forever.

She shoved that aside. The soul-searching would wait. “How could you not know I’d say yes?” She laid her hand on his cheek and tilted his head up so she could see his eyes. “I love you so much.” It filled her chest, swelled her throat, made her eyes burn with the sheer intensity of it.

“That’s not always the point,” he answered, and then his parents and Olivia were crowding them, wanting hugs, and the charity spokesperson was at the podium to introduce the evening’s speaker. Zoe had to content herself with sitting close to Kell and holding his hand while they listened, when a million other things crowded her mind. 

He’d wanted her parents to be here, but she was so glad they weren’t. She’d deliberately kept them away over the two years she and Kell had been together. He’d met them, of course, but they lived in Kentucky now, and the distance between them and Zoe was further than those nine hundred miles. As independent as she was of her past, they were driven by it.

They’d promised never to mention it to Kell, eagerly on board with whatever they thought would help her. But the possibility of an offhand reference was another good reason for her to tell him about her abduction.

She watched him watching the speaker, a half smile on his clear, open, guileless face. He always treated her as if she were something to cherish, but never something fragile. He’d mentioned more than once how attracted he’d been to her strength of purpose, her determination and sheer will. Would that change? Would he now be awed at what she’d overcome, put her on a pedestal she’d topple off of repeatedly? Or worse, see her as damaged? Something to be fixed. 

Two relationships in college had been enough to cure her of baring her soul. It changed everything, in ways it shouldn’t. And the more she’d tried to convince them to stop thinking about it, the more it seemed to matter. No relationship was so strong it couldn’t be broken. But would this break her and Kell?

You’d have to tell him about Grant, too. This time the voice in her head was her younger self. The eighteen-year-old who’d mapped out the rest of her life and was ready to launch it when she’d made the most difficult choice she’d ever faced. Most difficult until this one.

Her eyes stung. She leaned over and whispered, “I’ll be right back.” Kell nodded and kissed her hand as she grabbed her purse and wove between tables, making her way to the blessedly empty restroom.

She closed herself in a stall and pressed her palms to the cold metal, inhaling deeply to stave off the memories. It was inevitable, she supposed, that nostalgia would encroach. Almost nothing about that night ten years ago was like this one. Grant had proposed to her outside. They’d been wearing cutoff shorts, and the most enduring detail was the smell of fish bait.

Well, not the most enduring detail.

Go away. 

She wouldn’t let the past affect this night any more than she’d let it affect any other important event. If it took her over now, even for a moment, how could she stop it from encroaching on everything else? That was not how she wanted her marriage to be.

Her stupid phone buzzed again. Grumbling, she snapped open the clutch and yanked it out, scowling at the screen. The unknown number again. From Ohio. There had been five calls while they’d dined, all from the same number. No voice mail messages had been left. 

She swept her thumb over the first listing, deleting it, then each one more fiercely than the last. “Stupid telemarketers,” she muttered before flinging the phone back into her bag and slamming out of the stall. They called and called and it didn’t matter if the number obviously didn’t belong to their target. Jerks. Wasting people’s time and causing unnecessary tension. She hated Ohio.

When she returned to the ballroom, the speaker was making his closing remarks. A small band began playing, and Kell met her halfway to draw her onto the dance floor. She nestled into his arms and sighed. His broad chest was strong under her cheek, and she smoothed her hand down the satin of his lapel. Drakkar Noir—common, maybe, even cliché, but her favorite of his colognes—banished the memory of fish and everything else. She closed her eyes and sank into the moment, the now, as she’d become so expert at doing. Her body slowly relaxed as they swayed.

Kell’s voice rumbled through his chest, breaking the spell. “I’m sorry.”

She looked up in surprise. “For what?”

“This didn’t work out like I’d imagined. I timed it wrong. It was rushed, and you were pressured—”

Zoe released his hand to press her fingers over his mouth. “It was perfect.”

Tension lines on his face eased. “You’re just saying that.”

His lips rubbing against her fingers sent a zing to her core. She tried to keep her smile from becoming a grin. “My only regret is that I can’t”—she leaned closer and tilted her mouth toward his ear—“strip you out of that tux and show you just how damned happy you’ve made me.”

Kell chuckled, capturing her hand again and pulling her tight against his body while he whirled her around the floor. 

Later, after accepting toast after toast from Kell’s parents and sister, their friends, and various groups of acquaintances who wanted to wish them well, Zoe and Kell went back to their apartment, and she did show him just how happy she was.

She was moments from sleep, wrapped in his arms, everything she ever wanted just inches from her grasp, when the phone in her purse, abandoned on the floor, buzzed. And she had to fight the feeling that she was about to lose it all.

* * *

“Congratulations, Zoe!”

“Thanks, Sherry.” Zoe swung through the half door next to the reception desk and smiled at the admin assistant as she went by. “Sorry I’m late. My flight got delayed.” This was the first day she’d been in the office since Kell proposed. She’d left the next morning for a three-day conference in California and taken the red-eye back, even though Kell was already at work when she got in and she still had to wait until tonight to see him. She smiled at the ring on her hand, its weight unfamiliar yet already reassuring, and headed for the coffee pot behind the reception desk.

“Ms. Ardmore?”

The unfamiliar voice froze Zoe mid-step. Sherry, twenty-two and dressed like it, nervously smoothed her micro-mini and tilted her head at the dark-suited man who’d just risen in the guest area. Zoe didn’t know him, but he was still familiar. Her body seemed to vibrate with denial, and she zeroed in on three vases of flowers on the polished wood counter. She opened her mouth to ask Sherry where they’d come from, but that was a stall tactic. A defense mechanism against the sheer terror that began screaming in her brain as soon as she spotted the FBI agent.

“Yes. I’m Zoe Ardmore,” she added, since half a minute had gone by. “You are?”

“Special Agent Henricksen. May I have a minute of your time, please?”

Absolutely not. “Certainly.” She led Henricksen down the brick-walled hallway and let curses fly through her brain. Everything had been fine while she was on her trip. No more momentary senses of doom or phone calls from unknown numbers in any state, including Ohio. She’d decided not to tell Kell about the abduction. Why mess with things when they were so perfect?

And now this.

Maybe it has nothing to do with you. The FBI could be investigating some other thing. Maybe he wanted her cooperation in gathering information on one of her clients. Or they’d inadvertently been connected to someone running a porn site, though she worked very hard to make sure that didn’t happen. There were dozens of reasons the FBI could have sent an agent to her office. 

But Zoe had learned a long time ago about the futility of denial. She was an expert at facing reality, and it was about to hit her in the face. Hard, since that was the only way reality hit.

“This is a cool office,” Henricksen complimented as they passed through the main area. 

“Thank you.” Instead of cubicles, she’d let her design staff separate their work areas in any way they wanted. The converted warehouse, with its polished hardwood floors and high ceilings, echoed wildly when too many people were talking. Throw rugs, curtains hanging from rods suspended from the ceiling a story above, and thick screens divided the spaces. She’d had acoustic panels hung, which helped muffle the noise, and the art on the walls had all been created by her staff. 

When she launched her web design and hosting company several years ago, it had been a typical home-based enterprise. She’d built it at a steady pace from herself and one freelance designer to a million-dollar company with fourteen employees. They created websites and e-commerce portals for businesses all over the world. The thought that whatever had brought Agent Henricksen here could jeopardize what she’d built made her want to throw her body over the whole thing and protect it with her life.

She unlocked her office door, a tall panel of maple set between glass walls, and ushered the agent inside. He stood patiently in front of her desk while she stowed her briefcase and jacket. She almost offered him coffee, but that was another delaying tactic. When she motioned for him to sit, he waited until she’d done so before sinking tensely into the well-padded guest chair in front of her desk.

“I’m not sure if you’re aware of the reason for my visit,” Henricksen started.

“How would I be?” she asked.

“A notice would have been sent to you.”

Her gaze landed on the three-day pile of mail on the corner of her desk. It wasn’t large, as Sherry would have sorted out the junk. Sure enough, when Zoe flipped through it, she found a thin envelope with an official-looking seal in the corner. She fingered the edge but didn’t move to open it.

“I guess you should start at the beginning,” she told the agent. Her heartbeat slowed, her breath taking longer to drag in and push out. 

“Of course,” he said graciously.

His voice sounded deeper, stretched. She knew what was coming. Not the details, but the essence. And she really, really didn’t want to hear it.

“Patron Rhomney and Fredricka Thomashunis have been granted parole.”

Everything rushed back toward her, a rage of noise and color and light. Heels tapped on the floor as they passed her door. One of the designers laughed. A phone rang. The red snapdragons and orange lilies in the flower arrangement on her desk tore at her eyes. And her voice, when she managed to work it up through the despair closing her throat, sounded weak and groggy.

“Would you close the door, please? And the blinds,” she added. No one was looking through the windows, but she couldn’t take the movement out there. Nor did she want to have to explain to anyone later what had happened. She was sure her devastation showed on her face.

“Ms. Ardmore?” Henricksen returned to the desk and hovered uncertainly. “Are you all right?”

“Give me a moment.” She managed a deep inhale, and the bombardment receded somewhat. “I’m sorry. I should have been expecting it.”

“It’s understandable.” He waited while she breathed a few more times, trying to keep memory and emotion at bay. Finally, he must have deemed her composed enough, because he went on.

“Mr. Rhomney and Ms. Thomashunis underwent their sixth parole hearings last month. The parole board found no reason to deny either one. Rhomney has obtained employment in Delaware County, north of Columbus, Ohio, while Thomashunis is in a halfway house in Marion.”

Zoe nodded. She unfortunately knew that area well, despite having moved away so many years ago.

“They are far away from Boston,” he assured her, “and the terms of their parole require them to remain in Ohio and check in with their respective parole officers once a week, in person.”

“Yet here you are, notifying me of what is no doubt already in this letter.” Zoe held the envelope a few inches off the desk and dropped it. But she couldn’t look away from it. Henricksen remained still and silent while she fought a rush of rage and despair, forced herself to remain in the present, that off-white rectangle a bizarre center point holding her in place.

She wasn’t as divorced from her past as she’d believed. It wasn’t going to stay where it belonged.

And she’d been getting phone calls from Ohio.

She straightened and looked at Henricksen. “So why are you here? What’s happened? The FBI doesn’t do courtesy calls and hand-holding.”

“No. Nothing has happened that anyone is concerned about.” For the first time, he shifted in his chair and looked uncomfortable. “I was a junior agent at the time of your abduction. You haven’t left my mind since.”

She noticed that he referred to her, not her case. That warmed her, but she didn’t understand. “The bad guys were caught. I was fine. It’s not like the unsolved case that haunts a career. So why…”

“You were brave and fierce, and your escape gave me hope that I could actually make a difference in this job. But that’s rare. Most cases do the opposite.” He cleared his throat and tugged his suit jacket forward. “I’ve kept tabs on Rhomney and Thomashunis and knew you’d be getting a notification letter.” He eyed the envelope. “It’s a pretty cold way to learn something like this.”

Zoe didn’t tell him that might be a good thing. Acting like something was a big deal sometimes made it one. “Is there reason to believe I’m in any danger?” She was pleased with the steadiness of her voice, but swiveled her engagement ring into her palm and clenched her fist around it. A reminder that she was an adult, not a powerless child.

Henricksen didn’t sigh, but he might as well have. “Not officially, no. Reports indicate your abductors had no apparent contact during their incarceration, and those who followed them but escaped prosecution have dispersed.”

Zoe felt her mouth twist and consciously relaxed it. It wasn’t Henricksen’s fault that prosecutors had let so many of Pat and Freddie’s people go for lack of evidence. Most of them hadn’t done anything bad to Zoe. Some had even been kind. But they knew she didn’t belong there, and they did nothing. 

Pat and Freddie had both pled out on Zoe’s abduction to avoid a trial, which was what enabled their parole now. Zoe’s fury that the DA had been unable to prosecute for Jordie’s murder had compromised her recovery for a long time. No body, no weapons, no evidence, no eyewitness testimony except the word of two young teenagers who had never actually seen anything—the prosecutors had just gone with what they had, assuring Zoe’s and Grant’s families that it would be enough.

It wasn’t.

But that was out of her control, and she’d finally accepted that. Or at least some part of her had.

Dragging herself back to the topic at hand, she said, “So the FBI didn’t send you here.”

“No. I’m here on my own. I have a bad feeling about their intentions, but bad feelings aren’t actionable.” He smiled a little. “Not in real life.” He spread a hand toward her. “You should have someone you can come to if it becomes necessary. Someone you know and can trust.”

Zoe nodded. “I understand. And I appreciate it.” She told him about the phone calls she’d gotten but hadn’t answered. “Is that actionable?”

He slipped a small notebook out of the inside pocket of his jacket. “If you give me the number, I’ll look into it. Thomashunis made a call to Rhomney the day after he was released. I can at least find out if it’s the same number, or if the one you have is connected to either of them.”

Zoe pulled up the last call, glad she hadn’t deleted that one like the others. “They’re going to want the totems,” she said. “Were they ever found?”

“No. But they weren’t listed stolen property and weren’t necessary to the prosecution of the case, so no one looked for them.” He cocked his head, his brown eyes kind in his dark, impassive face. “Do you know where to find them?”

God, she wished she did. When she’d tossed them onto that train car, she’d been so naïve, believing their disappearance would eliminate Pat and Freddie’s obsession. But she knew better now. That kind of psychotic fixation didn’t fade. To them, the totems were a treasure of immense value. There was no way they’d given up their quest for the power they believed the totems would provide them. 

“Would it matter if I did?”

He shook his head. “The bureau has no interest in the totems. But if you knew, we could find a way to feed that information to Rhomney. Keep him off your trail.”

Zoe wasn’t sure that would be enough. The totems—according to Pat—needed a key. And they needed someone to “activate” them. Sixteen years ago, that person had been Zoe. She didn’t know if, in Pat’s mind, it still was.

She tried to remember everyone who had been arrested that night. The train yard now seemed an odd place to meet someone, but it had been off the beaten path, for sure. They were supposed to meet the person who had the key, something that explained the totems’ significance and how to unlock their so-called mystical powers. But they’d all still been at the rail yard when the police showed up, and as far as Zoe knew, the person with the key hadn’t been one of them. She asked Henricksen, but he had no more information than she did.

He rose and handed her a business card. “As I said, there’s no open investigation, so I’m limited in what I can do for you. But that doesn’t mean my hands are completely tied. Keep me informed of anything that might connect. Anything that makes you nervous. Even if it seems like coincidence.”

Zoe understood. Every detail could be used to build a case, could combine for enough reason to investigate or act. If she did become a target, this man was on her side.

It was as reassuring as he probably meant it to be.

“Thank you.” She accepted the card and slipped it into a sleeve in her planner. “And the phone number?”

“If it amounts to anything, I’ll let you know.” He raised a shoulder. “Honestly, it’s probably—”

“A burner phone. I realize that. But I appreciate your help.”

“Good luck to you, Zoe.” He closed the door behind him on the way out.

Zoe dropped into her desk chair and stared at nothing. Amazing how much things could change in three short days. She had the career, the love, the life she’d always wanted. Her happiness seemed solid. Grounded.

But it was so much more delicate than she’d thought. A few words—from her to Kell, from Pat to Zoe, even from the media to her mother—could blow it all away like smoke in front of a fan.

If Henricksen’s gut feeling was right, if Pat and Freddie came after Zoe, whether for the totems or for herself, she wouldn’t be the only one in danger. She thought of Kell. Of Olivia. And knew, with growing nausea, what she would have to do.

Maybe not. A tiny kernel of hope remained that nothing would happen. That her captors had changed, or moved on to other obsessions. She’d look back someday not with laughter, but at least with relief and amazement at how lucky she was. She could still live the life she’d designed.

But if she was wrong, it wouldn’t matter if she told Kell the truth or not. She’d lose everything.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Two days passed. Nothing happened. No phone calls. No weird e-mails or text messages or anything sent in the mail. Zoe spent far too much of her time poring over news reports. There’d been brief mentions in some Ohio papers and on the Internet, but no announcements by major news outlets of Pat’s and Freddie’s release.

Zoe had talked to her parents, who had talked to friends back home. Their old local station had done a more in-depth bit on the history of the case, but as they’d all changed their names and moved to a new state shortly after Zoe’s escape, reporters had struck out in finding anything new to report. 

Her parents were more focused on her mental state than any present danger. It had been a shock to her, returning home and finding them so different from the parents she remembered. They’d seemed simple to her, naïve, and she’d tried to keep them that way. It made things easier for her, and it also felt good to know that even after the tragedy they’d been through, they could still be that way. That anyone out there could.

She thought she managed to hide her distraction and anxiety, but Kell noticed.

“Are those carrots, or carrot-sauce?”

Zoe stared at him blankly. “What?”

He motioned with his knife at her cutting board. She looked down and saw she’d minced the carrots to mush. “Damn. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” He laid filleted chicken breasts on the broiling pan and started to baste them. “We have more. But you want to talk about what’s bothering you?”

She shrugged and scraped the mess into a little bowl. “Just work stuff. Same old kind of thing. No big.” She felt Kell’s eyes on her and kept her gaze down, focused on chopping a new set of carrots to the proper consistency. She glanced up at the ironwork clock on the ivory-painted wall. “James and Sonya will be here soon. I don’t want to get into a rant. It’s fine.”

He didn’t look convinced, but the reminder of the time put him off. Zoe spent the rest of the evening studying Kell and their friends, listening to them discuss people in the firm where he and James both worked, and to Sonya’s gossip about the spouses in their circle and their “scandalous” escapades. 

Zoe and Sonya weren’t close, but they had a fun, carefree friendship. How would that change if Sonya learned about the kidnapping? Would it automatically make things more awkward? Would Sonya feel like she had to be careful with what she said, afraid to trigger a traumatic reaction in Zoe? Then everything would be awkward and uncomfortable, and Sonya would withdraw. People avoided what they didn’t know how to handle. Zoe had dealt with that over and over again, until she just stopped telling. It was so much easier to be friends with people who didn’t know.

And what about James and Kell? They’d been best friends since prep school. Kell had commented how glad he was that Zoe and Sonya enjoyed each other’s company. If that changed, the couples’ dynamic would change. He’d hate that.

Telling Kell the truth didn’t have to mean anyone else would know. But he’d probably tell his family. They had been slow to warm to Zoe anyway, as they would be to anyone not already part of their crowd. They respected her blue-collar upbringing and the way she’d worked her way through college and built her business so successfully. But they weren’t without their prejudices. They would worry about the effect the “criminal element” had had on her, being around them for so long. They’d wonder what else they didn’t know, what else she’d hidden. She would have to earn their trust all over again.

By the time James and Sonya went home, Zoe had a blistering headache.

“Come on, sweetheart.” Kell turned her after closing the door behind James and eased her down the hall toward their bedroom. “We’ll clean up tomorrow. You’ve been tense all evening.” His fingers dug gently into the tendons of her shoulders and she moaned.

“Just a headache. I’ll be okay.” At his urging, she lay down on the bed. He perched beside her and worked on the tense muscles, applying just the right amount of pressure to loosen them. He didn’t speak, just slowly worked out all the tightness until her headache eased and she relaxed.

But she had to press her face into the pillow so he couldn’t see her tears. She lay motionless when the stroking slowed to a pet, his fingers pulling slowly through her hair. Probably assuming she’d fallen asleep, he went into the bathroom and closed the door with barely a click.

It was incredibly selfish, but she couldn’t tell him. He’d soothed her pain away without question, without any concern that her excuse hid anything deeper. Once he knew her secrets, how she’d lied to him, he could no longer see her with such clarity. He’d always wonder if she was hiding something more.

He would touch her differently, in case something triggered a memory or caused her pain. He’d imagine the horrors she’d lived through, encourage her to talk about them. Because he was an attorney who often had to spin and twist facts and hide truths, he was adamant about being open in his personal life. She loved that about him, about the freedom it gave her as long as they lived in the now. When he found out she’d held back, he’d never trust her again.

Before her parents agreed to move and change their last name, everyone knew about Zoe’s kidnapping, and everyone wanted to talk about it. Her teachers spoke to her in hushed voices and gave her too much leeway with her schoolwork. She didn’t want to be different like that. The other kids at school asked awful questions, full of morbid curiosity. Her old friends didn’t know how to talk to her anymore. They assumed she wouldn’t want to do the things they used to do, that she would want to stay safe and close to home. No one believed her when she said they were wrong. Confinement of any kind was the last thing she wanted. But at first, it was all that was offered to her.

Once they’d moved and started fresh, she’d refused to tell anyone about it, with two exceptions: whoever her therapist was at any given time, and Grant. He was the only one who only knew her from the abduction, so the way they interacted felt normal. No one understood them like they did each other. It was her fault that relationship failed, but it was because that past drove them in different directions.

It still took too long to learn her lesson. The first guy she’d told in college had been completely freaked out. The questions were never-ending and usually out of the blue. He barely touched her and when he did, acted as if she were made of tissue. He worried about how much damage had been done. When she found herself unable to escape the tension or frustration, she’d broken up with him. His relief had hurt far more than his concern had ever soothed.

The second guy, she waited until she knew it was serious. That had been her senior year, and they’d been seeing each other for nine months. His reaction had been completely different. He’d withdrawn, wary about everything she said to him. Suspicion colored more and more of their time together, and he’d talked Zoe into attending therapy with his psychologist sister. No part of her wanted to do such a thing, except the part that thought she loved him. Until they got into session and it became clear he couldn’t believe anything she said. His sister declared their trust destroyed, and he’d decided not to try to rebuild it.

After that disaster, Zoe vowed not to take the risk again. Her relationship with Kell took her by surprise, going deep slowly. There would always be some point in the future that would be perfect to tell him the truth. Except there never was. And then it was too late. She’d passed the point when telling him would do more damage than not telling him. Still, she’d believed it wouldn’t matter. She was simply the woman he was in love with. He didn’t have to know what or who had made her that way.

So stupid.

She rolled onto her back and glared at the ceiling. This was ridiculous. Her secret didn’t have to destroy their relationship. Wallowing in it was setting that up quite nicely. She had to forget about Pat and Freddie and Agent Henricksen and just live her life like normal.

If only it were that easy. A week passed. Work was fine, and with the merger Kell wasn’t around to notice her continued preoccupation. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop waiting for something to happen. For Pat or Freddie to contact her, or an ambitious reporter to pick up the story on a slow news day, or even for the FBI to uncover some disruptive detail to turn everything upside down. As they’d expected, the phone number was a burner. After Henricksen sent her an e-mail saying so, she didn’t hear from him again.

During it all, she came to realize something she never would have admitted before.

As much as she loved her life, it was an exceedingly lonely one. She was surrounded by acquaintances, a few women she considered friends. People she’d go shopping with, or ask to be attendants in her wedding, and even share the minor frustrations that were part of any relationship. But she didn’t have a single person she could tell about what she was going through.

Somehow, in trying to keep the past in its place, she’d avoided making true connections that might bring it to light. She’d always thought that was a good thing, but now she knew she was fooling herself. If she wanted to tell someone, there was no one to tell.

Except Kell. And that never-ending roller coaster of indecision was driving her insane.

* * *

To compensate, she spent more time at the company, solidifying operations and building their customer base, as well as shifting more responsibility to her two managers. By Sunday, when she was the only person in the office except the two off-shift web maintenance staff, she knew she couldn’t continue like this.

Olivia had been complaining about not seeing them, so Kell had cleared an hour for dinner tonight at their favorite restaurant. Zoe decided to walk. It was several blocks from her office, but the late-September night was lovely, and it was after tourist traffic had dissipated and before nightlife started rocking the city. She took her time, thinking maybe the cool air or post-sunset peace would help her de-stress.

And it worked. The gentle light, soft breeze and smiles of passersby gave her reasons to smile. As her body responded, she told herself if nothing had happened yet, nothing was going to happen. She couldn’t keep living with the anticipation of something that would never come.

A cab pulled up to the curb slightly ahead of her. She kept walking, assuming the person opening the back door would cross the sidewalk and go into the apartment building on her left. Instead, he put himself in her path. When she swerved, he grabbed her arm.

“Hey!” Surprised, she leaned forward and then jerked her arm up and out of his grasp. “Leave me alone!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. She expected the cab driver to get out, but he didn’t even turn. She realized the cab wasn’t legit—just a black car with random numbers and the word “taxi” painted on its side.

No one was nearby on this side of the street. Some people a couple of blocks down had turned at her shout, then kept walking. She’d never be able to outrun him in the heels she was wearing, so she didn’t try. She backed off a few steps and let her briefcase fall off her shoulder, catching the strap and wrapping it around her arm.

The man, a sandy-blond, tall, skinny guy she’d never seen before, dressed in cargo pants and a hooded sweatshirt, held up his hands in a placating gesture. He held a small manila envelope in one.

“Hey, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Just trying to get your attention.” 

“Why?” She took another couple of steps back to give herself room to swing. Her case had a stack of files and a book in it. It would hurt if she hit him right.

“I think you know why.” He sketched a shape in the air, and because she’d been dwelling on them so much, she recognized the shape of the totems. Her eyes began to widen before she caught herself, not wanting to let on that
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