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Jayne Ann Krentz,

Thank you for being such an inspiration to me.




FOR MY READERS

Be sure to go to http://www.christinefeehan.com/members/ to sign up for my private book announcement list and download the free ebook of Dark Desserts. Join my community and get firsthand news, enter the book discussions, ask your questions and chat with me. Please feel free to email me at Christine@christinefeehan.com. I would love to hear from you.



Dear Reader,

Writing Deadly Storms was truly a labor of love. The Eastern Sierra is beautiful, one of the many treasures of our country. Anytime I’m able to bring my readers there, it makes me happy.

I particularly love these powerful women. They embody sisterhood. I’ve met so many wonderful women throughout my journey of writing. In doing so, I’ve learned that women together can be a force to be reckoned with.

Post-traumatic stress disorder is very difficult to live with. Not only does the person suffering from it live with the illness but friends and family do as well. Many people believe only soldiers suffer from PTSD, but the truth is crimes, sexual violence, childhood abuse, physical assault, accidents and a multitude of other traumas can cause PTSD.

Repeated, prolonged exposure to trauma where there is little chance of escape can lead to complex post-traumatic stress disorder, complicating it even more. This disorder affects more women than men. The disorder often can be identified by changes in the brain itself.

I consulted counselors and worked with three different primary sources, two women and one man, suffering from this disorder, to better understand it and provide realistic consequences and ways to help. They were gracious enough to share the horrific details of what they endured when something triggered them. The information regarding how to help a friend or partner through a very real crisis is as close to reality as possible, given every case is different.

I am certain my readers are aware I love research. I get caught up in the beauty and culture of other lands. This story allowed me to indulge my love of learning. Again, I must give credit to Anaruz Elhabib, a translator who was absolutely wonderful to me. He went out of his way to assist me each time I asked him questions. A second translator, Alaa As., was gracious enough to verify the translations for us.

While writing Deadly Storms, I wanted it to be as authentic as any work of fiction can be. I worked with two primary sources regarding Arabic translations. What we discovered is that if you use an online translator, such as Googe Translate, only the actual Arabic spelling translates correctly. If you use English letters instead, though that makes the flow of reading easier, the translator is incorrect.

لا تمنحي هذا الرجل متعة رؤية دموعك. اذهبي إلى المطبخ. سأتعامل
مع الأمر  is la tamnahi li hada arrajol motaata roayati domoik, idhabi li almatbakh baynama aatani bi hada, which translates to “Do not give this man the satisfaction of seeing your tears. Go into the kitchen. I will handle this.” Rainier says this to Shabina. If you were to take the Arabic words and put them into Google Translate, you would find the line is correct.

The tattoo artist, Yassine Boussetta, who drew the art for Deadly Storms, was amazing to work with. It didn’t seem to matter that we had a bit of a language barrier. He got the concept I was looking for and drew three incredible tattoos for Deadly Storms and then repeated the entire process when I went back to him and asked for Shabina’s tattoos—Eye of the Storm. Again, he drew three different exclusive designs. I loved the six tattoos he sent to me.

I appreciate so much that they were willing to work with me, fulfilling each request in a timely manner so I could meet the deadline for this book.

If you’re looking for beautiful artwork or you need translations done, I highly recommend both of these men. You can find Anaruz Elhabib at https://www.fiverr.com/lhoubi, and Yassine Boussetta at https://www.fiverr.com/customtattooart.

I hope you enjoy the men, women, dogs and amazing beauty of the Sierra in this story.

Best,

Christine Feehan




CHAPTER ONE

Shabina Foster sighed as she shut down the Zoom meeting with her therapist and closed the lid of her laptop. For one brief moment she rested her head on the top of the lid. It was always more of the same. She knew exactly what Talia Warren, her therapist, was going to say to her, the same thing she said all the time. She had PTSD. She should expect to have setbacks. To have bad days. To have nightmares. Work through them. Use the tools she’d been given over the years to cope.

Shabina turned her head to look at the three Doberman pinschers crowding around her. Malik, Sharif and Morza were her constant companions and always knew when she was distressed. “Great advice. Like I haven’t tried all those so-called tools. Am I paranoid? Most likely the answer is yes. Sometimes I think I really am going crazy.”

Malik pushed up tight against her leg. Automatically she scratched the fur between his ears. She didn’t know what she’d do without the dogs for comfort—or protection. They were trained guard dogs. She worked with them every day to keep them sharp. She needed to know she could stop them if they attacked, or if there were a threat, she could send them to attack.

She glanced out the window at the gathering darkness. A shiver went down her spine in spite of her determination to be positive. The ominous feeling she had was nothing but lack of sleep and paranoia. It wasn’t real. No one was out there watching her. If someone were in her gardens, the dogs would have alerted.

Squaring her shoulders, she forced a cheery voice. “Tonight’s our night for entertaining, boys. If we’re going to have everything ready for our guests, I’d better stop feeling sorry for myself and get moving. I suppose you boys want your dinner. Who knew you liked to eat?” She was in the habit of talking aloud to them and was convinced they understood everything she said. Affectionately she patted each of them.

Shabina was an avid bird-watcher. Not only that, but she documented and recorded their migrations. She noted rare birds and located nesting sites. She was acknowledged as one of the leading experts in the state. The data she sent in was documented and kept for the records. She had special permission to take her dogs on the trails with her when dogs weren’t allowed to go just anywhere in Yosemite. She hiked alone in the early morning hours on little-known trails to find the birds, and the dogs were her protection unit. They knew better than to chase anything off the trail.

The dogs were tuned to her every mood and realized she was still distressed as she got up to get them their food. Two of the large Dobermans followed her closely. Morza padded over to the bank of windows in the great room and peered out and then began to pace around the room, stopping every few feet to look outside. She stood watching him, hand to her throat as he patrolled.

It was impossible to see into the house, yet they had an excellent view of the surrounding gardens. Cameras were placed in strategic places throughout the area. She should have felt safe. There was a high wall surrounding the house and immediate gardens, but for the last few days, she’d had this terrible darkness invading her mind. She found herself looking over her shoulder everywhere she went. She looked at everyone with suspicion, not a good thing when she owned a café. Sometimes she could barely breathe. She tried to convince herself it was paranoia, that there was no one out there, but she didn’t believe it.

“I’m actually quite happy it’s our turn to have girls’ night here.” She forced herself to sound cheerful. Sometimes she thought she might be going insane. She’d been afraid to go to sleep for the last couple of nights. Her therapist told her she had to sleep, and she had lied and said that wasn’t a problem yet. It was a good thing her friends were coming over. She could check in with them. Find out if they thought she was being totally paranoid.

Once every six weeks, Shabina’s five best friends did their best to get together. As a rule, she loved spending time with them and always looked forward to the one night they worked at setting their busy schedules aside so they could come together.

Shabina had a very large four-bedroom home that she’d done her best to make warm and welcoming for her friends. She had an indoor pool that was very popular with them, and her kitchen was spectacular. She loved her kitchen. She’d already done all the baking and set food in warmers. She’d made dog treats because her friends were always welcome to bring their dogs with them and she believed in giving them good healthy treats as well. The house often smelled of the various baked goods she whipped up. She liked to try new recipes at home before she used them in her café.

Shabina owned the Sunrise Café. It was her pride and joy. She had worked hard to get the café off the ground, designing every aspect of it from the building to the dishes to the daily menus. She served breakfast and lunch only. The specials changed depending on her mood. It had always been her dream to open her own little café. She hadn’t wanted a big restaurant. She wanted a small boutique diner where she created the menu and could interact with her customers. In the beginning, her business had mostly been a deli, with take-out sandwiches and a few special orders, but it had quickly grown and now was a full restaurant with seating outside on the patio and inside the large newly renovated building.

Her parents had paid for her education, but she had worked hard to earn the money for her business. She did have a silent partner. It had been impossible to swing the amount of money she needed on her own, and she didn’t want to take any more from her parents. Their loan would have come with conditions she didn’t want to meet. Thankfully, her silent partner remained very silent and gave her no input whatsoever. Just start-up money.

It was Stella Harrison, the glue that held all the women together, who had truly been the miracle worker to make the Sunrise Café such a success. “I have to remember she’s Stella Harrison-Rossi now, boys,” Shabina murmured aloud. “She’s married to Sam. I keep forgetting that little detail. It seems like Sam’s always been around and nothing has changed, so it’s hard to remember they actually got married.”

Shabina, like most of the other business owners in the town of Knightly, attributed her success to Stella’s brilliant business plan. Stella had turned two failing resorts into an extremely successful multimillion-dollar business. She’d done it by including the smaller, faltering businesses of Knightly.

Knightly was a small town made famous for the boulders that climbers came from all over the world to ascend. Stella had gone to many of the smaller places in town, such as the Brewery, a small pub owned by Bruce Akins, a great bear of a man who brewed fantastic beer. She’d talked him into giving tours of his brewery to the high-end clientele at her resort. They’d marketed his beer as being extremely rare and difficult to get. Consequently, he’d been able to secure lucrative contracts with private clubs in Los Angeles, making his beer even more sought after.

Stella had approached Alek Donovan, owner of the local Grill, a floundering restaurant at the time, and talked him into including music at night and changing his entire menu. Shabina had helped with the menu, and Alek had added recipes from his mother’s side of the family. Raine had created brochures, and overnight the Grill had become a local hot spot and success with tourists and resort people.

Most important, Stella had made the Sunrise Café a huge destination for anyone coming to visit in Knightly. She’d practically campaigned to put the café on the map. Shabina was grateful for her friendship as well as the fact that Stella had so generously aided her in making the café such a success from the very start.

The dogs ate their food with relish. She gave them hearty meals, making certain what they ate was nutritious. Shabina showed love with food. Each of her friends had their own dog—or in Vienna Mortenson’s case, a Persian cat very aptly named Princess. The cat ruled Vienna’s household. Vienna was head of Search and Rescue, a brilliant surgical nurse, gorgeous and practical, but she was a complete pushover for her cat. Despite the ominous feeling she couldn’t shake, just the thought of Vienna and her cat made Shabina smile.

Vienna had been certain her cat would become friends with the dogs. None of the dogs were opposed to the friendship. They didn’t chase cats. They didn’t look at them with great disdain, but Princess not only snubbed dogs, she attacked viciously if they came anywhere near her, using teeth and claws in a feral manner. The dogs could have torn her to pieces, but instead they ran away and refused to go anywhere near the cat.

Sharif lifted his head and gave a short bark. The alarm went off, and then the green light on her watch signaled the gate code had been put in. Shabina’s heart accelerated. She forced herself to breathe normally. She was expecting company, and only her friends knew the gate code. Her friends and Rainier—her savior and the bane of her life.

She looked up at the security screen and recognized Harlow Frye and her beagle, Misha. Harlow was the daughter of a senator. She worked as a nurse at the hospital, but her true calling was art. Her landscape photos were gaining fame and many hung in galleries all over the world. She’d made quite a name for herself. She also did pottery, but it wasn’t her first love, although Shabina thought her work was amazing. Harlow had grown up in political circles and was graceful, knowing exactly how to respond to any situation. She was one of the strongest climbers but did prefer trad climbing to bouldering.

She threw her arms around Shabina the moment the door was opened. “I feel as if I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“You work too much,” Shabina pointed out.

“Thank you for sending food three days in a row,” Harlow said, reaching down to remove the leash from Misha. The beagle instantly rushed over to say hello to the giant Doberman pinschers. “When I’m working so many hours like that, I forget to eat.”

“Zahra called me from the hospital and told me both you and Vienna were called in three days in a row with trauma patients. She said you slept there one night and had asked Raine to take Misha for you.”

“I really felt bad asking her, but Misha couldn’t be in the house alone that entire time.”

“And you and Vienna can’t go without decent meals. You should call me when you’re in that situation,” Shabina said. “I don’t mind fixing food. You know it’s my thing, and I always have leftovers from the café. It isn’t extra trouble.”

“You didn’t send leftovers,” Harlow pointed out.

She hadn’t. But the food was for two of her best friends, and they were saving lives. She wanted them to have fresh, nutritious meals, ones she knew they both liked. She gave Harlow a little smile. “Maybe not. I had to send your favorites so I knew you’d eat. Sometimes, when you’re really tired, you forget all about eating.”

Harlow followed her across the great room and through the large archway separating the dining room into the kitchen. Shabina had an open floor plan, so she could talk to her guests and see them while she was cooking. She had dog beds placed along the walls for her dogs as well as her guests’ dogs. They were frequent visitors, and each pet had its own bed.

“Sharif seems a little on edge tonight,” Harlow observed. She turned to watch as the big Doberman paced along the window, staring out. He paused every few feet to listen. “Does he want out?”

Every muscle in Shabina’s body tensed. Two of the dogs were supposed to patrol outside the house while one stayed inside with her. But there was no way she was allowing her dogs outside her house without her. She needed them close to her. If she went out, she was armed at all times, and she’d protect the dogs. She could never say that to anyone, because somehow, she knew it would get back to Rainier Ashcroft. He seemed to have eyes and ears everywhere. He seemed to think he was responsible for her security.

Rainier. She just couldn’t allow herself to think about him. He was her biggest weakness. The moment she let him into her mind, her entire being believed she needed him. That she couldn’t survive without him. That she didn’t even want to. Not when she was in crisis. She was on a downward spiral, and she had to learn to cope on her own.

“No, he needs to stay in tonight. They have a routine, and they don’t like to deviate, but I think it’s good for them to occasionally do different things.” Another lie to a friend. She detested lying to any of the women who’d been so good to her. They’d let her into their lives and supported her dream of owning the café. They’d helped to make it a success.

Harlow carried a tray with two food warmers on it to the long sideboard in the dining room. It would be easy access for the women from most of the rooms. Shabina had already put out the silverware, napkins, plates and glasses.

“I love coming to your house, Shabina. It always smells so welcoming.”

That was the nicest thing Harlow could have said to her. She needed to hear that her home was everything she wanted it to be for her friends. Before she could reply, the alarm went off again. This time it was Vienna Mortenson, accompanied by Zahra Metcalf. With Vienna being so tall and blonde and Zahra being extremely short with her large dark eyes and dark hair, they were striking together. Zahra carried a little bundle of fluff in her arms.

She had loved her half- mix, rough- coated, twenty- pound Pyrenean shepherd, a joyful, energetic dog she’d had for years. When she lost him, she refused to even entertain the idea of another dog. She wanted the same mix, which would be impossible to find. Somehow, just recently, the local vet, Dr. Amelia Sanderson, through her numerous connections, had found a little Pyrenean shepherd in a rescue shelter who had just given birth. The girls had hastily gotten together and, with Dr. Sanderson’s help, managed to secure a little female for Zahra as a surprise. Zahra and the puppy were inseparable.

Originally from Azerbaijan, she had come to the United States with the help of Harlow, whom she had met in college. Now a US citizen, she worked as the local hospital administrator. She was very gifted in securing grants and organizing fundraisers. Between the money Vienna often donated from her gambling wins and what Zahra managed to raise, their trauma and surgical units were considered the best in the vicinity. They were able to attract good doctors and nurses with the pay they could offer.

Zahra was a man magnet. No matter the age, men flocked to her. She was flirty and fun, but she didn’t date. For a long while everyone thought she would eventually end up with Bruce Akins, owner of the Brewery, but he never actually got up the courage to ask her out, so the relationship never got off the ground. Shabina thought it was probably a good thing. Privately, she thought Bruce would never have been able to handle Zahra. He wouldn’t understand her.

Zahra was all smiles as she entered, greeting the dogs and showing them her puppy, letting them take their time sniffing her thoroughly. Misha came rushing up to be introduced as well. Shabina found herself laughing with Vienna and Harlow because Zahra didn’t seem to notice there were humans in the room. She was too busy explaining to the dogs who her new baby was and how they were all going to be such great friends.

Already, Shabina was feeling so much better. Just having her friends around her with their different personalities and their caring made her world seem brighter. She handed Vienna and Harlow the other two trays of food warmers and took baskets of freshly baked bread wrapped in warm linen to the sideboard.

“It’s a good thing you have a swimming pool,” Vienna said. “This much food is crazy, but you know we’re going to eat it all. Especially that one”—she nodded toward Zahra—“and Raine. The two of them can put away food and never gain an ounce.”

“That one?” Zahra, sitting tailor-fashion in the middle of the floor, surrounded by dogs, looked over her shoulder with one eyebrow raised, proving she was listening. She managed to look adorable as only Zahra could look. “I do have a name.”

“You do?” Vienna shot back. “I can think of several, but you’ve objected to every single one. Are you going to help?”

“I’m introducing Misty to her friends right now,” Zahra said. “And the names you come up with for me are ghastly. I don’t flirt, and I don’t complain, and I don’t eat too much chocolate. Every name you choose for me has something to do with one of those subjects.” She gave a haughty sniff and turned her attention back to her puppy.

Shabina, Vienna and Harlow burst into laughter. It was the first genuine laughter Shabina had experienced in days.

“Zahra Metcalf, lightning is going to come right through the roof and strike you dead for that whopper you just told,” Harlow predicted. “I would venture to say that at this very minute you have chocolate candy in your backpack. You’ll tell us everything in there is needed for Misty, but we all know dogs can’t have chocolate. And you’ve got it.”

Zahra gave them the haughty eyebrow. She’d perfected that particular look. “The chocolate is for emergencies.”

Another round of laughter went up, and Shabina could see that even Zahra smiled, although she pretended to be annoyed.

“Of course it is,” Shabina soothed. “I haven’t met Misty yet. She doesn’t look in the least bit timid.”

Zahra flashed her grin, the one that could melt men at fifty feet. “She’s so brave. She’s had all her vaccinations, so she should be safe on the ground. I do take her running, but I’ll admit I’m still a little afraid of putting her down where other dogs I don’t know have been.”

Shabina couldn’t imagine losing one of her Dobermans, especially to parvo. Her dogs were her constant companions. Her heart went out to Zahra. “I don’t blame you. I’d be the same way. I did make treats for all the dogs. And I have a brand-new bed for Misty. You don’t have to use it today, but when you’re ready, you can start teaching her that it’s her special spot if she gets tired of the other dogs. When she’s there, the other dogs know to leave her alone.”

The alarm sounded again, announcing the arrival of Stella Harrison-Rossi. Raine O’Mallory was with her, leaning heavily on a cane. She was still recovering from several surgeries on her leg. She’d been shot, the bone shattered, and she’d been fortunate that a top orthopedic team had been able to save the leg. Raine never failed to surprise Shabina with the way she was so quiet, usually the least talkative person in the room though she was scary intelligent.

She appeared to be an independent contractor, working mainly for the US government, she claimed as an analyst, but helicopters came for her at all hours and took her and her dog, Daisy, away. She’d be gone for days. When she was injured, she was guarded day and night by the military as if she were a national treasure. To say the least, Raine was a mystery woman.

Bailey, Stella’s Airedale, and Daisy, Raine’s mischievous Jack Russell terrier, ran eagerly to Shabina to greet her.

Stella laughed. “They know who gives them all the treats. Blatant kissing up right there.” She stepped back to ensure Raine made it safely into Shabina’s house.

Shabina could see it wasn’t easy for Raine to walk, even with her cane. Her progression was slow. There was no expression on her face, but without a doubt each step caused pain. Raine had always been an adventurer. A bit of a thrill seeker. She’d hiked the entire John Muir Trail alone, nearly three hundred miles of wilderness. She’d summited Mount Whitney several times and been up Half Dome numerous times. She’d hiked the Alps, been in a dormant volcano in Iceland, gone to the ice caves in Romania and hiked all over that country. She’d hiked the backcountry of Thailand and gone down the Amazon River as well as traveled to many other countries. She parasailed and bouldered, and she loved anything involving problem-solving, which made her good on aerial silks and rope. It was difficult to see her struggling to walk.

Shabina crouched down to pet and scratch both dogs, greeting them enthusiastically. She loved them both. Once they had their fill of her attention, they raced to meet the new puppy. Shabina carefully washed her hands as Stella put Raine’s backpack on the end table in the great room. Raine never went anywhere without her backpack. It was waterproof and contained her laptop.

“I made us late, Shabina,” Raine said. “I’m so sorry. The General.” She rolled her eyes. “You have to remember him; he insisted I find information for him.”

“What?” Vienna whirled around, pressing her back to the sideboard. “You’re on sick leave. You aren’t supposed to be doing any work at all.”

“Well, he believes I shouldn’t be working, but that rule doesn’t apply to him. I told him there were others he could use, but he was insistent it had to be me. He also pointed out there was nothing wrong with my brain since I was too stubborn to use painkillers, and all I had to do was sit on my ass and figure it out.”

“He said what?” Zahra was outraged.

“Yep. Actually, he said skinny ass.” Raine sounded amused.

No one with the exception of Raine knew if the General was really a general. Raine always called him that, but when anyone inquired, she made a joke of it and insisted he simply liked to be called that. Shabina believed he was a general. For some reason, Raine seemed to think most things he said to her were humorous. Even his insults.

“If Rush knew,” Stella said, “he’d take your cell, and if that didn’t work, he’d take away your laptop again. Doctor’s orders take precedence over a boss who doesn’t respect your leave.”

Raine made her way to one of Shabina’s very comfortable chairs in the great room. She lowered her body slowly into it, stretching her leg out in front of her. It wasn’t difficult to see that the journey had been painful. There were little beads of sweat on Raine’s forehead, but she appeared triumphant.

“I would go crazy if I sat around doing nothing. And technically, I don’t have a boss. I’m a private contractor and I prefer it that way. The General can puff up as much as he wants but he knows he can only push me so far. In the end, I’m going to get my way.”

“Don’t let him say you have a skinny ass,” Zahra said with a little sniff of disdain. “That’s so insulting. He has no right to make personal comments. There should be someone you can make complaints to.” She stood up, puppy still in her arms, and went to the little crate Vienna had placed in the corner of the room. “While I eat, I’ll put Misty in her crate until I train her to stay on her bed like the other dogs. I don’t want her to bother everyone.”

“It isn’t like he’s older and we can make allowances for a different generation,” Harlow added. “He’s being a jerk.”

Shabina indicated the food. “I’ll fix your plate, Raine. I made your favorites.” She gave the command to her three Doberman pinschers to go to their dog beds.

The other women followed suit.

“He was goading me. He doesn’t think my ass is skinny,” Raine explained with a little sigh. “He asks me out all the time.”

Zahra lifted her eyebrow. “That’s his way of flirting?”

Raine laughed. “Yep. He thinks he’s very clever.”

Zahra made a face. Vienna and Harlow exchanged a long, confused look. Stella and Shabina laughed.

“He’s a geek, isn’t he?” Stella asked.

“Totally,” Raine said.

“Just how many men do you have asking you out?” Harlow asked. She began lifting the lids from the food warmers. “Shabina, you’ve outdone yourself.”

“It all looks delicious,” Stella agreed. “You’ll have to roll me into the swimming pool.”

“There should be plenty left over to take home to Sam,” Shabina said as she got into line to fix Raine her food.

“Don’t think you can stay silent over there, Raine,” Harlow persisted. “We saw you in that hospital room with all those male visitors. What the heck, girl? You’re keeping secrets. And they aren’t national ones. Those are girlfriend secrets.”

Raine flushed a soft shade of pink. “Seriously? There’s such a thing as girlfriend secrets?”

“Yes, and you have to confess to your besties,” Stella added. “You’re so used to keeping your high-clearance bullshit secrets that we don’t want anything to do with anyway, that you just don’t talk about the important things.” She settled on the low cushions close to Raine’s chair rather than taking a seat.

Harlow followed her. Shabina handed Raine a tray with her plate and placed a fresh glass of water with fruit in it on the end table beside her, grateful Raine was in the hot seat and not her. She would have no idea what to say if her friends asked her about men. She didn’t date. She didn’t look at men as a rule. When someone asked her out, she considered the invitation carefully because she was always trying to be normal, but in the end, she always found herself giving a reason as gently as possible as to why she couldn’t go.

They settled comfortably in her large great room to eat, rather than the dining room. They were used to eating there. Vienna lifted Raine’s bad leg onto an ottoman to prop it up to add to her comfort. The laughter and camaraderie were exactly what Shabina needed. The dark, ominous feeling inside didn’t go away completely, but it lifted so she felt she could breathe again. She could think more clearly.

“In all honesty,” Raine replied after thinking the question of men over, “I don’t have time to entertain the idea of dating. I hurt too much. Dr. Briac Brannan—you remember him from when he came to Vegas and helped us out with Rainier’s wound? He came to see me several times when I was in the hospital. He’d wanted to go hiking in Yosemite with me as his guide and I’d agreed to that, but . . .” She shrugged and nodded at her leg. “He said he was still coming. He took the vacation time and wants to see me. He’ll be coming up this week. I told him to stay in one of your cabins, Stella. Sunrise Lake is the halfway point between Yosemite and Knightly. He’ll have easy access to both places.”

Harlow groaned. “That doesn’t say a thing about the way you feel about him, Raine.”

“I love talking to him. He’s intelligent and doesn’t make me cringe when he opens his mouth. He doesn’t pretend to know everything and spout off about how superior he is.” She sighed. “Physically? I’m not all that attracted. I wish I were, and I’d hoped if we went hiking and I saw him in that setting, I’d feel something, but so far, nothing.”

“Anyone else? What about that Lucio Vitale?” Zahra asked. “Sam’s father’s bodyguard. He seemed very interested in you.”

Raine shook her head. “Not a chance. I knew him a long time ago. He was a self-centered jerk then, using everyone he could to make his way up the ladder. I would never trust him. He’s doing his best to act like a lamb, but he isn’t.”

“Sometimes there’s great chemistry with enemies,” Vienna said.

“Nope, no chemistry with him.” Raine took a drink of the fruit-infused water. “Shabina, if you get any better at cooking, I’m moving in with you.”

Shabina sent her another smile. “That’s so lovely of you to say.” Cooking was one of her favorite things to do. Knowing others enjoyed what she made for them gave her huge satisfaction.

“What about Rush?” Vienna asked. “Do you have chemistry with him?”

Raine scowled at her. “Rush is a doctor. He likes to be very bossy. That isn’t the same thing as someone who is trying to date me, which he isn’t. He isn’t like your Zale, Vienna. I thought the two of you were getting married immediately. What happened to those plans?”

Shabina thought it very clever the way Raine managed to turn the tables on Vienna. All eyes had instantly turned to Vienna.

“That’s right,” Stella said. “Zale put that ring on your finger and insisted the two of you were getting married without waiting for anything.”

Vienna lifted her chin. “I know. And I agreed. I did.” She flashed a quick grin at Raine. “We have amazing chemistry. But he’s still under contract with my dear old estranged father, Elliot Blom, head of the Special Activities Division, who has no intention of claiming me. I think he hopes Zale will forget all about me if he keeps him busy enough.”

“I don’t even have words to describe your father,” Stella said. “I’m so grateful I met Sam after he was out of that business.”

“But you do intend to marry Zale?” Harlow asked. She gathered dishes and took them to the kitchen while Stella carried empty breadbaskets and butter dishes in.

Vienna rubbed her temples as if she might have the beginnings of a headache. “I’m such a coward when it comes to trusting men. All that brainwashing my birth mother did on me, but when Zale is with me, I don’t have any doubts.”

She helped put the food away, leaving only the trays of desserts. They usually ate their dessert after swimming.

Raine opted not to swim. She’d done her physical therapy in a pool, and she admitted it was difficult to get in and out of a swimsuit. She was tired enough that she just wanted to relax. She’d stay with the dogs and give them their treats while the others swam. Shabina stayed with her, finishing up the work in the kitchen and making take-home packages for each household with the leftovers while her friends swam. Just the sound of their laughter was comforting. The murmur of Raine’s voice as she talked to the dogs kept the uneasiness at bay. For the first time in three days, she felt so much lighter. It was good to have friends.

When the others had showered, changed and were back in the great room, Shabina indicated the desserts and drinks. Zahra immediately removed Misty from her crate and took her out to do her business with the other dogs, and then everyone settled with their favorite dessert.

Stella dipped a chocolate-covered strawberry into the whipped cream on her plate. “Do you remember that terrible tragedy last year? There was a little family found dead up in the Sierras close to one of the trails where your birds nest, Shabina, parents and a toddler? The woman had two sisters. They were triplets—the two of them and the woman who died. The two sisters stayed in one of my cabins during the investigation. The husband had gone off trail, and they got into the section where that fire had been. The trees were burned, and there was no canopy. Then we got hit with so much rain, and the ground turned into a marsh. After that, the temperatures soared.”

Vienna nodded. “That was so horrible. It’s always bad when a child is involved.”

“It was extremely hot,” Harlow added. “They weren’t carrying adequate water. They were avid hikers but weren’t prepared at all for the hot weather.”

“No one was prepared for the weather,” Vienna said. “So many patients came to the hospital with heatstroke. It was a bad time.”

Shabina remembered that as head of Search and Rescue, Vienna had been called when the family hadn’t been heard from, and their car had been found seemingly abandoned. She’d organized search parties, and the bodies of the three were found four days later in a very unlikely area. Shabina had been heartsick for the family of those dead and just as heartsick for the ones finding and caring for the bodies. Everyone was distraught over the deaths.

Shabina knew that area of the forest very well. The trail was faint, nearly obscure. It had been marked for rehabilitation. Wildlife and weather had damaged signs. She could see how anyone unfamiliar with the trails would get hopelessly turned around. Once they were off the trail and into the section with the damaged trees, it would be even more difficult to know which way to go. Without adequate shade, it would be burning hot.

Shabina sighed. “The two women came into my café often, and I’d sit and talk with them. I felt very bad for them.”

Stella nodded. “They mentioned you several times, Shabina, and how kind you were to them.” She smiled. “And they remembered how amazing the food was. They’ve come back to have a memorial ceremony. I think you’ll be seeing quite a bit of them. They wanted to spend an extended vacation here. They’ve booked one of my nicest cabins for a month, and they’ve been here nearly a week, exploring all around Sunrise.”

“That surprises me,” Harlow said. “What with losing their sister here, I would have thought it would be difficult to come back.”

“They want to learn about all the things she loved. One of the things they want to do is go on Shabina’s bird-watching tour. I’ve got you completely booked for Tuesday. There are students from a university who are very excited to go on that tour too. Will you be driving up Monday night after work?”

Shabina managed not to bite down on her lip. Raine never missed details and she was already assessing Shabina closely. “Yes, but I’m going to camp. It’s still an hour’s drive from Sunrise Resort, so if I’m camping in Yosemite, I can get a little more sleep and also run the dogs before the shuttle brings my clients.”

The dogs were always her best excuse for anything. Her friends had companion dogs and saw to their needs. They understood the dogs would want to run.

Zahra snuggled the ball of fluff in her lap. “This one wants to run all the time.” She gave an exaggerated sigh. “You know how much I detest running.”

Shabina found herself laughing with the others. Zahra might sound like she was complaining, but she loved that bundle of fluff.

“Raine, I may as well take Daisy with me when I take the little monster out. I can swing by and pick her up.”

Raine’s Jack Russell was very active and loved to run along the canal three times a day. Raine’s shattered leg was healing slowly, preventing her from going for the long runs she would normally take with her dog. She walked, but it was still very painful for her, and Daisy tended to stay close to her rather than run like she needed to.

Raine’s face lit up. “Zahra, you really wouldn’t mind? I try to take her for walks, but Daisy won’t leave me when we go out. You know how she is; she needs tons of exercise.”

Zahra waved her hand. “I have to take this naughty one out anyway. And it will be good for them to become friends.”




CHAPTER TWO

I did have something I wanted to run by all of you,” Shabina said. She kept her voice carefully controlled, but her friends instantly fell silent, waiting, as if they knew this wasn’t as casual as she was trying to make it sound.

She couldn’t help laughing. She was so lucky. “You women. I can’t get anything past you. You knew all along I wanted to talk about something important.”

“It’s been obvious you’re upset about something, Shabina,” Stella said, her voice gentle.

“Your dogs are on edge,” Harlow pointed out. “Whether they’re picking up your mood or there really is something wrong, it’s apparent something is out of sync. We’ve just been waiting for you to share.”

Shabina took a deep breath. Now that she was going to articulate her fears, they seemed silly. What evidence did she have that anything was wrong? She found herself hesitating. If it got out that she was worried, her parents would insist she come home. They’d keep her locked in their house, surrounded by security. She wouldn’t be able to move or breathe without permission or having half a dozen guards around her. All the things she loved doing wouldn’t matter.

“I’m not exactly sure how to start. Now that I’m going to say it out loud to someone, I feel a little ridiculous,” she admitted.

“Shabina.” Raine sounded more than gentle. “Take your time. We’re your friends. You don’t have to worry about how you sound. Just tell us what’s bothering you.”

Shabina sank to the floor so she wouldn’t be tempted to pace. She’d worked hard to appear relaxed and calm at all times. The moment she sat on one of the cushions scattered on the floor, Malik lay down on one side of her and Sharif on the other. They pressed against her thighs, crowding close, feeling her inner agitation. She had to keep reminding herself these were her friends and they had her best interests at heart.

“You know my father puts out oil fires all over the world, that he’s considered the best in the business, right?” She knew they were aware of her rather famous father, but she had to start somewhere. “I told you that when I was fifteen, he took my mother and me to Saudi Arabia to put out fires there and I was kidnapped. It was a strange time. Quite a few kidnappings had taken place, and my mother and I were coached on how to behave if it should ever happen to us. We were told ransom would be demanded. It would be paid, and we would be freed. We were instructed not to resist. Not to try to escape. Not to agitate our kidnappers in any way. We were told repeatedly that sometimes negotiations broke down but not to worry, they always resumed.”

“How strange that would be,” Vienna said. “Having to worry all the time about being kidnapped, so much so that you’re given instructions on how to respond.”

Harlow exchanged a long look with Shabina before she admitted to the others that she’d also been given strict instructions. “I grew up with a father in politics. We had security around us all the time, but obviously, my training wasn’t as intense as Shabina’s.”

Shabina sent her a small smile, thankful someone understood the pressures of having to be constantly on alert for danger. “My mother and I went shopping at this little market. It wasn’t like we weren’t heavily guarded; we were. The next thing I know there was shouting and jostling and guns waving at us. My mother was grabbed by our security guards and they made a run for the armored vehicle. I was on the other side of the table of a fruit seller’s stand. I remember looking at the oranges exploding all around me and then at my mother’s back as the men shoved her into the SUV. My guards threw me to the ground, and we rolled under the table with all the fruit.”

“You must have been so frightened,” Stella said.

“I mostly remember being worried about my mother. I didn’t like being separated from her. She didn’t look back either. That felt so strange to me. She didn’t call out or look back. She let them push her inside the SUV. I told myself if my mother could be that calm and do what we were told in the situation, I should be able to do it too.”

Raine let out her breath. “You were fifteen, Shabina. Separated from your mother in the middle of gunfire. No one would have blamed you if you panicked.”

Shabina shifted her gaze to Raine. Raine could be a firecracker if she thought one of her friends had been misjudged—or in this case, was taking on guilt that wasn’t hers. She found herself smiling again, the heaviness in her heart lifting a little.

“The thing is, Raine, I didn’t panic. I just told myself the security team had gotten my mother out of there, and mine would get me out.”

“But they didn’t,” Stella whispered. She wrapped her arms around Bailey’s neck.

Shabina pressed her palm against her thigh, high up, where sometimes the muscle refused to stop aching. Like now. She told herself it was psychosomatic, not real, all in her head. No matter that she ran daily and stretched endlessly, that pain from the scarring never quite left her body.

“No, those men with guns were everywhere. My team didn’t want to start a war and get everyone in the marketplace killed, so they opted to lie down with the rest of us when they were told. Two of them tried to cover me, but it was my mother and me they were looking for. I was taken along with six other prisoners. Two women in their thirties, both from France, and three men from London in their early twenties, and a woman from Argentina who was close to sixty. I didn’t put up any resistance. No one had been killed. I think a couple of people may have been wounded, but for the most part, when they left with us, the market just had to be put back in order.”

“The fact that you weren’t the only one kidnapped was reassuring to you?” Harlow inquired.

Shabina nodded. “So much so that when the older woman, Kathryn was her name, began to cry, I whispered to her not to resist, that they would negotiate for our release. I was certain they wouldn’t hurt her. I spoke in Spanish, hoping our captors wouldn’t understand me and be angry that I was reassuring her. I had been told to stay very quiet and not draw attention to myself, but I didn’t like seeing her in such distress.”

“That’s so you, Shabina,” Raine said. “You have the most compassionate heart. You clearly had it even then.”

“I would have been too petrified to move,” Vienna said.

Shabina couldn’t help laughing. Vienna hung off cliffs rescuing total strangers. “I doubt that. I think what I’m trying to say is we were treated with kindness. No one hit me or any of the others. They took us to a place with tents, gave us food and water and explained the rules. We were told we were being held for ransom and once that ransom was paid, we would be freed. It was more or less a profitable business for them, just as we’d been told by our security team.”

“There were others in this camp?”

“Even some of their women. Old and young. The leader was a man named Salman Ahmad. He was soft-spoken, but what he said was law. No one disobeyed him. He didn’t torture or murder, but he meant what he said. He had each of us make a video to plea with our families to pay the ransom. There were no political statements, just simple business transactions. Then the entire camp was moved.”

Shabina rubbed her aching left thigh. The muscle pounded with the throb of her heartbeat. “I should have tried to escape. I don’t know why I didn’t. The truth is, I didn’t feel as if I was in a camp with kidnappers. That first year, I was treated with kindness by the women and mostly ignored by the men. I learned so many things and found everything about their lives fascinating. I was able to help with the children and was taught to sew and cook. I perfected my language skills. Kathryn was the first to go, and even she hugged a couple of the women and me when she was escorted away.”

Tears burned behind her eyes, tears for those women and children she’d come to love. They had been like family to her. “I thought about my parents, but it felt as if I’d been sent to one of the many camps or boarding schools while the two of them went off alone together. This was nicer than the summer camps. I learned to play musical instruments and sing their songs. The birds were so beautiful, and I could coax them to come right to me. I practiced each note any bird would sing until I could duplicate it exactly. I studied their beliefs and found them to be fascinating. In most ways, they were a quiet, peaceful, loving people. The men always wore the traditional garb, as did the women. I did as well.”

The lump in her throat threatened to choke her. She found she was rocking, self-soothing, something she had tried very hard not to do.

“Shabina.” Raine’s voice was gentle. “You don’t have to tell us.”

“No, I do. I was responsible for what happened. I should have tried to escape. The Frenchwomen were ransomed a few months after the first one. We moved often, but it was always the same: a nice setup and everyone seemed so peaceful. There were two babies born. The three college students left. Salman Ahmad came to me one day and said it would be my turn. He said I was too good with the children, teaching them different languages and playing games with them, and no one wanted me to go. I overheard him telling his men that each time the ransom was to be paid, it was intercepted. He didn’t know if my father was deliberately keeping the money or if they had a traitor among them, someone taking the money before it got into their hands. Either way, he couldn’t keep me much longer. I knew I would be going home.”

She touched her tongue to her suddenly dry lips. “But then they came. He called himself Scorpion.” Without thinking she wrapped her fingers just above her left wrist. “He said his name was Al Aqrab Jabrir Birvul Fareed. He claimed he was likely named after the star, but he prides himself as the Deathstalker Scorpion. He even referred to himself that way. He has a special brand he puts on his captive women to claim to the world they belong to him.”

Shabina realized her friends were watching her closely, and she forced her hands to relax and drop once more to the dogs pressed close to her.

“He wore a mask, but I realized fairly quickly he wasn’t from the Middle East. His name wasn’t really Fareed. The men he surrounded himself with were mercenaries, and they were nearly as sadistic as he was. They used automatic weapons and mowed down the men. It didn’t matter the age of the women; old or young, they were raped before they were killed. They killed every single person in the camp, babies included. Everyone.” She whispered the last word because her voice refused to go any louder. “I thought I would be raped and murdered as well. I was part of them. They had become my family.”

“Oh, Shabina,” Zahra whispered. “How terrible you had to witness such a massacre.”

“I know you might think I have some kind of Stockholm syndrome from being kidnapped and held so long by Salman Ahmad, but I know it isn’t that. To him, kidnapping was simply a business transaction. He was a good man. A wise man. He led his tribe with fairness and kindness. Not just his men but the women and children. They followed their traditional beliefs, and while I was with them, I tried to learn as much as I could and followed them as well. Scorpion was just the opposite, and he is a true sadist.”

“I’ve heard of him,” Stella said. “That name has been in the news numerous times. He’s an international serial killer. Most people suspect he’s an airline pilot because he’s killed in so many countries.”

“There’s little trail left behind,” Raine added, “because he murders everyone he comes into contact with. He usually keeps a young girl for about six months, tortures her and then kills her in some sadistic way, leaving his brand on her arm.”

Shabina resisted rubbing her forearm beneath the long-sleeved shirt she wore.

“He’s killed in the United States,” Stella said. “In France. In Argentina. Costa Rica. Egypt, Belgium and I think one other country besides Saudi Arabia. He was reputed to have massacred several villages or very small towns in each of the countries.”

“He insisted everyone around him address him as Sheik Fareed,” Shabina said. “A sheik is a holy man, wise, an advisor, someone for everyone in the tribe to look up to. Scorpion didn’t earn his title. He took it, when it wasn’t his to take. He doesn’t practice the beliefs he pretended to outsiders to have. He doesn’t have one ounce of respect for any of the people, the land, or even the royal family. He truly is a serial killer, and so far, no one has been able to catch him. When I realized he wasn’t from the Middle East, I did my best to find out his true identity. At least to figure out where he was from.”

She rubbed her aching thigh. It was throbbing now, her heart beating in tune to that pulsing pain. “I heard him speaking French more than once with several of his top commanders. He called them his cabinet. I won’t go into what happened to anyone who dared to cross him, or what he did to me, but he was no holy man. He was a total fraud, and he hated me and yet seemed obsessed with me. I couldn’t do anything right. I pretended not to know his language and made him speak French or English to me. That earned me quite a few punishments, but after a while, the mercenaries he’d hired locally grew careless and talked in front of me. His command of both those languages was excellent.”

“You don’t have to go into detail,” Raine assured. “And no one here thinks you have Stockholm syndrome in regards to Salman Ahmad. He sounds as if he was a good man and did his best for his people.”

She appreciated Raine all the more for being understanding. Not even her parents understood how well she’d been treated or how the tribe had integrated her into their families. They’d shown her respect, and in turn, she respected and grew to love them. It had all started with their leader, Salman Ahmad. She’d seen the difference between a true leader and practitioner of his traditions and a power-hungry sadist out to get everything he could for himself. Scorpion had robbed the tribe and murdered the members.

She knew they weren’t his only victims. She had become aware, through all the questioning she’d been subjected to when she’d been rescued, that the man who called himself Scorpion was an international serial killer determined to create as many headlines as possible with the sadistic massacres. He would disappear for months or a year, and then the killings would start up again in another country. His name was never the same, only Scorpion and the signature brand on the wrist of the young girl he kept for six months before murdering her.

She had to get to the present and push the past far away from her mind. Close the door before it creaked too far open.

“Four days ago, two men came into the café. They said they were from France. That isn’t unusual. We get tourists from all over the world. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have thought too much about it, but they looked familiar to me. Their features. You know I don’t forget faces. I was fairly certain I hadn’t seen either of them before, but I knew I had seen their features. Their eyes and foreheads. Neither of them looked directly at me. That’s unusual too.”

She didn’t want to sound vain—she wasn’t. She dressed modestly at all times. She covered her skin. It was a habit and necessity as far as she was concerned. Her friends had never questioned why she wore the clothes she did—the long sleeves even in the heat. She never wore shorts. But men looked at her. She’d looked in the mirror, and she knew by most people’s standards she was considered beautiful.

She had her mother’s flawless skin and thick, rich gleaming hair so black it could shine nearly blue under the lights. It fell to her narrow waist, usually in a roped braid. Her eyes were large, a deep blue with hints of purple, ringed with thick black lashes. She was on the shorter side, barely reaching five foot four with her shoes on, but she had curves. Men looked at her. Noticed her. It didn’t matter that she dressed modestly.

“They talked quietly, were respectful when they ordered and paid for their food. Nothing about them should have stood out, yet everything did. The longer they were in the café, the more this really bad feeling grew. They spoke to each other in French, but their accent didn’t ring true. I have an ear for sound, and there was just something off.”

“You do realize,” Vienna said very gently, almost soothingly, “you are always going to have triggers. Those men easily could trigger PTSD from the horrific trauma you suffered. You said Scorpion spoke to you in excellent French. That alone could trigger you.”

As if she didn’t already know that. It was all she could do not to roll her eyes. Vienna sounded much the same as her therapist. She’d been seeing the therapist for several years, and yet the woman didn’t seem to think Shabina would be able to remember from one session to the next the tools she’d been given to cope when she had a meltdown. And that voice. Soothing. As if Shabina were a child and didn’t understand what was happening to her. It had been happening for years.

She swallowed every retort, reminding herself these were her friends and they were trying to understand and help. There was no way to explain her built-in radar for deception and danger after six months of living in hell with Scorpion.

“That’s one of the many reasons I didn’t rush to any conclusions,” she agreed. “But they looked like two of the cabinet members working for Scorpion. You have to remember, they wore masks, so I only saw their eyes and foreheads. The shape of their chins. They spoke excellent French, but I wasn’t certain that was their first language.”

There was a brief silence. “Have you talked with your therapist?” Stella asked. “It might be a good thing to call her just to check in.”

Shabina was torn between laughter and tears. She’d known this was going to happen. Raine met her eyes again. She sent her a little smile of encouragement.

“No one ever knows the right thing to say in these circumstances, Shabina. We know you’ve done these things. You’ve been through panic attacks and triggering events probably multiple times. You’re a very disciplined person. We know you’ve got the tools to deal with each crisis when it comes, but that doesn’t mean those tools always get you through. That leaves us with nothing to offer you but our love and friendship.”

The others nodded. “And our faith in you,” Stella added. “We may play the devil’s advocate and argue the other side, but that’s just to
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