
  
    [image: The Daddy Quest]
  


  
    
      THE DADDY QUEST

      
        THE LUCHETTIS

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        LORI HANDELAND

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The Brother Quest

      

      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        More Books by Lori?

      

      
        Copyright

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      She found him in an alley, shivering behind a garbage can like so many other throwaways. But Rayne Houston had spent her life with strays and rejects. She knew just what to do.

      No fast moves. No loud voices. Patience did the trick—and a little bit of food.

      He was tougher than most. Took a few days to coax him out. But he didn’t disappear. When she came by every day after school, he was waiting.

      She began talking to him, pouring out all the horrors of being thirteen and different, of school and boys and of living at the halfway house and how embarrassing that was.

      “As if I could bring my friends to a place called Mercy House.”

      As if she had any friends besides her mom, Janet and the parade of women who passed through their lives. Though, to be honest, Rayne hadn’t been friendly with anyone lately. She snapped at her mom, ignored everyone else and spent a lot of time alone in her room. She felt...weird.

      Grown-up but still a kid. Confident yet uncertain. Easily annoyed and just as easily thrilled. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with her. Maybe it was just one of those phases she kept hearing about.

      Rayne had never been interested in the stupid girly nonsense that went on at school. She saw real, live nonsense at home and on the streets of Las Vegas every day. Stuff that made the silly dramas of seventh grade seem like a joke.

      Still, one friend would have been nice. But all the kids thought she was a freak because she didn’t dye her hair, or pierce her eyebrow, or wear clothes that were three sizes too big whenever she wasn’t wearing things that were at least a size too small.

      Rayne glanced down at her favorite outfit—bell-bottoms and a flowing floral top she’d discovered in a secondhand shop that specialized in hippy clothes. She’d even found a matching scarf, which she’d tied around her forehead.

      Sometimes kids sneered, “Make love, not war,” and gave her the peace sign.

      “I’d rather be taken for an Austin Powers groupie than a hooker any day.”

      The kid was a good listener, his big, blue eyes soft and sympathetic. Rayne considered how she could lure him home to stay and how she’d keep him a secret. Because at Mercy House there were no men allowed—only reformed prostitutes, drug addicts and exotic dancers.

      “One big happy family.”

      The boy’s head went up when she spoke, and his mouth formed the word family, but no sound came out. Rayne leaned forward, but at her movement he skittered into the shadows again.

      The kid was squirrelier than a browbeaten dog and twice as skinny. Someone had dumped him for sure, but not before they’d smacked him around a bit.

      Rayne had seen too many people who’d been hit not to know what they looked like even when the bruises were gone. There was something in the eyes that screamed, “Don’t!” Something in the way they held their bodies still and kept their voices quiet, as if trying with all they had not to be noticed.

      The kid had a classic case of the don’t-hit-me’s, and just watching him made Rayne so mad she wanted to pound on whoever had done it.

      Of course, violence never solved anything—or so Janet always said. But then she was an ex-nun. What else could she say? In Rayne’s opinion some people only understood a good smack upside their stupid heads.

      “Hey, kid, what’s your name?”

      She figured he wouldn’t answer—again—but a moment later a scratchy whisper split the silence. “Rat.”

      Rayne jumped to her feet. “Rat? Where?”

      “No. Name’s Rat.”

      Yep, some people definitely needed to be smacked.

      “They called you Rat?”

      “Rug Rat, mostly. I like Rat better.”

      “I am not going to call you Rat.”

      He inched out of the shadows and into the fading light. His shrug only emphasized the boniness of his shoulders. The kid was so scrawny he made Rayne’s teeth ache.

      “It’s my name,” he said simply.

      “How old are you? Five? Six?”

      His face crinkled. “I dunno.”

      Well, she couldn’t leave a five-or six-year-old boy alone in the dark one more night. “Come on.” She held out her hand. “I’ll take you to my house.”

      He stared at her hand as if it were something more horrible than a rat. “No!”

      His gaze darted from side to side as if he meant to run. However, Rayne blocked the only exit.

      “Relax, kid.” She refused to call him Rat. She just couldn’t.

      “Don’t want to go back.”

      “Where?”

      “The bad place.”

      “What bad place?”

      “I dunno. But nobody liked me.”

      Rayne could relate. She tilted her head. “I like you.”

      He studied her for a nanosecond, before his lower lip jutted out. “Still not goin’.”

      “How about this? You can stay in the storage room. No one goes there.”

      Courtesy of the desert sand, basements were almost nonexistent in Las Vegas. Therefore, the storage space beneath the stairs at Mercy House was large enough to house another bedroom. If the maze of old furniture and boxes hadn’t clogged it up. But the mess also made the room into a very good hiding place.

      “Nuh-uh.” The boy shook his head for emphasis.

      “I can’t leave you here. It’s not right. You’re going to come and stay at my place, and that’s that.”

      “Don’t like tall people.”

      “You mean grown-ups?”

      He gave a short, sharp nod. “They hit.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “All of them.”

      “The people at my house wouldn’t hit you if you paid them.”

      He didn’t look convinced, and Rayne couldn’t blame him. But she had to get him off the street. Once she took him to Mercy House, let him settle down and see from a safe distance that the people who lived there were okay, he’d come out on his own.

      Then she could worry about the no men rule. If she was lucky it might not apply to little boys.

      “My mom would never send you back to the bad place,” Rayne said.

      “How come?”

      “She was in a few herself.”

      Interest lit his eyes. She had him now.

      When Rayne left the alley, the kid followed her all the way home. She hid him in the storage space, just as she’d promised.

      She’d always wanted a pet, but she could settle for a little brother.
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        * * *

      

      Every night Nicole Houston climbed the stairs to the roof and watched the bright canvas of Las Vegas burst to life. First the sandy shaded hills receded as bright, white dots sprang up like popcorn across the horizon. Then, as darkness descended, the hills would deepen to blue midnight behind the flare of the electric lights.

      Nicole watched so she would never forget how she’d gotten here in the first place. Blinded by neon, lured to the music, the money, the vice—what lonely, orphaned, pretty girl wouldn’t be? She’d been luckier than most, to find a place, a life, some hope. But it was because of where she’d started that she was able to be any good at what she did at all.

      Nicole turned away. By night the city appeared downright beautiful—on the surface. By day it was always hard to believe a less attractive spot could exist. There weren’t enough colored lights, sequins and glitter to cover the ugliness that thrived in certain corners of the world.

      “Nicky? You up there?”

      Thuds and mumbles preceded the arrival of the woman Nicole admired more than anyone. Pushing seventy, Janet Bristol still moved as if she weren’t a day over fifty-five. Her fading, flowing, waist-length red hair, willowy six-foot frame and tendency to dress as if she were an extra in a commando movie belied her original vocation. For nearly forty years Janet had been known as Sister Martha Grace.

      “Here.” Janet shoved a plastic cup into Nicole’s hand, then collapsed into the frayed and listing ancient lawn chair.

      In deference to the late-May heat of Nevada, which was positively balmy when one considered the desert oasis could top out at 110 degrees in the summer, Janet wore camouflage shorts and an army-green tank top. She’d left her combat boots downstairs, but her ankle-high black socks were still in place. Residents of Las Vegas referred to Janet as a one-woman army of God, and they were right.

      Nicole’s cup appeared to be filled with red wine. She knew better. In this house no drugs, no alcohol, no sex might as well be etched on the front door, which was just fine with her. She’d had enough of all three before she turned sixteen.

      “To another job well done.” Janet lifted a second cup and after Nicole tapped hers against it, they drank. This time the liquid inside was grape juice, but they’d performed the same toast countless times with countless other liquids. What was in the cup did not matter, what the cup symbolized did.

      They’d saved another lost soul. Chalk one up for the good guys.

      Lately, though, Nicole hadn’t felt like much of a superhero. Perhaps because she was the mother of a teenaged daughter and had somehow morphed into the most boring person on the planet.

      Nicole sighed.

      Janet’s sharp gray eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing always means something.”

      How a woman who’d spent half her life as a nun could be the next best thing to Mother of the Year was beyond Nicole. Of course, Janet had seen more than the average nun. She had refused to be pressed into the teacher-nurse mold and boldly gone where few sisters had gone before. Straight to the belly of the beast.

      Viva Las Vegas!

      In the end, despite all the women she’d helped and the lives she’d saved, Janet had been told to toe the line or get out. Still, she refused to be bitter.

      “If everything goes our way in life, how would we ever learn anything at all?” she often said.

      Nicole wished she were half the woman Janet was, but she never could be.

      “Spill it,” Janet said. “What did the girl do or say this time?”

      Janet knew her so well, and she knew Rayne even better. What would Nicole have done nearly fourteen years ago if not for Janet?

      She’d arrived on the doorstep of Mercy House, a sixteen-year-old pregnant stripper with a page torn from the yellow pages still clutched in her hand.

      Technically she’d been an ex-stripper. Once she’d started to show, Nicole had been out on her tassels. But she was taken into Mercy House without question, and she’d been here ever since. This was home now, Janet and Rayne the only family she’d ever had, or would have.

      “Rayne’s hiding something.”

      The cell phone on Janet’s belt shrilled. “Sorry.” She lifted a finger. “Hold that thought.”

      With a scoop of the hand and a flick of her thumb across the screen that would make a CEO envious, Janet answered her phone. “Hello? What?” She scowled. “No, I don’t think it’s all right to steal from a casino.”

      She listened, then shook her head. “Jesus threw the money changers out of the temple, he didn’t take their money.” Another pause. “Yes, I realize you’re not Jesus. I’m not sure what tipped me off.”

      Janet rolled her eyes, and Nicole fought the urge to laugh. Her friend’s cell number was common knowledge on the lower rungs of Vegas society— perhaps because Janet gave it out to anyone who asked and quite a few who did not.

      As a result people called at all hours asking for advice, needing a kind word or a cool head, and Janet was there. Her no-nonsense style and comforting manner had become legend, but sometimes the questions were downright ridiculous, if not funny.

      “Here’s a thought,” Janet continued. “Thou shalt not steal. Short, to the point, still relevant in today’s society.” She jabbed the end button with a practiced thumb. “I swear I’m going to get a 900 number. At least I’d get paid for all the advice I give.”

      “You’d never charge for advice.”

      “But I’ve got the perfect number, and I’d hate for it to go to waste.”

      “Okay.” Nicole spread her hand in a questioning gesture. “I’ll bite. What’s the number?”

      “One-nine-hundred ask a nun.”

      Nicole quickly counted the letters. “Clever.”

      “That’s me, clever old nun. Now, why do you think Rayne is hiding something?”

      “She’s jumpy. Missing sometimes. Late getting home when she’s never been late before. Do you think she’s got a boyfriend?”

      “Ask her.”

      “I did. She just narrowed her eyes and looked at me like I was dumber than dirt.”

      “Kids.” Janet made a tsking sound. “Can’t live with ’em, can’t put a shock collar on ’em.”

      “Gee, I see why people call from all over just to get your opinion.”

      “You’re welcome.” Unfazed by Nicole’s sarcasm, Janet finished her juice. “Give the kid a break, Nicky. She lives in a halfway house with women. She’s got no siblings, no father.”

      Nicole winced. Janet knew the truth about Rayne’s father, but no one else did. Not even Rayne.

      “All of the kids at her school have parents who are showgirls, magicians, blackjack dealers. This city is glamour on a shoestring. She’s got an ex-nun and—” Janet broke off, then stared into her cup as if expecting more grape juice to appear like a miracle. Janet was always expecting a miracle.

      Nicole had learned over the years she had lived here that one thing separated a professional believer from the amateurs. One expected miracles, the other merely hoped for them. Nicole had lost hope long before she’d lost everything else.

      “You think it’s starting to bother her that I took my clothes off for a living? There are worse things.”

      “And we’ve seen quite a few of them. So has Rayne.”

      The familiar sense of guilt flickered. “Maybe now that she’s older I shouldn’t let her stay here. I could send her...”

      “Where?”

      Nicole lifted an eyebrow. “Military school?”

      “She’s thirteen. She’s supposed to be a pain in the ass. If she wasn’t, I’d be worried.”

      Nicole sipped her juice. “Are you allowed to say ass?”

      “I’m allowed to say anything I please. I own the joint. Or J. B. Grace does.”

      “And since you’re one and the same...”

      “Precisely.” Janet got to her feet. “Now, if I want to pay the bills, J.B. had better get to work in the bat cave.”

      Janet’s alter ego, J. B. Grace, comic book author, kept them in grape juice and various other sundries. Since Janet had left the church, then taken a few unpopular stands to protect her girls, much of their mission funding had dried up.

      Several years ago Nicole had come across a notebook. In it were extremely detailed drawings that illustrated the story of a crime fighter named the Angel of Light, who brought down Old Testament retribution on a host of bad guys tearing up the streets of a fictional city that appeared very Vegas-like.

      When Nicole had confronted Janet, she’d admitted to writing them to ease her frustration with all the evil in the world. She’d brought out more, and Nicole had recognized many of the horrible tales they’d heard from some of the women who had passed through Mercy House. But in the realm of the Angel of Light, the bad guys always paid—often quite horribly.

      Nicole was hooked.

      So were a lot of other people. The Angel of Light comic books had drawn a cult following and netted them enough money to buy Mercy House, ensuring they wouldn’t be out on the street some month when the rent came due and they had nothing.

      “Would you like to decide who gets Carolina’s room?” Janet hovered in the doorway, one foot on the step leading down, another still anchored to the roof.

      “Huh?”

      “Pick a new recruit, Nicky. I’m busy.”

      “But—but⁠—”

      Janet always chose the women who would live at Mercy House. She seemed to have a sixth sense about those on the verge of change.

      Carolina, whom they’d just toasted, had come to them from one of the party houses outside of Vegas. She’d been here eight months and left that morning for her new life as an assistant to the assistant chef of a ritzy restaurant in San Francisco.

      Women who were ready to start new, but had no idea how, got the chance at Mercy House. However, they had to want that chance deep down inside in order to succeed. Janet had always been the expert at seeing through the bravado and the toughness to the woman within.

      Nicole wasn’t sure if she could. What if she chose wrong?

      “Just because you’ve made some poor decisions in the past doesn’t mean you’re incapable of making a good one now. Unless, of course, you refuse to make any at all.”

      “The decisions I made at sixteen hardly count.”

      “I wasn’t talking about when you were sixteen.”

      Nicole’s heart gave a painful thud against the wall of her chest. “You promised never to bring that up.”

      “I did? I’m forgetting all sorts of things in my old age.”

      “No, you aren’t.” Though Nicole’s voice was cool and her face calm, her palms had gone damp as her pulse fluttered faster and faster.

      She could not talk about the past. She would not talk about him.

      “Where’s Rayne?” she asked.

      Janet’s lips thinned. She knew what Nicole was doing, since she had done it a thousand times before. When conversation turned to...him...Nicole changed the subject. Rayne was always a handy subject to choose.

      “I left her shading one of my sketches.”

      “And her homework?”

      “Done. Or so she said.”

      “I prefer to see it before I believe it.” Nicole strode toward the steps.

      Janet refused to move out of her way.

      Since Nicole didn’t want to go hand to hand with the Amazon warrior goddess, she was forced to stop and listen.

      “You can’t avoid everything that hurt you in the past. Every mistake you made. It’s not healthy. For you or for Rayne.”

      “I’m not avoiding anything. I just don’t want to make another mistake.”

      “Also not healthy.”

      “I don’t like to screw up. Sue me.”

      “There’s a difference between wanting to do well and being so afraid of making a mistake you do nothing at all.”

      “I do plenty. You act like I’m some pathetic recluse who never leaves the house.”

      Janet gave her a bland look.

      “I leave the house!”

      “You’re more of a nun than I ever was.”

      “Am not.”

      “Oh, that’s tellin’ me. You’re twenty-nine years old and you haven’t had a date in... What? Help me out here.”

      Nicole sniffed. “I don’t date.”

      “Not healthy.”

      “I’ll eat more broccoli.”

      Janet raised an eyebrow. “I’m starting to think you don’t like men.”

      “What’s to like?”

      “You have no one to blame but yourself. If you’d told him about Rayne, he’d have come back.”

      “And denied everything he was, everything he’d ever wanted to be. I wasn’t going to ruin his life.”

      “Wasn’t that his choice to make?”

      “No. Because he’d have made the wrong one.”

      “Who are you to say what’s wrong and right? Walked on any water lately?”

      There was just no arguing with a nun.

      “What’s done is done. I can’t change it now.”

      “You never should have told her he was dead. That is so gonna bite you on the butt.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Rayne. You’re starting to talk like her.”

      “And you keep changing the subject.”

      ‘”I never said he was dead. I said he was gone. He is.”

      “You’re going to have to tell her sometime. Then she’s going to⁠—”

      “Hate me.”

      “I was going to say, want to meet him.”

      Which was exactly what Nicole was afraid of.
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        * * *

      

      Rayne didn’t mean to snoop. But who hid secrets in the Bible anyway. Wasn’t that some kind of sin?

      She’d come to her mom’s room as she did every day before supper. Sometimes Mom was there waiting, other times, like today, she was up on the roof thinking or talking to Janet.

      Rayne should probably run downstairs and check on the kid, but she would have to feed him later, and she didn’t want to disappear too often. Eventually someone would wonder what was going on and come searching for her.

      Rayne flopped onto the bed to wait, but in minutes she was bored. The only book near enough to touch was the Bible, and when Rayne shuffled the pristine pages, just look what popped out.

      Her father’s phone number.

      The sight of a dead man’s handwriting made her fingers shake. She smoothed her thumb over the letters and the numbers, imagined him writing the words, handing Mom the note, kissing her goodbye. Then walking out of their lives and dying too young.

      Rayne wasn’t exactly sure why he had left or how he had died. Her mom always got weird whenever Rayne asked about her dad—fidgeting, twitching and becoming all teary eyed. Eventually Rayne had stopped bringing him up at all.

      Her mom had had a rough time. No doubt about it. She’d been abandoned on the steps of Saint Nicholas Church in Houston when she was just a baby. Hence her name, Nicole Houston.

      She’d been shuffled from foster home to foster home until one of her “brothers” had tried to be more than brotherly.

      Someone else who needed a good whack—with a two-by-four.

      Nicole had then hopped a Greyhound for Vegas and done her best to get a real job, but she was a teenage runaway. However, she was a very pretty runaway, with long blond hair, big blue eyes and creamy skin over a whole lot of curves. She’d ended up dancing exotically in places where they weren’t too particular about proof of age.

      Rayne’s mom had been bluntly honest about what she’d done, how awful it had been, and the steps that had led to each mistake. She had always been downright chatty about everything—except Rayne’s dad.

      “I guess it would really suck to have your boyfriend get himself dead and leave you holding the baby.”

      They didn’t even have a picture. All Rayne knew was her father’s name and that he had dark hair, blue eyes and came from Illinois. She’d always figured she must look like him since she didn’t look anything at all like her mom.

      Black hair, green eyes—where those had come from she’d probably never know—and...

      Rayne snorted in disgust at the thought of her impish, heart-shaped face, minibody and nonexistent breasts. It frustrated her to be the shortest, flattest, cutest girl in school. Especially when thirteen-year-old boys referred to her mom as a “hottie.”

      “Damn it!” Rayne sat up, then hunched her shoulders in expectation of a roar of Biblical proportions if Janet heard her. But even Janet couldn’t hear through a closed bedroom door, though sometimes Rayne wondered.

      She had just reached out to put the note back where she’d found it, when a little voice made her hesitate.

      Why not call the number and see what happens?

      Rayne tilted her head, considered, then shrugged. “Yeah, why not?”

      She grabbed her mother’s phone and punched in the number.

      Five rings later a man answered. “Hello?”

      Suddenly Rayne had no idea what to say. Who was she calling? Where was she calling? And why?

      “Hey, I hear you breathing. Is this Zsa Zsa?” The man made a sound of disgust and then called out, “The baby’s using the speed dial again.”

      “Uh, no, I, uh⁠—”

      “Hello?”

      Rayne glanced down at the paper in her hand and blurted, “Aaron Luchetti.”

      “Oh, sorry. Thought my sister’s baby was at it again. Aaron’s not here right now. Message?”

      Not there right now?

      “Hey? You still there?”

      She had to shake her head, hard, to make the buzzing in her ears go away. Was the room spinning?

      “Um, yeah. I mean no. No message, thanks.”

      Rayne hung up, then stared at the phone as if it might reach out and bite her.

      Her mother’s lie certainly had.
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      Rayne wasn’t waiting in Nicole’s room and that in itself made Nicole itchy. The girl was up to something and Nicole meant to find out what. But first she had to find Rayne.

      She wasn’t in Janet’s room or her own. The four women in residence hadn’t seen her, either. The kitchen was empty, as were each of the three bathrooms. Where could she be?

      Mercy House had once been a boarding facility for dealers who worked in the casinos downtown. Back when Glitter Gulch was run by the mob, Fremont Street was the center of all the action. However, those days were done.

      Now the Strip drew the tourists. Located only a few miles away, the newer casinos had been built as amusement parks for adults with plenty of disposable income.

      The city had done its best to draw folks back downtown by building The Fremont Street Experience—a light show that ran nightly on a screen permanently affixed above Glitter Gulch. They had succeeded to a small degree. But the show had become a joke to the locals, a kitschy bit of tourism that once seen did not ever need to be seen again.

      Mercy House was located several streets over from Fremont, at the edge of an iffy section of town. However, it was where they needed to be to help those who most needed helping.

      Nicole opened the storage room door and shouted, “Rayne?” into the jumble of crap stacked all the way to the ceiling.

      Something skittered in the back, and she slammed the door. A few days locked in a dingy basement when she was eight had made Nicole wary of tight, dark places. Just another little phobia. Call the psychiatrist.

      Making her way back to her room, Nicole considered the stray thought. She’d never gone to a psychiatrist, her innate distrust of anyone in authority making her wary. But perhaps she should. She knew she had problems. Big ones.

      She wanted Rayne to grow up normal so badly the fear that she wouldn’t kept Nicole awake at night. She was scared to death she’d screw up her kid because she’d never had a mom and had no idea how to be one.

      Being shuffled from one foster home to the next had left Nicole clueless in family dynamics, as well. She had turned to books to fill the emotional gaps and come to the conclusion that their household was probably not the best example for an impressionable teenager. But it was the only one they had.

      She had a good job here, one she enjoyed, one she was good at. They had a place to live and the support and friendship of Janet. Nicole and her daughter would continue to make do.

      “Rayne?” Nicole pushed open her bedroom door once more.

      Still empty. But a closer look than the one she’d taken before made her uneasy. Something was different.

      She had come here on a few other occasions and been struck by the feeling that someone had been touching her things. It usually meant one of the new girls had broken down and gone searching for a fix or the means to get one.

      Since Nicole had nothing, never had, probably never would and didn’t care, there was no harm done. She expected such things at Mercy House. What she didn’t expect was to discover her Bible had been shifted from its position on the nightstand.

      Nicole and God had not been speaking for...oh, about forever, so the Bible that she’d been given upon entering Mercy House had not seen much use. She hadn’t opened it—except that one time—but she couldn’t say that she hadn’t bumped it recently, just enough to slide the cover a few inches through the slight layer of dust. However, she couldn’t say that she had, either.

      Nicole snatched the book, flipped through Eden to the flood, past the prophets and on to the disciples. Where had she put it? Certainly not in the letters to the “ians.”

      “Ephesians, Philippians. Nope.” Several pages fluttered by and a slip of paper shot out, drifting to the carpet in a lazy dance. The sight soothed her unease. She glanced back at the Bible and made a soft sound of amusement. “Revelation. Well, Janet continues to insist that God has a sense of humor. Hardy-har-har.”

      She plucked the paper from the floor. Written in precise handwriting was the information she’d received in lieu of goodbye.

      Call if you need me. Aaron Luchetti.

      The sight could still make her angry nearly fourteen years after she’d read the note for the first time. He’d signed his last name as if she wouldn’t know which Aaron he was.

      As if she would ever forget the father of her child.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll be back as soon as I find my father,” Rayne whispered.

      “No.”

      The kid, who never came near enough to touch, had practically leaped into Rayne’s lap when her mom opened the storage room door and called out. But Rayne knew her mom would not venture in here. She didn’t like dark, creepy places—or the truth, it seemed.

      Anger swelled, choking her. That was the only reason Rayne felt like crying. Because her mom had lied to her all of her life. Not because she didn’t want to leave the Rug Rat behind.

      “Whaddya mean no?” The tension in her throat and body made the words louder and sharper than she’d intended.

      He scuttled behind the cardboard box where he slept, then peeked out. “You won’t come back. No one I like ever does.”

      Rayne sighed. The kid was growing on her. But she couldn’t take him along. She couldn’t.

      Before she’d packed her bag and crept in here, Rayne had gone online. It hadn't taken her long to discover that the phone number from the Bible was for Gainsville, Illinois.

      Rayne barely had enough money to get herself to the middle of nowhere; she certainly didn’t have enough to take the kid along, too.

      “It's a quest,” she said. “You know what that is?”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Like Indiana Jones looking for the Ark or the Grail or those weird glowing stones.”

      “Who?”

      Poor kid. He’d probably seen one movie in his life, if that. “Never mind. Heroes or heroines go on quests to find something important that will change their lives forever. I’m going to find my father.”

      His whisper was filled with wonder. “Can you find me one, too?”

      Rayne didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything for a while. But even when she cleared her throat, a tickle remained.

      “I’ve gotta go, kid. You’ll be safe here. I promise.”

      “Promises." He sighed. “Made to be broken.”

      Was he trying to make her feel like pond scum? Rayne took a step closer and peered at his innocent, dirty little face.

      Oh, man, he was sucking his thumb. Now she had to take him along.

      “All right. You can go.”

      His thumb came loose with a wet plop as he grinned.

      “But no thumb sucking, no whining, and we’re going to have to hitch partway because I don’t have enough money for two bus tickets to Illinois.”

      “’Kay,” he said. “But—” The boy stuck his hand into the pocket of his pants, then pulled it back out. “Is this enough?”

      His grimy fist was full of money. Twenties and fifties.

      “Where did you get that?”

      He hunched his shoulders and started to back away.

      “Never mind.” Rayne really didn’t want to know. “Hand it over.”

      He did.

      “One more thing, kid. I am not calling you Rat, so pick a new name.”

      “’Kay.”

      They crept out the front door without anyone seeing them. It wasn’t hard since there was a curfew, and Rayne was breaking it.

      The night had turned cool, as it always did once the sun disappeared into the desert. The kid had nothing but the clothes on his back—pants that were too loose, too short, and a T-shirt that might have once been white, but was now pretty gray. He needed new clothes, but she’d save that problem for another day.

      His thin shoulders shook. How could he look so pathetic and so cute at the same time?

      Rayne dug in her bag and found a sweatshirt, which she yanked over his head. At least he’d stopped flinching every time she went near him.

      The sweatshirt reached to his knees. He touched the soft, wash-worn material with one finger. “Thanks,” he breathed, as if she’d just given him the moon.

      “If you catch cold, you’ll hold me up.”

      Rayne dug in her bag some more, pulled out an old UNLV cap and stuffed her hair beneath it. She’d dressed in old, boring clothes—no life, no style, no color. She hated them, but she needed to blend in as much as possible. She didn’t want to be dragged back home before she’d even begun the journey.

      The bus station was located on Main Street, not too far from Mercy House. In the lobby a considerable crowd hung out. Only a few faces turned their way, but none of them were interested. One thing about Vegas, all the bright lights, clanging bells and jackpot promises deadened people pretty fast to everything but their own troubles.

      Another plus, the bus station was nearly as busy as the airport. Quite a few visitors ended up traveling home super economy after a few days spent losing their shirts and anything else that wasn’t tied down. Tonight, no one was going to look at them twice, let alone remember them.

      Her mom thought Rayne couldn’t handle herself in the big, wide, scary world, but Rayne was going to prove her wrong. She was going to meet her father. She was going to find out the truth.

      Did he know she existed? Would he care? Who was the bad guy? The mother she had always trusted or the father she had never known?
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        * * *

      

      Nicole didn’t panic until midnight. By then she’d called everyone Rayne knew and a few people she didn’t. The entire house was in an uproar. The girls and Janet had dispersed to all corners of the city, but there was no sign of her daughter.

      Two policemen arrived at 1:00 a.m. They asked the usual questions.

      “Did you and your daughter argue?”

      “No.”

      “Would she run away?”

      “No.”

      “Does she have a boyfriend?”

      “No.”

      “Where would she go?”

      “I have no idea.”

      The officers exchanged knowing looks and Nicole ground her teeth. She could almost hear what they were thinking.

      She didn’t pay attention. She didn’t know her child. Her daughter had run wild, and now she had run off. But they couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      If anything, Nicole paid too much attention, attempting to fill the role of two parents instead of one. And she knew everything about Rayne. Or at least she’d believed she had—until tonight.

      “We’ll check around, Ms. Houston. You let us know if she gets in touch with you, okay?”

      “That’s it?” Nicole stared at them incredulously. “My thirteen-year-old daughter is—is⁠—”

      She moved her hands helplessly. She couldn’t speak anymore. She couldn’t think any further. If she didn’t say it, then maybe it wouldn’t be true. Her daughter hadn’t disappeared; she was just temporarily misplaced.

      Nicole took a deep breath, swallowed and tried again. “She’s out there alone, and all you’re going to do is check around?”

      “There’s not much else to do, ma’am.” The officers shuffled their feet, shifted their shoulders, stared anywhere but at her. “We have no
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