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Prologue

 


The shadows of the bare skin and the man
rising up over the supple young body was only the first alarm bell
pinging in her head. She could almost feel the dampness of skin,
hear the harsh male moans, and feel the tension in the female
body.

This ability to see what her patients saw,
feel what they felt, and know some of what they knew, made her good
at her job. This ability only showed itself in her work and it was
the very reason she didn’t treat children. However, once again,
this patient was blocking.

She couldn’t see anything, but she could
feel the discordant energy playing through the girl as the tension
grew.

Danica Daniels opened her eyes to the scream
of her patient and sat up straighter in her chair.

“Missy, you’re okay,” Danica said in a
soothing tone. “It’s time to wake up.”

Missy Chadwick’s eyes blinked open and the
brown of the girl’s stare washed over her. The sixteen-year-old
studied Danica with a wary gaze. Tears wet her pretty gold skin,
and she quickly reached up to wipe at them.

“What did I say?” Missy asked. “What did you
ask me? What happened? Why am I crying?”

“You don’t remember?” Danica asked.

“No,” she said. “What’s going on?” Missy
smoothed a hand over her thigh as if checking to make sure her
clothes were still intact and that alone spoke volumes.

Danica sighed heavily as she reached to the
round table next to her chair. Her back was to a wall that boasted
a small garden of greenery with a pond and a view of the
outside.

Her partner had done a great deal of work to
the building in a short time, and Danica was pleased with her
office. This was the main seating area which had the client facing
the garden. Her desk was across the room with a comfortable chair
before it.

“Missy,” she said. “I think we’ve finally
had a breakthrough.”

“What do you mean?” Missy asked
carefully.

The girl was acting out and her mother had
brought her in so she could get whatever was bothering her off her
chest and straighten up.

Danica normally didn’t work with teenagers.
She had done so in the past in the penal system, but it wasn’t
something she was comfortable with. Kids were still impressionable,
and it was easy to confuse things in their minds.

However, what Danica had heard and glimpsed
through shadows today was no misrepresentation of any event nor was
it the case of a mole hill being made into a mountain. It was
unfortunately, the real deal.

“What?” Missy demanded, fear in her voice.
“What did you do? Did you hypnotize me?”

“We agreed that I would do that in this
session, remember?” she asked gently.

Danica found that hypnosis allowed her to
slip into her patient’s minds to experience their issues with them
because their guard was down. They weren’t censoring their thoughts
or words.

“So? I’m being bullied at school. So,
what?”

Danica gave her a chiding look. “You’re
going to have to tell your mother,” Danica told her.

“Tell her what?” Missy asked carefully.

“That you’re pregnant,” she said.

Missy’s face crumbled. “I thought, but I was
afraid to even—it can’t be more than a few weeks.”

“You’ll have to see a doctor,” Danica told
her softly and got to her feet and went to kneel next to Missy’s
chair. “Honey.” She put her hand on the girl’s arm. “I’m here for
you if you need me to be there when you tell your mother.”

Tears filled Missy’s eyes, and she pulled
away. “No. You don’t understand,” she said shaking her head. “I
can’t.”

“What are you going to do? You can’t go
without prenatal care or without a test to find out if you’re
pregnant or not.”

Missy wiped at her tears, helpless rage
shining in her brown depths. “I have to have an abortion.”

“Missy, you should talk to someone before
you do that,” Danica suggested.

She wasn’t a goody-goody to tell any woman
they couldn’t terminate her pregnancy if she felt that was what she
needed for her safety and happiness. She did suggest any woman who
wanted to go that route get some counseling first.

“Having an abortion can haunt you,” Danica
told her.

“I won’t be able to stand the sight of it,”
she growled, rage in her face as she got to her feet.

“You have to tell your mother who the father
is and what happened,” Danica insisted.

Missy laughed bitterly. “You might live in a
perfect world, but I don’t. The moment I say anything, my mother is
going to—no. This is my choice, and I’m taking it.”

Both rage and fear lived on the teen’s face,
and Danica wanted nothing more than to calm her, to soothe away the
girl’s mental anguish. However, she knew that anything she could do
would only be a Band-Aid.

A quick fix was the last thing this girl
needed. She needed protection, sanctuary.

Danica rose, her mind swirling in a
direction she didn’t even want to allow to take root in her
mind.

“If you think that’s the best option,”
Danica said. “I just think you need to at least talk to someone, a
counselor.”

“I can’t wait. I can’t get stuck with
another burden,” she screamed and ran from the office.

Danica went after her. “Wait, Missy,” she
called. “Just wait a second.” She caught up to the girl in the
corridor. “Missy. Call me if you need me. I’m here to listen.”

The girl shook her head, her gaze bleak.
“Have you ever felt cursed? Known there was no amount of talking
that could save you?”

She shrugged. “Once.” Once? Ha.

Her life had spiraled out of her control
when she was a kid. From sugar to shit in two blinks of an eye.
Then, her parents were gone, and she’d been sent away for her own
protection.

A fresh start was a state of mind that
didn’t change what a person had gone through. It merely allowed one
to metamorphose into someone new in a new place.

She knew that better than anyone.

“Then you know there’s nothing I can do that
will change the outcome,” Missy said. “No amount of talking is
going to make this go away.”

“I’ll see you Friday,” Danica said.

Missy gave her a jerky nod, and Danica
walked with her to the front desk where a mocha skinned woman sat
with her long black braids pulled back in a knot. The woman smiled
immediately.

“Doctor, will you be seeing Missy Friday?”
Chelsie, the receptionist asked.

“Yes,” Danica said. “Same time. Take care,
Missy.” She gave the girl’s arm a squeeze and allowed her to go,
the weight of the girl’s pain partially remaining behind as the
despair in her heart filled Danica’s.

 



Chapter One

 


“How does it feel?” Landry McMichaels asked
her friend with a grin.

“Wonderful.” Axton Kennedy beamed. Her new
promotion hadn’t been one she’d expected.

The VP of the Bank of Cozy Bend had always
been white and always been male. The bank was as old as the town
and had always been run by members of the Oaklyn family.

“You know what everybody’s gonna be saying,”
Landry said.

Yeah, she knew, but nothing could be further
from the truth. The small-minded residents of this town had long
ago labeled her the daughter of a slut who’d screwed Horace Oaklyn
because she was poor and black.

A gold-digger with an ambitious
daughter.

Axton had owned being ambitious since she
was a middle-schooler. She’d had no intentions of being a maid like
her mother and her mother before her. And what the hell had been
wrong with that?

Nothing, if she was black in Cozy Bend,
because white girls didn’t clean toilets or asses.

Well, she was ready to join the ranks of the
small group of women coming out of the closet and shattering the
misconceptions this town clung to even as the world around them
changed.

“I don’t care what they say,” Axton replied
with a grin as she picked up her glass of wine from the round table
covered with a black cloth.

The Dair was still the best place in town
for good alcohol and good food.

“I know you don’t,” Landry said with a
frown, her blue eyes holding a hint of pain. “You never have, but
I’d be turning all kinds of shades of red.”

Axton laughed and took a sip of her wine.
“Liar.”

Landry chuckled. “I’m excited for you,” she
said, eyes sparkling. “You’re going to be running the bank.”

“Did you miss the part where Horace Oaklyn
is still the president?” Axton asked. “I know I didn’t, but
thanks.” She reached across the table to cover Landry’s hand with
hers. “Thanks for being my bestie, Lan.”

“Hey, who else would put up with your
attitude?” Landry asked in a teasing tone.

“Girl, you’re one to talk. Nobody can stand
your ass so you had to settle for me.”

Landry rolled her eyes. “You’re confusing me
with yourself.” Landry’s phone rang, and she drew her hand back.
She picked her phone up from the table and grimaced.

“What is it?”

“My niece,” she said. “Hi, honey? What’s up?
Slow down Missy … Missy, I can’t understand … I’m on my way, baby.
Where are you?”

Axton signaled their waiter at the distress
on her oldest friend’s face. She’d never allow Landry to go
charging off alone when she clearly would need a friend.

That had always been the way it had been
with them. When she’d come out to her mother, Landry had come out
with her to keep her from doing it alone. They’d even had a coming
out party of two right here.

“I’m coming,” Landry said and ended the call
as she leaped to her feet, knocking the chair over. “She’s hurt.
She said she’s been attacked.”

“I’m coming with you,” Axton said, and they
raced past the waiter. “Tell Kendra I’ll settle up in the
morning.”

When they got to her Jeep Cherokee, Axton
clicked the button on her keychain to unlock the doors. Once they
were inside and buckling up, she threw her friend a glance before
starting the car.

“That bastard is attacking your sister
again, isn’t he?”

“Missy said he went off on her mother and
said Missy couldn’t go back to the shrink,” Landry said.

“She’s seeing someone? That’s good.” Missy’s
father was abusive, and Axton suspected he was sexually abusing her
as well, and her mother was powerless to stop it.

No, her mother was too afraid to stop
it.

“I hate this.” Landry slammed her fist down
on the console between the seats. “I don’t understand why she don’t
just leave him.”

Axton sighed as she backed out. She didn’t
know what to tell Landry. She was from a single parent home where
her mother had worked her ass off for the two of them.

Her mother had never hit her in anger,
though she hadn’t shied away from spanking her when she’d needed
it. Angela Kennedy would never have allowed a man to brutalize her,
let alone her child.

She’d been one of the most important things
to her mother. That’s why at sixteen Angela had made the decision
to seek a better educational opportunity for her. Axton had been
sent away to a boarding school, but most everyone in town assumed
she’d been pregnant and run away to have the baby.

Landry had always known where Axton was, but
Landry had never known the truth about her life. The secrets of a
small town were many—the fact Landry’s brother-in-law beat his wife
and kid was common knowledge.

But no one said anything. No one ever said
anything about private family business like that. They whispered it
like it was a dirty secret a kid should be ashamed of. Kids were
taken from their homes for a brief time and then tossed back into
the pit to endure as best they could.

“I hope Missy’s okay,” Axton said. She’d
known her all Missy’s life. She was an honorary aunt who wanted to
beat some sense into Richard, Missy’s father.

“I could hardly understand her. My sister
was screaming in the background and there was a gunshot. I’m scared
he actually went too far this time.”

Axton turned onto the street that would lead
to the Chadwick’s home, a knot in her stomach. Abusive situations
had turned deadly here in Cozy Bend more than once. She just prayed
Missy wasn’t another victim of the dark history of their small
town.

When she pulled into the driveway, there was
only one light on in the house, and Landry leaped out before Axton
even stopped the vehicle. Axton cut the engine and grabbed her
phone from the console before getting out.

At the door, Landry was already going in,
the front door standing wide open. The foyer was dark, a light
slinking from the kitchen. Landry turned to Axton and motioned for
Axton to take the stairs while she took the kitchen.

Axton nodded and headed for the stairs in
the silent home. She crept up into the dark, turning on her phone’s
flashlight. Only three people lived here, and she expected to find
at least one of them, if not two of them, dead.

She checked the first bedroom, the
guestroom, and found it empty. Axton rounded the corner and moved
carefully, the silence deafening as she went. She checked the
bathroom, found it empty, but there was a bloody handprint on the
vanity that made her heart race.

Axton quickly hurried to Missy’s bedroom
which was right next door. A dim lamp cast pale light around the
room, but it was a mess. The bedcovers had been ripped off one
side, the lamp lay on its side on the carpeted floor along with a
knife, and blood droplets dotted the wall.

“Oh, no.” She moved around to that side of
the bed finding a bag. Axton exited going to the master which was
dark.

A strangled cry made her jump, and Axton
jerked around. “Missy,” she whispered and reached for the wall
switch.

Light flooded the room revealing clothes
strewn, a suitcase facedown, toiletries thrown around the room.
Blood stained the carpet, the bed, and the wall.

Axton crept forward and her eyes widened as
rage snaked through her, clenching the hand round her phone into a
fist.


Chapter Two

 


I’ve found you.

Danica stared at the words on the screen of
her laptop. The email message was more or less nondescript with a
name she didn’t recognize.

The Stalker.

“How original,” she murmured. “Go ahead and
stalk, just stay out of my face, you fucking pansy.”

“Dani.” She closed her mail and pushed back
from the desk. She’d moved home to stay with the grandfather who’d
sent her away after her parents’ deaths.

“Dani?”

“Coming, Granddad,” she said softly and
strode quickly to the living room where her grandfather was sitting
up having had his dinner. “What’s the ma…” She trailed off at the
sight of her only other living relative, Tara Gaul.

“Hello, Danica,” Tara said, her brown eyes
bright with mischief.

“Tara,” she said.

“This is my husband, Levi,” Tara said.
“We’ve come to take my dad to Atlanta to live with us, and dad
wants to come, don’t you, Dad?” She turned to look at her father
with a grin.

“I’ve thought about it,” he admitted, his
gaze going to Danica. “I have some friends there who live in a nice
retirement village. I can have a life of my own with assistance
from medical staff.”

“And he’ll be close to me,” Tara said.
“We’re selling the house and the farm.”

Danica nodded. “That’s what this is about.
Aunt Tara, you’re such a loser,” she said coldly. “Granddad, do you
really want to move? If you do, I’ll support you—”

“I’m the one who’s been ripping and running
back and forth to—”

“Shut up, Tara, I’m not talking to you,”
Danica cut in and went to kneel next to her grandfather. He was
only sixty-eight and now that he was on the mend, he was able to
get up and still do for himself.

He was a spry man with plenty of energy and
his mind was still very sharp. He also had close to a million
dollars that Tara could piss off and still not affect the
retirement fund. Then there was the farm.

It was small, but it would fetch at least a
half million given the fact it was a thriving business.

He gave her a wan smile. “You don’t need me
here and I can travel some with Tara and Levi. Not only that, I’m
tired of keeping up with the farm and you have your own
career.”

“I’ll go anywhere you want to go, Granddad,”
she told him gently. “You know that. I came back here because you
said you needed me.” She’d kept in touch with him even after he’d
sent her away.

She’d been furious with him for not keeping
her here, but he’d been a man alone, and he’d thought a nice
boarding school was where she belonged for the rest of her high
school career.

He’d never let her come home, and she’d
spent holidays at the school, the small staff her only company.

“He has me,” Tara snapped. “He doesn’t need
you, and we are selling the house, so you need to find someplace
else to stay.”

“Tara,” Josiah said in a chiding tone. “This
is your niece.”

“Whose father is nothing more than a thief
and a murderer.”

“My father was a drunk and an abusive jerk,
but he was no thief or murderer, you idiot,” Danica growled. “The
real thieves and murderers were caught and it’s too bad they’re
dead, but I won’t be shedding any tears over it.”

“My sister was a foolish—”

“Granddad, if this is what you really want,
I have no problems with it,” Danica cut her aunt off. “I just need
about a week to find a place in Cozy Bend. That’s where I work, so
I want to find someplace closer.”

He nodded. “Take your time. When you’ve
found someplace, then the place can be taken care of.”

“Dad, we need to handle this quickly,
remember?” Tara said coming to stand on his other side. “Levi and I
can’t spend too much time coming back and forth and the two buyers
lined up for the farm won’t want to wait too long.”

“Danica can handle the sale,” Josiah said
and patted Danica’s hand.

“I’ll call you, and you can come back to
close,” Danica said. “But I’ll be moving out as soon as possible.
I’ll have all the furniture packed and put on a moving truck or you
can do that before you leave.”

“That’s what would be best,” Tara said.

“Fine,” Danica shrugged.

“Danica, are you certain?” Josiah asked.

“Whatever you need, is what I want,” she
said with a smile.

Josiah nodded, his thin lips pulling into a
smile. “I am looking forward to going back,” he admitted. “I want
you to have the furniture in the office, though. I don’t need it
and there’s no sense in it being in storage.”

Sold was more like it. Tara and her husband
loved the high life, and they ran through money faster than they
could make it or steal it from his clients.

“Dad—”

“Hush, now, Tara,” he ordered. “I promised
Danica that room was hers and everything in it was hers to get rid
of or keep.”

“But, Dad, there are some great old antiques
in there that I’d love to see in Levi’s office at home.”

“No, Tara,” he said. “If you press this or
go behind my back, I’ll withdraw my support.”

“Fine,” Tara grumbled. “She can keep the
office furniture, but we need to pack up the rest of the house as
soon as possible unless Danica wants to buy it.” She gave Danica a
smile as she clasped her hands together in front of her.

“No.” Danica shook her head. “I’ll be fine,
Tara. Thanks for thinking of me.”

“Trying to be kind,” she said.

Danica rolled her eyes and was about to
speak when her cell phone rang. “Excuse me.” She headed back to the
office where she’d left it on the desk. “Hello?”

“Danica Daniels?”

“Yes, this is Danica,” she answered, not
familiar with the voice. It was a warm low sound that intrigued
her.

“Missy Chadwick is a patient of yours?”

“Yes, she is,” she said. “Is she okay?”

“Actually, we’ve had to take her to Cozy
Bend Medical. Can you come here? She’s unresponsive and the doctor
wants to give her drugs.”

“I’m on my way,” she said. “Just tell him or
her to give her a light sedative and nothing more.”

“She’s half out of her mind,” the woman told
her. “She’s—”

“A light sedative will calm her down,”
Danica insisted, wondering what had happened to Missy.

Had her father attacked her? Had she tried
to talk to her mother about the pregnancy and her father came
in?

“I’m coming,” Danica said and ended the
call.

She hurried to her bedroom and changed out
of her lounge pants, pulling on a pair of red jeans and a white
blouse before stepping into flats. She gave her hair a quick look
and decided to let the messy bun stand.

She grabbed her car keys and purse and raced
down the stairs. “Granddad, I have to go out,” Danica said. “I’ll
be home later. Don’t wait up.”

“Danica, what is it?”

“It’s a patient,” she told him and headed
for the front door. Her car wasn’t blocked in thankfully. She
climbed in and started the four door Ford and backed out.

Cozy Bend was only twenty-five minutes away
since she lived on the border of the two towns. She would have to
contact a realtor and start apartment or house hunting
tomorrow.

A house would be better because it would
afford her more privacy than an apartment. She had enough savings
to buy if she was going to put down roots here.

However, Danica was as skeptical as always
about that. She always seemed to be leaving a place for one reason
or another.

“Because you’re so damned different,” she
muttered. “If it isn’t getting into someone’s head that gets you
into trouble it’s that other thing about you.”

That other thing was part of her she didn’t
understand and never had, though her mother had tried to explain
it. Her mother had said they were witches. Her mother had told her
she’d learned to work with plants from her mother, Danica’s
grandmother.

Her affinity with the earth as her mother
called it was a tie to plants. She could grow them just fine, but
she could harness the energy of them, even magnify to make the
potions she created even more deadly.

Her grandfather had no idea of her abilities
and the talent had clearly skipped her aunt. She was a moron. Hell,
so was her damned grandfather.

What had she been thinking staying with him
so long?

When she reached the Cozy Bend Medical
Clinic, Danica went in through emergency. She wasn’t a doctor, but
she was a physician’s assistant so she could prescribe medications
and had medical privileges at the clinic.

She wasn’t currently working under the
supervision of the chief of staff at the clinic, but he did have to
approve some of the medications she prescribed.

Danica stopped at the desk and the bored
nurse looked up, his brown eyes inquisitive.

“Dr. Daniels,” she said. She did have a
doctorate in psychology. Education had been her only respite from
the past and from her marriage.

Thanks to the abuse she’d endured she knew
what Missy was going through, and Danica only wanted to help her.
However, she knew there would be no way to save Missy without her
mother’s help.

She’d be one of the kids who slipped through
the cracks just like she’d been.

“Who?”

“PA Daniels,” she said. “I’m here to see a
patient—Missy Chadwick.”

He looked at the computer and his fingers
worked on the keyboard. “She’s not in a room yet,” he said. “She’s
in the back. Room six.”

“Thanks.” Danica rushed past and strode down
the corridor. She prayed Missy was okay and so was her mother.

She rapped on the door of the room and then
stepped in. Missy was stretched out on the bed looking mildly
drowsed and a woman with her back to her sat at the bedside.

“Who are you?”

The tone held a quiet demand, and Danica
turned to find a tall woman, almost six feet, staring back at her.
Deep blue eyes fixed on her. Her black hair was nearly jaw length,
the front strands a little longer on her creamy brown skin giving
her an almost rakish look.

The shirt she wore was open at the throat
giving just a hint of a gold chain, but the way she held her body
was more than a little telling. She was there to protect Missy and
the other woman.

“Doc Daniels,” Missy said, her voice
slurred.

Danica dragged her gaze from the woman and
went to Missy. “Missy, are you okay? What happened?”

“He attacked me because he wants—” she broke
off shaking her head, her eyes filled with horror.

“Honey,” Danica said as she took her hand
and squeezed it.

Missy’s eyes filled with tears. “He said I
had to—I can’t do this,” she said and a sob tore from her throat.
“Please, help me.”

The tears that spilled down the girl’s
cheeks made her heart clench. “Can you leave me alone with her?”
Danica asked.

“No,” both women said in unison and the
protective vibe that filled the room made Danica blink.

“Please, Aunties,” Missy pleaded. “I need to
talk to Doc Daniels. It’s private.”

“Baby, I don’t want to leave you alone,” the
woman at her bedside said.

“Lan, I’ll go check on your sister,” the
other woman said.

“Go with her, Aunt Landy, please. I’m—I’m so
embarrassed.”

“Sweetie, whatever is going on isn’t
anything for you to be embarrassed about,” the other woman said as
she moved lithely to the bed where she put her hand on Missy’s
leg.

“I can’t,” Missy said.

“Okay,” the woman said. “We’ll be right
back. Come on, Landry.”

“I—”

“Lan.” The other woman pulled her out of the
room.

Danica moved closer to the bed, anger
swelling in her belly as she surveyed the bruised face of the
girl.

“Help me,” Missy pleaded. “I can’t do this.
I can’t carry this thing to term.” She wiped at tears, shoulders
slumped. “Please.”

That part of her that had watched a rape
victim slowly fade before taking her life, fought for dominance of
her mind. That part of her was a dark pool of a monster that was
dormant lying in wait for its next victim.

That part couldn’t abide a woman being
brutalized.

“My father found out,” Missy said. “He
overheard me telling my mother, and he was furious. I can’t stay
there. You have to help me.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. She knew
there was nothing she could do unless Missy told the police what
was happening to her. “I’ll go with you to tell the police.”

Missy laughed derisively. “That won’t help,
it’ll just get me killed. Can’t you do something else?”

“I’ll look into it,” she assured Missy, and
the monster inside her that craved justice for women and little
girls, raised its head willing to do anything to save Missy.


Chapter Three

 


Landry paced the corridor and Axton watched
her, wishing there was something she could do to help. But clearly
there wasn’t.

“I have to do something,” Landry said. “I’m
going to have to go to social services and get her taken away from
them.”

“What did your sister say?” Axton hadn’t
been in the room with Landry and her sister, mostly because Axton
couldn’t stand to look at her right now.

She didn’t understand how a mother could
allow her child to be brutalized like this. The swollen split lip,
the dark angry bruise on Missy’s cheek and the cut on her forehead
told the story of another beating the teen had suffered at her
father’s hands.

“She said Ricky attacked them both,” Landry
growled.

“Why? What set him off and where the hell is
he? He’s usually there or someplace close by to make sure they lie
through their fucking teeth to keep him out of jail.”

“I know, but right now it’s a good thing
he’s nowhere near here because I’d put his face through the wall,”
Landry muttered, fists balled.

Axton sighed. “What do you want to do? I
mean, we have to tell the police. Your sister might not want you
to, but you owe it to Missy.”

“I know,” Landry said and stopped pacing to
give her a bleak look. Axton went to her, hugging her.

“It’s going to be okay,” Axton murmured. “I
don’t know how yet, but we’re going to find a way to make it
okay.”

“It’s killing me, Ax,” Landry whispered. “I
can’t keep watching them kill that child slowly.”

“I know,” Axton replied. “The good thing is
she’s seeing a shrink.”

“What do you think she was talking about?
Something had her really spooked.”

“She could be pregnant,” Axton said quietly.
She knew Landry didn’t want to cross the line into thinking that
Ricky was sexually abusing his daughter, but he had some of the
classic signs.

He was more possessive of his child than he
should be. He made her sit close to him and he touched her the way
he should be touching his wife. He checked her out the way a man
checked out a woman.

It made Axton sick to think about it and
even sicker to think of posing the subject with Landry again.

“Hey, Landy.”

Landry released her hold on her and
straightened. “Lyle Chase,” Landry said.

“It’s Detective,” he said. “I’m here in an
official capacity.”

“Official?” Landry asked, putting a hand on
her hip. “What do you mean? Why? Have you found Ricky?”

“No. I was hoping you’d be able to tell me
where he was,” Detective Chase replied in a heavy tone.

“Why would we?”

“I need to talk to Missy,” he said
grimly.

“Why?” Landry demanded, moving to bar his
way into the room. “You’re not talking to her.”

“I need to, Landry,” he said. “Don’t make
me—”

“Don’t make you what, Lyle Chase?” she
growled. “I can still knock you on your ass.”

“I don’t think that’s helping,” Axton said,
grabbing her arm and tugging her back. “Detective, what’s going
on?”

“I need to talk to Missy about what happened
tonight,” he said. “Neighbors reported a disturbance. They said
Missy was trying to get out of the house, and Ricky jerked her back
inside and beat her up.”

Axton couldn’t believe someone had actually
gotten up the good sense to report Ricky. Maybe this was a good
omen and Gretchen and Missy would finally be able to break this
vicious loop they were caught in.

Landry sighed. “She wouldn’t tell us who did
it, but she’s been roughed up.”

“I still need to talk to her,” he said. “I
have to get all the facts if we’re going to do something about
this.”

“Just take it easy with her,” Landry
said.

“A girl accused Ricky of raping her,” he
said. “She said Missy witnessed it.”

Landry blinked, her jaw dropping, and Axton
exhaled as she caught Landry’s hand and squeezed.

“That can’t be true,” Landry whispered.

“The girl made the accusation last night and
this evening she was found dead.”

“Oh. My. God.”

Axton shook Landry’s hand more out of the
shock that was settling over her than anything else. “What are you
saying?” Axton demanded. “She—he—I’m not getting my head around
this.”

“The girl said the rape happened in their
home,” the detective told them. “I have to talk to your sister,
too, but I’m waiting for another officer. I don’t want to go in
alone.”

“This is unreal,” Landry said. “No one raped
a girl in that house.”

“The girl said there was video, pictures,
and another man. She also said that man took video of Missy having
sex with him.”

A cry escaped Landry and Axton’s hand went
to her mouth. “Did she say whether Ricky had sex with Missy?”

“She said the men took turns with them
both,” the detective answered grimly. “I am going to have to talk
to your sister. You can come in with me, but you need to get a
lawyer for her.”

“My sister would not have allowed someone to
rape her kid, and Ricky, that bastard, would never do t—” Landry’s
voice broke. “God. Ax, tell me this isn’t happening.”

Axton hugged her, but the horror in Landry’s
eyes slithered through her. This was so much worse than she’d
imagined.

“I’ll call Randi Zimmerman,” Axton
murmured.

“Thanks. Go to Missy. I don’t want her
talking to anyone without me,” Landry said angrily. “He’ll probably
just try to force her to say something that isn’t true.”

“Okay.” Axton doubted anybody was forcing
anything out of Missy tonight. She was afraid and more than a
little battered.

And if a girl had been raped and killed in
that house, Missy had probably witnessed it. That had to have the
kid in knots.

“It’s going to happen, Landry,” the
detective told her. “She’s not in trouble. It’s your sister and
Ricky you need to worry about.”

“Just go,” Landry told her tightly.

Axton headed to Missy’s room. It was only a
few doors down. She stepped inside to find the psychologist sitting
at Missy’s bedside. They stopped talking, and Missy looked guiltily
at her.

“Missy, the detective is here. He’s going to
talk to you about tonight and last night,” Axton told her as she
moved to the bed, phone in hand. She input the number of the local
hotshot lawyer who was also a professor at the local college.

“I don’t understand,” Missy said, panic in
her voice.

“Your friend who was over last night said
your father and another man raped her and had sex with you,” Axton
told her. “He’s talking to your mother. Was she home?”

Missy turned white and her breathing grew
shallow. “I—you—Doc, please, make her leave.”

“Missy—” She broke off at the answer in her
ear. “Hi, Randi, this is Axton, Landry asked me to find out if you
could represent her sister. I don’t think she wants you to
represent her brother-in-law.”

“On what charges?” Randi asked crisply.

“I’m not sure, but I’m guessing something to
do with a sex crime and possibly murder.”

“Murder?” Missy asked in a tremulous voice.
“Marie is dead?”

“He didn’t say her name, but if she’s the
girl who was at your house last night, yeah,” Axton said. “Give me
a minute, Missy. Randi?”

“A kid was murdered?” Randi asked carefully.
“And Landry’s sister and brother-in-law are involved?”

“I don’t know the details, not all of them,
but I do know the detective thinks Landry’s sister might need a
lawyer and Missy might as well.”

“Okay. I’ll defend Missy and her mother
until after I talk to them. Tell them to say nothing until they
talk to me.”

“I will. We’re at the hospital. Missy was
attacked tonight and so was her mother.”

“I’m on my way,” she said. “If they’re
released, call me, and I’ll head to their home.”

“Okay. See you soon.”

“No, I can’t talk to the cops,” Missy said.
“I can’t. Doc, help me.” She reached for the doctor’s arm and
winced, making Axton clench her jaw.

She couldn’t count the number of times that
she’d wanted to beat that bastard to death. Gretchen wouldn’t leave
him or speak ill against him. The smug bastard just laughed in her
and Landry’s faces when they threatened him with jail after beating
his family.

“I can’t really help you out of this,
Missy,” she said. “You’re going to have to tell the police what you
know.”

“I can’t,” she exclaimed. “They will kill
me. Don’t—”

“Missy,” Axton took her hand. “Did your
father attack you or did someone else?”

Missy’s hands went to her face. “It’s not
that simple,” she said.

“Missy, sweetie, listen to me,” Axton said
gently. “If your father did hurt you and if he allowed someone else
to hurt you, I’ll personally beat him to death.”

She nodded. “He-he did. It’s four of them.
Mom wasn’t home last night. She was next door.” She wiped at more
tears. “He told me to invite Marie over because—”

The door opened, and Missy broke off.
“Missy,” Ricky Chadwick said sternly. “I want both of you out.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Ricky,” Axton told
him.

“I’ll just call security,” he said.

Missy gripped her hand and the monitor near
the bed leaped into action, noting Missy’s blood pressure shot up
along with her heart rate.

“You’re going to have to leave,” the shrink
said. “You’re causing my patient distress. I will have security
throw you out.”

“That is my daughter, and I have every
right—”

“To leave,” Axton said. “I’m not letting you
distress her. Get out, Ricky.” She moved around the bed as Ricky
advanced.

The shrink blocked his way, and he grabbed
her by the collar of her blouse and shoved her into the wall before
stalking over to her.

He drew back to hit her, and Axton drove her
fist into his low back before grabbing his shirt and jerking him
toward her. He tripped over her foot and landed on his back, and
Axton struck him across the face.

Ricky started to get up, and Axton put her
foot on his balls. He let out a cry.

“Never hit a lady, asshole,” she
growled.

The door opened, and Lyle came in with a
female cop. He looked from Axton to Ricky and back again, a bit of
humor in his eyes, before he cleared his throat.

“Ricky, we need to take you downtown for a
chat,” Detective Chase said grimly.

“I didn’t do anything,” he snapped. “I want
her arrested.”

“For what?” the female cop asked. “Trying to
help you up?”

“Bitch stepped on my balls.”

“He tripped,” the shrink said. “She was
trying to help him up.”

“You can file charges, but without a witness
to back you up the DA might not even press it,” Detective Chase
said. “Come on, Ricky. Missy, we’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“O-okay,” she said.

“Missy,” Ricky said in a low tone that
caused the girl to shiver. “I’ll see you later.”

“Okay, Daddy,” she said in a tone that was
nearly a whimper.

“Are you okay?” Axton asked the shrink the
moment they were gone.

“I’m fine. Thanks. I’m Danica Daniels by the
way.” She stuck out her hand.

“Axton Kennedy.” Axton took her hand and the
first thing she notice was how much softer the shrink’s was than
hers. She’d probably never did a day’s worth of physical labor in
her life with hands like that.

“Nice to meet you,” Danica said. “I need to
go see the doctor about something for Missy. Can you stay with
her?”

“Sure.”

Danica gave her a faint smile before
exiting. Axton turned to Missy.

“Are you okay, Missy?”

Missy shook her head. “She said she was
going to tell. She wasn’t going to take it anymore.”

“Take what?”

“What they were doing to her,” she said
softly. “Last night wasn’t bad, not like other times. There was
video. There’s always video. They take it to share with their
friends. They call us their little sugar babies.”

“Your father?”

She nodded. “And his friends. They make us
do all four of them at one time sometimes. Sometimes just one of
them. It’s six of us girls—or was. Brandy … they cut her wrists
while me and Marie watched to keep us in line.”

Axton fought the urge to rage as she sat
down at the girl’s bedside. “What happened to Marie last night,
Missy?”

Missy shook her head. “I—Roman and my dad
heard us talking and Roman drug her out of my room. I don’t know
what happened. She was screaming and begging them not to hurt
her.”

“Missy—”

“I’m pregnant. So was Marie. That’s what the
fight was about this evening. Marie came over and told my father
she wasn’t going to let them keep doing that to her, and she was
going to sell the baby and get as far away from them as she
could.”

“What did your father say?”

“He was furious. She said she had the video.
Those ones are called party videos. They share us with men they
meet in chatrooms. It’s bad. Sick. She said she’d called the FBI
because the sheriff never listened.”

“Did she try to tell him?”

“Yeah. We both did. He wouldn’t listen, but
Marie said there was a reason for that.”

“What was it?”

Missy looked down at her hands. “Marie said
they made her do him, too, and he was—she had the video.”

“Where is it?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Her father might
have found it and destroyed it. He knew what was going on and so
did her mother. Her mother made men pay to do it with her.”

“Oh, my god, honey,” she said. “Did your
father—” She didn’t even want to think it let alone say the
words.

“Sometimes,” she said and wiped at fresh
tears. “Keep him away from me, Axton. He’s going to kill me.” She
sniffed and Axton hugged her, her heart heavy.

She couldn’t make promises. “You’ll have to
tell the police so they can put him in jail.”

“He said no cops could keep him away from
me,” she murmured. “He said if mom tried to leave and take me, he’d
kill her. I’m trapped.”

“Then, you have to tell.”


Chapter Four

 


Danica climbed out of her car, pushing out a
harsh breath. The police had talked to her for ten minutes, but
there was nothing she could tell them about her minor patient.

She strolled up to the porch, praying things
would work out for Missy and her mother. They were both in a
tenuous position. Missy’s mother could be arrested as an accessory
and Danica was certain the woman had known her husband was abusing
her child.

She didn’t know the full extent of it, but
Missy had obviously confided something to Axton tonight after she’d
left because the girl had been crying when she’d returned, and
Axton had looked on the verge of a killing rage.

She went inside the quiet house knowing
exactly how Missy must be feeling because she’d felt helpless and
powerless so many times at her age.

Danica hadn’t wanted to leave her mother
even though her cousin had tried to convince her they should run
away.

“You’re back,” her aunt said as Danica made
her way towards the staircase that crawled up to the second
floor.

“Not now,” Danica told her.

“Listen, Danica,” Tara said, gripping her
arm to stop Danica in her stride. “We’re taking my father to
Atlanta in two days. I’d like you gone when I get back in three
days.”

“Fine,” she replied as she met Tara’s
determined stare.

“Take whatever you want from that office,
but nothing else,” Tara said, her tone hardening. “Everything else
is mine, are we clear?”

“Can I take the bedroom furniture that I
bought in my bedroom?” she demanded.

“Whatever.”

“Thank you,” she muttered in exasperation.
“I hope you take good care of him and not just bleed him dry
because he deserves better than that.”

“I don’t care what you think,” Tara
retorted, eyes glittering with anger as she crossed her arms over
her chest. “My sister was stupid enough to settle for a man who
beat her and couldn’t even provide a good living. That’s not
me.”

“Don’t talk about my mother,” she said
coldly as she leaned toward her aunt.

Energy flared inside her, dark and hungry,
but Danica clenched her fingers into fists, nails digging into her
palms.

“She was a better woman than you on her
worst day because she loved with real emotion, something other than
money and status.”

“It’s better to have a beautiful home and
reliable man who can keep a job and a position in society rather
than being a laughingstock and burden.”

“Is that how you sleep at night?” Danica
murmured. “You could have helped me and my mother, but you wouldn’t
lift a finger to give us a place to stay or buy us a loaf of
bread.”

“That wasn’t my responsibility,” Tara snapped. “If your mother
hadn’t been so stupid and lazy—”

“Don’t even!” Danica broke in, nails biting
into her palms as her fingers tingled. “Keep telling yourself those
lies. They sound better than admitting you’re a heartless
bitch.”

“I don’t care what you think about me, just
don’t be here when I get back.”

“I won’t be, don’t worry,” she growled. “Far
be it from me to even look like I might ask you for help.” Danica
strode away, the wood floor beneath her feet creaking
uncharacteristically.

She climbed the stairs, the groaning
continuing and increasing with each step she took. Her body fairly
shook with rage and everything inside her told her to get the
poison from her closet and make her aunt something sweet to
eat.

Once in her bedroom, Danica closed the door
softly behind her and leaned against it. The wood made a low
crunching sound at her back until Danica pushed off it.

Her aunt was an idiot. She didn’t have a
loving relationship. Her marriage was built on love of money and
social climbing. Once they sucked her grandfather dry, they’d toss
him into a nursing home and forget about him.

Danica was glad she wouldn’t know because
she wouldn’t keep in touch. He was abandoning her the same way he’d
abandoned her mother. Well, no more.

This was the last time someone in this
family abandoned her. True, he’d let her come home, but he’d needed
her. At that time, her aunt had been too busy with her social
schedule to even
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