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Chapter One

	Every once in a while, snow fell in the Texas Hill Country. Watching the puffy white flakes falling from the sky had always mesmerized Ellie. Her father once said that no matter how ugly the world got, snow made everything clean and pure again.

	She hadn’t seen snow in a long time, or her parents, for that matter. Her world was cast in shadowy darkness, where the monster of her nightmares came to life.

	He called himself Ray.

	She hadn’t seen him in days, which meant she hadn’t eaten much during the time he’d been gone. A long time ago, she learned to ration her food. If he brought more the next day, then that was great. She would feel as if she’d pigged out. Her laugh was bitter. If you could call a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on wheat bread pigging out. Ellie hated wheat bread. She hated the smell of it, the texture, the dryness.

	If she had a sandwich right now, she’d devour it, crumbs and all. The last of her food ran out at noon the day before yesterday. She knew the exact time because Ray hung a battery-operated clock on the wall not long after he brought her down to the room in the basement. The clock's dull green illuminated numbers mocked her very existence.

	Ray liked playing mind games. She’d figured that one out pretty quickly. He probably imagined her watching each second of her life slowly tick away. Maybe her mind was already gone. She didn’t know.

	Voices echoed in the shadows.

	“Don’t let him win, Ellie! You can fight him!”

	“Do it for us, Ellie.”

	Her bitter laughter echoed in the room. The voices. She could always count on them. She pressed her hands over her ears to block them. “I can’t. I’m tired. I just want to sleep forever and ever. Oh, God, I want it to end.” She kept her ears covered until they stopped their infernal pleading.

	Sometimes they were a pain to deal with.

	But they were all she had.

	Fear raced down her spine. What if they didn’t return?

	“Don’t leave me,” she cried out. She moved to the middle of the room, her eyes searching the darkness. “Is anyone there?” she whispered.

	All alone, all alone, her thoughts taunted.

	She stretched her arms forward into the stale emptiness that had become her tomb.

	Nothing. Sometimes she just needed to hear them, anything to break the silence of her thoughts. The thoughts that told her she would die soon. A cold shiver rippled down her spine. She hugged herself, feeling the bony protrusions of her ribs.

	Being dead wouldn’t be so bad. She wasn’t really scared of death. Taking her last breath would release her from this prison. It was how she would get to that point that scared the hell out of her.

	Hell. 

	She could say the word. It didn’t really matter. 

	“Hell.” There, she’d said it out loud this time. If she were home, her mother would give her a stern look and make her go to her room. Home, she hardly remembered it.

	Her bare footsteps were quiet on the cold concrete floor as she walked the perimeter of the room. It took her ten steps across, twelve lengthways, if she didn’t take great big steps. There was a toilet and sink in one corner, a cot with a thin, lumpy mattress in the other. She should be grateful Ray tossed a scratchy blanket on top. She should, but she wasn’t.

	There had been no one to talk to in a very long time. Maybe that was a good thing. Inevitably, they always left.

	She stopped pacing, resting the palms of her hands against the stone wall. Anger coursed through her. “Momma, where are you? Daddy, why haven’t you found me?”

	Silence.

	Panic rose quickly to the surface.

	“Talk to me!” Her scream bounced off the walls as the futility of her life came crashing down around her. The nightmare would never end. This was the extent of what her life had become. Slowly, she sank to the floor, sobs tearing from her throat. Please, God, she silently prayed, send me a miracle.

	Crazed laughter bubbled out of her. “Miracle?” There were no miracles. There was no God. She would die in this coffin-like room.

	“Can you open the door?” The words were a soft echo in the darkness, the girl’s voice shaking with fear. “It’s locked.”  

	Ellie stilled. For a moment, she wondered if she’d only imagined someone talking. It had been so long since anyone was on the other side of the wall. She scooted to her knees, pressing her ear against the rough surface as hope rose inside her. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might burst from her chest.

	“Lucy? Is that you? Have you come back?”

	“I’m Sarah Taylor. Can you call my mom and tell her to come get me?”

	Not Lucy, but a flutter of hope rose inside Ellie. Her sudden excitement made taking even one breath a struggle. Maybe, maybe. “Did anyone see him take you?” If there had been even one witness…

	“I don’t think so.”

	Ellie slumped against the cold wall. Of course no one had seen him. He wasn’t that careless. This was going to be just like the other times.

	“How old are you?” Ellie’s voice sounded dull, lifeless to her own ears. 

	“Thirteen.”

	Ellie swallowed past the lump in her throat, running a trembling hand across her forehead. One year older than she’d been. She dreaded asking the next question, but she had to know. So much time had passed since the last girl. Sometimes the battery ran down in the clock, and it would be a long time before Ray brought another one. "What year is this?”

	There was a long pause, then the girl said, “It’s October seventeenth, twenty-ten.”

	Hysteria bubbled inside her. Ellie had always believed that she would be rescued, but now that belief was barely a flicker. 

	Tears rolled down her cheeks. Four years and four months she’d been locked away in the basement. She was sixteen. She’d missed so much. Her life had literally stopped, as if she’d been put in a time capsule.

	“Can you call my mom?” Sarah's words cracked, and Ellie knew the girl cried.

	“No,” Ellie whispered. She closed her eyes tight and tried to remember what her own mother and father had looked like, but she couldn’t quite bring them into focus. They were like a picture that had yellowed and faded over time.

	I want to go home! I want to go home! Make the nightmare stop!

	There was a distinct, familiar click.

	She tensed, then began to tremble as panic churned deep in her gut. Her body went from hot to icy cold in the space of a heartbeat.

	A door softly closed.

	She scrubbed the tears from her face.

	Sarah whimpered.

	“Stop crying,” Ellie hissed.

	One step, then two. The third step squeaked.

	Ellie scooted her heels against the floor until she firmly planted herself in the corner and could go no farther. Fear swirled around her like a dark, heavy shroud.

	She drew in a deep breath. No, she couldn’t let fear take control. She fisted her hands as she slowly pushed to her feet, glaring at the door. It didn’t matter that her legs wobbled or that she couldn’t really see the door past the shadows.

	Sarah’s cries grew louder. 

	Her gut twisted into a tight knot. A new fear rose inside her. There was so little time to warn the other girl.

	“No matter what he does—” Ellie frantically whispered, “—don’t let him know you’re scared,”

	“I want my mommy and daddy,” Sarah choked out between sobs.

	“If you want to see them again, you’ll do as I say. No matter what he does, fight back. Don’t let him win. You have to be strong! And don’t beg. Please, don’t beg.”

	“But I’m scared.”

	Heavy footsteps grew louder.

	“He won’t stay long. I promise.”

	He walked nearer, stopped in front of Ellie’s door. Would he come here then? Maybe he only wanted to taunt Sarah. Did he intend for Sarah to replace her? Ellie shrunk tighter against the wall, body shaking, willing him to walk past her door. 

	God, she hated her weakness.

	He laughed, then walked away.

	A door scraped across the stone floor.

	But it wasn’t Ellie’s door. She breathed a sigh of relief at the same time guilt swept over her. 

	There was a fingernails-on-chalkboard sound as he screwed in the light bulb. 

	Sarah’s scream echoed loud and long.

	Don’t scream, Sarah!

	Ellie pressed her fists to her lips and sank to the floor.

	“Hello, Sarah,” he said.

	Sarah screamed again. This time, it came out high-pitched. That of a child.

	Ellie had been a child once.

	“Don’t scream,” Ellie whispered. “Please, don’t scream.”

	She pressed her hands to her ears and rocked back and forth, humming. It didn’t stop the sounds from coming through.

	Ellie pulled her thin, tattered shift nearer.

	She heard the rattle of chains.

	She rubbed the scars on her wrists.

	The hiss of the lash.

	Her back arched, feeling the bite as if he’d struck her instead.

	He wouldn’t rape Sarah. At least she would be spared that. No, he only wanted their minds, not their bodies. But he would take Sarah to the edge of Hell, like all the others.

	Swoosh! Snap! The lash found her tender skin.

	Another scream.

	“Don’t scream, Sarah,” Ellie whispered. “It will only make it worse.”

	The lash met flesh again and again.

	When Ellie thought she might start screaming herself, everything stopped. Complete silence.

	Ellie waited for the crying to start.

	Hoping.

	Praying.

	He snorted in disgust. “She wasn’t strong like you, Ellie.” His words scraped down the sides of the wall, found an opening, then wormed their way to her ears. “Not strong at all.”

	“I hate you!” She jumped to her feet and pounded her hands against the wall. “I hate you!”

	He only laughed. “She broke too easily. It’s only a matter of time before I break you, too. You grow weaker each day, each year.” He paused. “You could have called me to you instead, but you let me go to her. You didn’t want to face me, did you?”

	Ellie stumbled back a step. He knew. Another chink in her armor. Soon there would be nothing left, nothing to protect her.

	Sarah’s door scraped open, then closed with a bang. He walked past Ellie’s room without stopping. Relief settled on her shoulders as his heavy tread made their way up the stairs. She was alive, but had the cost been worth it?

	“Sarah, are you there?” Ellie’s words were soft. It didn’t matter. She knew deep down, Sarah wouldn’t answer. “It’s okay. He can’t hurt you now. You’re safe.”

	They were all safe. Everyone except her.

	Why had he let her live this long?

	No, she wouldn't dwell on it. She closed her eyes, and the darkness was swept away to be replaced by a soft, magical light that would never hurt her. Her imagination transported her to the park, where trees and green grass surrounded her. A winding sidewalk ran through the center, and standing on the sidewalk, was Lucy. The others were there, even Sarah. Shadows smiling and waving, but it was Lucy she knew best.

	“Hi, Lucy!” she called out. “I’ve missed you.”

	Silence.

	“Did you go to school today?”

	She’s dead, Ellie’s mind screamed. All of them are dead.

	No! Not Lucy! Maybe she’d escaped. Lucy had been strong. Almost as strong as Ellie. Lucy said she would never let him win. Lucy scratched his face.

	Ellie’s thin arms hugged her waist. Lucy would never have given in, except time crawled by. Lucy cried more and more every day. Ellie told her everything would be okay, Lucy only had to stay strong. But soon after, even Lucy stopped crying.

	“Not dead! No, no, no!”

	Ellie drew in a deep, ragged breath and squared her chin. “I’ll give you life, Lucy.”

	Even if it was only make-believe.

	She closed her eyes and mentally went to the park once more. There they were, waiting for her. Ellie felt secure in her make-believe world. What did it matter if it wasn’t real? Or that while they stayed children, she had gotten older. Nothing mattered except she still lived. At least, for a little while.

	Snow began to fall in her imaginary park. She looked up and laughed as the tiny flakes landed on her face. Pure white snow making everything clean again, just like Daddy promised.

	


Chapter Two

	Ellie wasn’t sure how much time drifted by. The soft, make-believe light faded, and the imaginary snow melted. Her stomach growled. She drank lukewarm water from the faucet, then slept. She washed as best she could with a cloth that was little more than a rag, then walked the perimeter. Ten steps across, twelve steps lengthways.

	The silence was deafening. There were no more cries. They had all gone away and left her alone in her dark, dank tomb.

	She slept some more, then woke. Words from a long-ago lullaby filled her head, and she sang softly. It didn't matter she sang off-key.

	For one brief moment, she felt her mother’s arms go around her. She inhaled the scent of honeysuckle that her mother liked to wear. Her hands were soft. She brushed Ellie’s blonde hair away from her face, then leaned down and kissed her forehead before she began singing the lullaby.

	“Hush little baby, don’t say a word—”

	A door creaked.

	No, go away!

	“Momma’s going to buy you a Mockingbird…”

	One step. Two.

	The words to the song died in her throat. She listened. Maybe it wasn’t him.

	The third step squeaked.

	Heavy, loud steps, as though he taunted her.

	Always the same, always the same as he came down to the basement. Hysteria bubbled inside her.

	No! Go away! No, no, no!

	Her hands fisted.

	“Ellie,” his voice sing-songed. “Have you missed me?”

	She cringed and huddled on the cot, pulling her knees to her chest as if they could protect her. They couldn’t, of course.

	Be strong!

	The door scraped open, a sliver of light crept into the room. “Ellie?” His voice was edgy, angry.

	Nausea curled inside her belly as fear beat against her chest. She forced herself to speak. “I missed you,” the words crossed her dry lips.

	“Liar.” There was a smile in his voice.

	He knew she played the game. His game. Maybe that was why he’d let her live this long. She knew all the rules.

	He screwed in the light bulb, the raw scratching sound filling the tiny room.

	Then the click.

	Dim illumination cast shadows around the room. The bulb wasn’t very bright, but she blinked against the sudden light that burned her eyes, and tried not to look at him, but she couldn’t force herself to look anywhere else.

	The light wasn’t so muted that she couldn’t make out his features. Thick, gray hair that stuck out at odd angles. The slight paunch, his long bony fingers. Cruel fingers. And his eyes. Soulless eyes. Dull, murky green, like a stagnant swamp where alligators lurked. The eyes of evil.

	He set a paper cup on the back of the toilet, then came toward her. The cot sank from his weight. She forced herself not to cringe. It would only make things worse.

	“What have you been doing since I’ve been away, little Ellie?”

	She shook her head, trying not to cower away from him. 

	He laughed. “I know you must have done something.” The edge was back.

	Don’t anger him! “Pretended,” she whispered, and peeked from under lowered lids, relaxing just a little when he smiled.

	“Were you a princess again?”

	She nodded. “Yes, a princess.” Ellie had stopped dreaming about being a princess a long time ago. No prince would save her from this dungeon. Besides, she was sixteen now, and she knew fairytales weren’t real. She didn’t think he realized she’d gotten older. Starvation had a way of masking one’s age.

	He laughed, but it never sounded like the laughter she remembered from her father. Ray’s laughter was forced, as though he was the one pretending.

	“You have quite the imagination.”

	He patted the cot beside him. She bit back her cry and scooted closer. Ellie didn’t want to be near him. His scent crept around her like a festering sore.

	“That’s my girl. Do you love me?”

	She nodded, knowing what was expected. He’d trained her well.

	“I brought you something.”

	Ellie sent up a silent prayer, even though she knew God had forgotten about her a long time ago. She guessed the habit was still there, if nothing else.

	“Maybe you don’t want it,” he said.

	“I want it,” she blurted.

	He reached inside his pocket and brought out a plastic bag. She tried to grab it, but he moved it out of her reach.

	“Aren’t you going to thank me?”

	She swallowed her revulsion. Anguished screams ripped through her, but she forced herself to rise up and kiss his smooth cheek. If he sensed her loathing, then she would go another day without food. Yes, he’d trained her well. She knew just how far she could push him. Scampering away, she rested her hands in her lap, not meeting his gaze.

	“I don’t think you want to thank me properly,” he said.

	Her head shot up. She saw the crazed gleam in his eyes and knew what was going to happen. Her stomach rumbled as emptiness clawed at her gut. Maybe she was wrong... maybe.

	“I’m sorry that I...I seemed ungrateful.” She quickly leaned toward him, but he pushed her away with enough force that her head hit the wall with a thud. A flash of pain streaked through her. She touched her head, felt the warmth of blood as tears filled her eyes.

	“No, it’s been too long since you were punished.”

	She stilled. Icy chills of dread raced over her body. She rubbed the scars on her wrists. He’d beaten Sarah. It was too soon!

	“Go to the wall. You know what you have to do.” He reached behind him and pulled the lash from his back pocket.

	“Please...don’t. I promise to be good,” she said, unable to keep from begging, then hating herself for doing exactly what he wanted. Exactly what she’d warned Sarah not to do.

	“Now, Ellie, you know this hurts me almost as much as it does you.”

	Dread made her movements slow and jerky as she moved off the cot, and trudged toward the wall. As much as she told herself she was only delaying the inevitable, she couldn’t make herself move any faster.

	“Go to the wall now,” he hissed.

	His words bit into her flesh as much as the lash would. She trembled so hard she could barely stand, hugging her arms around her middle.

	“Hurry,” his voice loud, stern... eager.

	Her body shook.

	“Look at me!”

	She jumped, but met his gaze. He didn't attempt to touch her. He wanted her to know she was his to do with as he pleased. A toy, nothing more.

	A spark of defiance ignited inside her. Damn him! Defiantly, Ellie raised her chin. She would fight him because the others hadn’t been able to. She would do it for all of them.

	His expression grew dark when her defiant gaze met his. “Turn around.” His words were as sharp as a thin-blade knife.

	Her resolve to stay strong wavered. She looked away.

	“Turn around, Ellie,” his words grated.

	She turned and leaned her forehead against the coolness of the wall, bracing herself. He didn’t need the chains to bind her wrists. She understood what Ray expected of her. She raised her arms high above her head.

	The lash fell across her buttocks, her back, her legs. Her shift was so thin it provided no barrier. She bit her lip.

	Once, twice, the lash met its mark. Again. And again. And again.

	Her skin burned as wetness ran down her back. The metallic taste of blood oozed onto her tongue, but she only bit into her lip harder. Something forced her not to cry. Some part of her he couldn’t have.

	He threw the lash across the room. It bounced off the wall and landed with a thud on the floor. Heavy footsteps behind her. He grabbed her shoulders and spun her around, shaking her until she thought her head would explode. “I will break you!” he ground out. “They always break. She broke! She begged me not to hurt her. Sniveling and groveling the whole time. Even she broke,” he ground out.

	Ellie said nothing. She only closed her eyes tight.

	Breathe in, breathe out.

	Hurry! Find the place where he can’t reach you!

	Breathe in. Breathe out.

	The pain dissipated, and she no longer felt his presence as her spirit drifted out of her body. She rose above the room, glanced down once, but quickly looked away. She was safe here in this little part of her world where he couldn't reach her. There were trees, and flowers, and green grass. She stared at the sky filled with night stars that twinkled down at her.

	His hands tightened on her throat. She choked and coughed, returning to her body. With it came the pain.

	He laughed.

	“I know your game,” he whispered close to her ear. “Just remember, while you’re off in that place where you go, I’m still here.”

	Their eyes met. This time, she didn’t look away. Ellie dared him to hurt her more. What was the worst that could happen? Death would only be a sweet release. At least then she would be with the others.

	His lips thinned right before he pushed away from her. Her legs no longer had the strength to hold her up, and she dropped to the floor, pressing against the wall, wishing she could sink into the concrete.

	He frowned down at her. “The others broke—eventually, but not you. Never you. Too late now,” he mumbled, then reached forward and ran his hand down the side of her face.

	She gritted her teeth.

	“They’ll find everything. They’ll take everything. I have to go back to that other life.” His lip curled. “I hate it there.” He grabbed her thin wrist and fastened a bracelet around it. Charms lightly tapped against her skin. “A present for you. Just like the one they gave her. She always got presents. They said she was the special one.”

	Ellie wanted to rip it off but didn't. After he left, then she would. Ellie wanted nothing from him.

	“It would seem I find myself unable to keep this place, little Ellie. They always want more than I can give. Like the villa in Italy for the summer,” he snorted with disgust.

	His eyes went blank for a moment, as if he were some place else. He shook his head and looked at her again. “I left you a cup with some juice in it. Drink it after I leave. It will make you feel good. Nothing else will harm you ever again. If you don’t, there will be more pain. Pain like nothing you’ve ever experienced. It’s your choice. I always let them choose. If they don’t die first.” He unscrewed the bulb and took the light with him. The door closed.

	The darkness came. She was safe.

	Ellie hobbled to the sink. Her back burned, but it would ease. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt the lash. She brought the cup to her lips, wrinkled her nose, then set it back down without tasting. It smelled funny. Sickly sweet.

	The bracelet jangled lightly. She pulled at the clasp, but couldn’t release it. What did it matter?

	She removed her threadbare shift, wet her cloth, and washed away the stench of his breath, his touch, then pulled on her shift and went back to the cot. Her stomach rumbled. She felt around until she found the baggie with the sandwich. Her hands shook as she pulled it out.

	The first bite was always the sweetest. Peanut butter and strawberry jelly. He must have been feeling generous to add the jelly. At least it wasn’t just bread this time.

	She took small bites and chewed slowly, not knowing when he would feed her again. He’d said he was going away. It wouldn’t be the first time. He always came back. 

	She lifted the hem of her shift, bringing the crumbs to the center, and ate every last one. She should’ve saved some, but she was so hungry.

	Then came the silence.

	The cold dark room closed around her, tighter and tighter, until she could barely draw in a breath. And then her body started shaking.

	“Oh, God, I’m not a child anymore. Make it stop. Please, make it stop.” She’d been so wrong. She could still hear the cries. They belonged to her.

	“Don’t cry, Ellie.” The voice came soft and sweet.

	She tilted her head, listening. "Lucy, is that you?"

	“Of course it’s me. I’ll always be here with you. We all will. You only need to stay strong.”

	Ellie drew in a deep, shuddering breath. Lucy was right, of course. Ellie only needed to stay strong.

	Time passed.

	She slept, she woke, she slept again. Had he left food, and she hadn't heard? Sometimes he would set it just inside the room. But no, there was none by the door. Sometimes he would forget to feed her.

	There was the juice. She raised it once more to her lips. He said it would take away the pain. She didn’t trust him. What if it only made it worse? Her hand trembled when she set it back down.

	Eventually, her stomach stopped growling. The empty hollow feeling left. She lay on her cot and dreamt that she was a princess in a castle. Maybe she did still dream of fairytales. The castle glittered, and the sun shone down. There was no evil in this light, only goodness. They were all there with her, and she wasn't alone anymore.

	The water stopped running when she turned it on. Nothing. The toilet wouldn't flush. Stench filled the air. She grew weak, could barely lift her hand. It didn't seem to matter.

	Still, he didn’t return.

	Maybe he tested her, wanting to see if she would drink the juice. Was this another cruel game?

	Ellie slept for a bit more until something jarred her awake.

	A noise. Something different.

	Click.

	One step, two steps—the third one squeaked.

	Ellie’s eyes fluttered open. She pushed against the cot as she tried to sit up. Rather than brace her, Ellie’s arms buckled. A whimper escaped past dry, cracked lips. She gathered strength and tried again. "I can't do it," she mumbled.

	“Try harder,” Lucy’s sweet voice came to her.

	She gasped for each breath but finally made it to a sitting position. Dizziness washed over her. She leaned back against the wall.

	The heavy tread grew louder.

	Why hadn’t she drunk the stupid juice? Now he would be angry.

	Did it really matter? Her shoulders sagged. No, she didn’t think so.

	“Don’t give up, Ellie.”

	“I’m sorry. I tried. Really, I did.”

	This was it then.

	A wave of nausea crept over her. She didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not in this filthy, dark room. She wanted to feel her mother’s arms wrapping around her. She wanted to see her father’s eyes twinkle and have him call her his little princess one more time.

	A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye. She was too weak. He’d finally won.

	Today, she wouldn’t fight.

	


Chapter Three

	Quinn West knocked on the door of the woman who called in the complaint, then stepped back when she joined him on the porch. “Are you the one who called in about the stolen property?” he asked.

	“I am.” She squared her shoulders and straightened as much as her small, arthritic frame let her. “There’s something funny going on in that house.” A gust of wind loosened strands of the woman’s graying hair from the tight bun at the base of her neck. Without pausing, she shoved the wayward tendrils behind one ear. “You mark my words, there’s something strange about that Mr. Barnes. Coming and going at all hours of the night. Always pulls into that garage, but I’ve seen him outside on his porch a few times. He’s evil, I tell you.”

	The woman was out for blood. What had Mr. Barnes ever done to her? Walked across her well-manicured yard?

	Quinn glanced around. The houses looked the same in this lower, middle-class neighborhood of mostly retired people living on fixed incomes.

	“Well, are you going to do something? You are a cop, aren’t you? I saw his car leave nearly a week ago, and I know he stole my ivy plant right off my front porch over three months past, but no one from the police department even came out to question him. It might still be inside his house, and I want it back by damn!”

	A plant? This was why she’d called them? Because of a stupid ivy? The dispatcher had said stolen property. He was probably laughing his ass off right now. Crap, he hated getting the calls that no one ever wanted. Why couldn’t he get just one call he could sink his teeth into?

	The old woman studied him, then pursed her lips. “You look kind of young. Are you a real cop?”

	This wasn’t exactly the first time he’d heard someone remark about his age. He bit back his irritation. She was elderly, and he’d been taught to respect age, even if she’d been a thorn in his side since he and his partner pulled up in the squad car.

	“I’m twenty-three, ma’am.”

	She raised her chin. “Too damn young, if you ask me. My great-grandson is older than you, and he's a damned idiot.” She planted her hands on her hips and huffed. “I tell you, there's something fishy going on, and they shouldn't have sent a rookie and an old coot to do a man’s job.” She pursed her lips again. "Yes, I saw your partner. His hair is turning grayer than mine. I think he's eaten one too many doughnuts, too." She turned on her heel and marched right back inside her neat little yellow house with white trim, then turned and glared at him through the screened door. “Go get me my plant back before it dies, or I'll be calling the mayor. I know my rights, and I still pay all my taxes!”

	Quinn opened his mouth, then snapped it closed. Arguing never helped. Besides, she’d already slammed the door. He closed the small notebook and stuck it in his pocket just as his partner came from behind the house. Quinn walked down the steps and across the lawn to meet him.

	“The backdoor was unlocked,” Jim said. “Nothing much on the inside, including furniture. No light going down in the basement, but it smells like something died down there. I figure the old man had a pet, he took off, and the animal croaked. Just the same, we’d better check it out.”

	“I’ll get a flashlight.” There was a sick feeling in Quinn’s gut. Stairs, basement? He only hoped the old man hadn’t taken a fall down them, and it was his body they'd find. He grabbed the flashlight out of the patrol car and started back.

	Jim nodded toward the house next door. “Did the neighbor tell you anything?”

	Quinn smiled grimly. “Only that she’s positive he stole her ivy before he left, and that I’m too young to be a cop.”

	Jim chuckled. “She called that right, rookie.”

	“She called you an old coot.”

	Jim’s smile turned down. “Damned biddy. What the hell does she know? I have another couple of years before I retire.”

	“Shake it off. Better to be experienced than green.”

	“Don’t worry, you’ll get a hard edge after you’ve been working the beat very long.”

	Quinn snorted as they went inside. “Not when all the calls they send me on are bullshit. This isn’t what I had in mind when I joined the force.”

	Jim chuckled. "Come on, Rookie. We'll give the place the once over, then I'll buy you a cup of coffee."

	“You know you’re proving the stereotype right.”

	Jim frowned. “Hey, I didn’t say anything about a doughnut, although that sounds pretty good, too.”

	Quinn shook his head, grinning. Jim was close to retirement. His hair was thinning, and he had gray at the temples. The bulge around his middle told Quinn just how much Jim loved doughnuts, but he was an okay guy. Jim had a lot of good war stories. 

	He’d kicked around the streets of Dallas before he’d ended up in the San Antonio area. Quinn knew he could learn a lot from Jim, but it was taking too damn long. He’d been a cop for two years, and time was wasting. There was something more he needed to do. He just wasn’t sure what it was yet.

	“Might as well check the basement first,” Jim said. “The door going down there is where the odor’s strongest.”

	They made their way through the empty living room. The old man couldn’t have hauled his furniture away without someone noticing. He scanned the almost empty room: a lawn chair, a small television with rabbit ears, a stack of papers—at least a few years’ worth—and a wilting ivy. The neighbor had said the man was old. Must have been eccentric, too, if he went around stealing plants off his neighbors’ porches.

	Before they got to the basement door, the smell hit Quinn right in the nose. Just a hint of an odor, but it definitely smelled like something died. His gut clenched at the same time as a warning bell rang inside his head. “Jim, something doesn’t feel right.”

	Jim studied Quinn, his hand on the doorknob. “It’s probably just a dead cat, kid. No more than that.”

	Quinn squared his shoulders. “That doesn’t mean I like finding someone’s dead pet.”

	But when Jim would’ve stepped into the darkness, Quinn grabbed his arm. “I’ll go first.”

	“Why?” Jim’s eyes narrowed. “You think I’m too old to go down a few steps?”

	“No, but I have the flashlight.”

	"Smartass," Jim grumbled, but there was a smile in his voice.

	Quinn wouldn’t tell Jim that he was concerned for his partner’s safety. Jim didn't move as quickly, and if there was a dead animal, he didn't want Jim tripping over the carcass and breaking his neck.

	One step, two, the third one squeaked. Quinn paused when he thought he heard a noise, much like a wounded animal would make. He listened. Nothing. There was something about this call putting him on edge.

	He walked down the rest of the steps and swung the beam of light around the room. The basement was large. Two doors led to other rooms. It smelled musty, and the odor of death was stronger now. The beam from his flashlight swept the room. It was clean, though. No dead animals.

	A single, weighty key hung from a chain that had been carelessly looped around a bent nail. He took the key and unlocked the first door, expecting it to be rusty and hard to turn, but someone had kept it well oiled.

	When he pushed on the door, it scraped across the cement floor. Quinn's hair stood up on the back of his neck, and it was all he could do to take a slow, steady breath.

	“It stinks to high heaven in here,” Jim whispered, as if the sound of his voice would dislodge more of the godawful smell.

	Something whimpered.

	“Shit! What the hell was that? Maybe the old man had a pet after all,” Jim said.

	Quinn slowly scanned the room with the light until it landed on the slight form. “Not an animal,” his voice shook. “Oh God, Jim, call for an ambulance.”

	“What the hell is it?”

	“A kid. I think it’s a kid.”

	“What the hell?” Jim asked. 

	Quinn didn’t repeat his words. He didn’t have to. Jim was already radioing dispatch for back-up and an ambulance, his hand resting on the butt of his gun. Quinn carefully reached toward the child.

	She whimpered again and scooted her legs closer to her frail body. Damn, she was all skin and bones. Her hair might have been blonde, but it was hard to tell because of the tangles. She raised her face. The look in her eyes punched him square in the gut. They were big and violet, luminous. There was something about her eyes that reeled him in and wouldn’t let him look away.

	He laid the flashlight on the cot. “I won’t hurt you. I’m a cop. You’re safe now.” He kept his words low, but her eyes were still wide with terror. When he reached for her again, she jerked away, pressing as close to the wall as she could, her back to him.

	He clamped his lips together to keep from cursing. Even in the shadows created by the flashlight, he could see the streaks of dried blood across the tattered, dingy shift that could only have resulted from a beating, probably more than one.

	“Shh, sweetheart, I promise I won’t hurt you. You’re free now.”

	She tentatively glanced over her shoulder, and he saw the awful truth. The girl knew she would never be free from the horrors inflicted on her.

	Sirens echoed in the background.

	Jim hurried out, then came back a few minutes later and screwed in a light bulb. The illumination was dim at best, but the kid’s body jerked and tightened. “She doesn’t like the light.”

	“No telling how long the bastard’s kept her down here in this dark hole. Even rats couldn’t survive here.”

	Quinn glanced around at the sparse furnishing. His jaw clenched. Jim was right.

	“Who the hell would do this to another human being?”

	A silent message passed between them. They both knew only one kind of person would do something like this: a psychopath.

	The sirens grew louder.

	“I’ll check the other room,” Jim said, words tense with suppressed emotion.

	“I’ll stay with the girl. Be careful.” 

	Jim nodded.

	“The ambulance will be here in a few minutes,” Quinn told her. “Once they arrive, I’ll take you upstairs. There’s probably going to be a crowd gathering.” He didn’t want to spring everything on her at once. She’d been through enough.

	Quinn looked up when Jim returned a moment later.

	Jim shook his head, lips compressed into a thin, angry line as he fought to keep his emotions in check.

	Quinn knew whatever was in that other room wasn’t good, but he didn’t want to question his partner in front of the girl.

	“I’ll make sure they don’t rush in or anything,” Jim said and left the room.

	“I’m going to take you out of here now,” Quinn told her. “There’s going to be a lot of people and vehicles with flashing lights, but none of that will hurt you. I won’t
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