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      “Readers will love this novel, which twists Shayne’s usual combination of sharp wit and awesome characters with a killer who could have leapt right off of a television screen.” ~RT Book Reviews on Sleep With the Lights On

      

      
        
        WINNER: Paranormal Romantic Suspense of the Year

        FINALIST: Book of the Year

      

      

      

      “Maggie Shayne’s books have a permanent spot on my keeper shelf. She writes wonderful stories combining romance with page-turning thrills, and I highly recommend her to any fan of romantic suspense.” ~New York Times bestselling author Karen Robards

      

      “In this thrilling follow-up to Sleep With the Lights On, Shayne amps up both the creep factor and the suspense.” ~RT Book Reviews on Wake to Darkness

      

      “Shayne has hit the jackpot with the pairing of self-help author Rachel de Luca and Detective Mason Brown. With chilling suspense and laugh-out-loud one-liners from Rachel, this book will have readers engrossed until the very end.” ~RT Book Reviews on Deadly Obsession

      

      “This is page-turning, non-stop suspense at its finest. Shayne brings the characters to life for her readers, who will not be disappointed with this fabulously entertaining story.” ~RT Book Reviews on Innocent Prey

      

      “One of the strongest, most original voices in romance fiction today.” ~New York Times bestselling author Anne Stuart

      

      “Maggie Shayne is a wonderful storyteller. Creepy, chilling, and compelling, her entries into the world of the occult are simply spellbinding!” ~Heather Graham, New York Times bestselling author

      

      “A moving mix of high suspense and romance, this haunting Halloween thriller will propel readers to bolt their doors at night.” ~Publishers Weekly on Gingerbread Man.
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      On a beautiful summer evening in upstate New York, FBI Senior Special Agent Connor “Molotov” Romano’s life ended in a white-hot fireball.

      He’d been heading home after another day on the job, feeling damned full of himself, too. He’d get a bonus for this one. No question. Maybe get that swimming pool Wendy had been teasing about. Or the mini-ATVs the boys had been asking for.

      Thinking about his family made him remember to call home. He hit the phone button on his in-dash touchscreen, then got a little nervous when it took Wendy so long to answer. But that was the deal these days. Two kids made answering the phone fall very low on his wife’s list of priorities.

      She finally picked up on the third ring. “Still alive, I take it?”

      He grinned. She was only half-teasing. He knew she worried every time he had a dangerous mission, and while he could never tell her the details, he always let her know the risk. That was something she’d insisted on from the start, and a concession he’d reluctantly made. She needed to be prepared for the worst, she’d said. Today had been risky. Big time risky.

      “Still alive,” he confirmed. “I don’t think I could be this hungry otherwise.”

      “Stop for food, then, silly.”

      “Nope. In too big a hurry to get home.” Brushes with death always left him with a gnawing need to hold his little boys in his arms. Four-year-old Justin and Jackson seemed to wipe out the darkness and dirt he dealt with for a living.

      “The boys are in a hurry for you, too. They’ve been asking when you’re going to be home every ten minutes for the last three hours.”

      “How are the little rugrats today? Drive you nuts?”

      “Perfect angels like always. Jack made you a gorgeous self-portrait on the bathroom wall with a black Sharpie, and then to celebrate its completion, tried to flush a couple of pounds of Legos. Justin couldn’t wait to tell on him.” He laughed while she went on. “They’re in the back yard now. I was just about to call them in to get cleaned up for dinner. So it went okay?”

      He nodded. “Couldn’t have gone better. Chalk up another win for the good guys.” Today he had thwarted a plot to blow up the capital building in Albany by remotely detonating the explosives while they were still in the terrorists’ van. Took out six of them in the process and really pissed off their handler, the mercenary known only as Mr. White. And not one single innocent casualty. Getting innocents killed was not an acceptable outcome to him. Never had been.

      “And you’re all in one piece?” Wendy asked.

      “Intact. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna leave you to raise our monsters alone.”

      She laughed softly. “How far out are you?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      “I’ll put the lasagna into the oven. Should be ready about the time you pull in.”

      Wendy was a fabulous cook and a terrific mother. He loved her as much as he was capable of loving anyone. His little boys being the one exception to that. He loved them like the sun.

      Their marriage hadn’t been the result of any great romance, but rather the result of a potent cocktail of alcohol, libido, and carelessness. But they were making it work for the kids, and in the process they’d become best friends.

      “Saw your boss today,” she said. He could hear the pan sliding into the oven, the oven door closing, the soft beeps when she set the timer. “He looked guilty as hell when he saw me. Flu my ass.”

      “Darren? Where’d you run into him?”

      “Gas station on the way to Chuck-E-Cheese for a play date. He was talking to the oddest looking—oh, hey, Justin’s hanging upside down from the monkey bars and hollering at me to come out and see. Gotta go. See you when you get here.”

      She hung up the phone. The radio came back on. Old school Metallica filled the car, the bass booming so loud it could be heard from outside, and he stepped on it, his stomach growling in anticipation of Wendy’s lasagna.

      Twenty minutes later, he pulled onto their neat suburban lane, slowed down to the speed limit, and watched for kids on bikes and skateboards, and other kids walking with their eyes glued to their phone screens. Not too many outside at the moment. It wasn’t quite dark. The summer sun was just getting ready to set. When his house came into sight, he smiled. It was a one-level, ranch-style haven, with a huge fenced-in yard for the boys, a back deck with a giant barbecue grill, and a basketball hoop above the garage door.

      Wendy must have heard the telltale purr of his powerful engine, because she opened the front door and smiled at him, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. He waved at her, put on his signal and waited for another car to pass between him and his driveway.

      And then there was a blinding flash, a deafening explosion, and a percussion that knocked him sideways in the seat. When he lowered his arm, and came upright a rainstorm of debris was falling all around him. The shockwave had shattered the car windows. He grappled with the door and stumbled out of the car, deafened by the ringing in his ears, almost blinded from the dust cloud and debris and the blood in his eyes. He ran unevenly toward his house, his only goal getting to his family.

      But the house was gone. It was just … gone.

      He ran toward where it should’ve been, and then something fell out of the sky and flattened him to the blacktop.
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        * * *

      

      The next time he opened his eyes, his boss and best friend, Assistant Director Darren Wade and his co-worker SSA and nemesis Monroe Stryker stood on either side of him. The memory of the blast shot through him like adrenalin, and he sat up in what turned out to be a hospital bed, would’ve jumped right out of it, if they hadn’t both grabbed him by the shoulders and held him still.

      “Nurse!” Darren shouted. “A little help in here!”

      Stryker thumbed the call button on his bed repeatedly. Romano met Darren’s eyes and saw the grief there, the message, the unspoken words. Wendy was gone. He knew that. But he had to ask all the same.

      “My boys?”

      Darren shook his head slowly.

      An infusion of darkness filled his veins, pushing everything else out. It replaced his blood with thick, black despair. He sank back onto the bed, no longer struggling.

      There was no point in getting up.

      “This is White. It has to be White,” Darren said.

      “Does it?” Stryker’s tone carried a hundred suggestions, none of them flattering.

      Romano glanced at the slick, well-dressed asshole. “Yeah. Unless it was you, you bastard. Everybody knows you wanted Wendy for yourself. Did you finally get frustrated enough to do something about it?”

      “I loved her, you bastard!”

      “And I married her. Four years ago. You’re still obsessed, though. Obsessed men do violent things.”

      “I’m not the explosives expert in the room.”

      Romano leaned out of the bed, grabbed him by the front of his shirt, and drove his knuckles into his face twice before three orderlies were pulling him off, and a nurse jabbed him with a tranquilizer. It made his brain go fuzzy before he even hit the pillows.

      “I loved her,” Stryker said again. “If you killed her because of that–”

      “Shut the fuck up, Stryker,” Darren warned. “You’re out of line. Keep it up and you’ll be out of a job, too. This was White. There’s no question.”

      “Yeah? Then how the hell did White know where they lived? Huh? How did he find them with all the precautions we take to protect agents’ families?”

      Romano reached out with an all-but-limp hand, closed it around the I.V. pole beside him, and tried his damnedest to swing it at Stryker’s head. He was unconscious before he knew whether it had connected.
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      When Lexi Stoltz came home from her final day at the clinic, her genius father was in their driveway, wearing a trench coat and loading suitcases into a U-Haul van with one hand, while holding an umbrella over his head with the other.

      The sun was shining and the sky was blue. It was pushing eighty degrees.

      She pulled into the driveway, sighing. It was heartbreaking to watch his decline. A genius researcher whose team had created a vaccine that had nearly wiped a deadly form of malaria, he’d won a Nobel Prize for Medicine. And she was proud of him, but it was unrequited pride.

      The dementia had come on suddenly, only a few weeks ago. She’d decided to quit her job at the inner-city free clinic to stay home and take care of him. They wouldn’t hold her position for her, but she was a doctor, and she figured she could find another one without too much trouble when the time came.

      Two weeks ago, her father had failed to come home from his job at the university for 3 days in a row. She’d gone to get him, of course, pounded on the door, begged him to just talk to her, but he’d called her an idiot and sent her packing.

      That pretty much summed up their relationship. She was an unworthy admirer and he was a medical god.

      Everything in her hoped this setback was something simple. She’d had elderly patients who developed symptoms like this due to a simple UTI, but so far he was adamantly refusing any doctor’s appointments or medical care. So she’d brought home two weeks’ worth of broad-spectrum antibiotics and a urinalysis kit. She was going to get to the bottom of this, and she would care for him herself, whether he liked it or not, the stubborn old bastard.

      She drove past him into the open garage, then got out of the car, reaching back in for her purse and medical bag. But her father beat her to it, yanked her passenger door open, grabbed both bags, and hustled out to his rented van, moving as fast as a twenty-something, even if he did wobble side to side like a penguin. “Dad, what⁠—”

      He slung the bags into the back of the van, followed by the umbrella, then turned to glare at her from behind thick lenses rimmed in gold. His wild hair fit the mad-genius cliché a little too well, but she couldn’t get him to sit still long enough to let her cut it.

      “Get in, Lexia,” he told her. “Hurry, get in. We have to go.” He slammed the van doors closed and thumbed a button to close the garage door. Then he headed to the driver’s side.

      She hurried to keep pace. “Where are we going?” she asked.

      He opened the door, but Lexi moved in front of him and blocked him from getting in. “Dad, slow down. Just tell me what’s going on.”

      He stood still, looked into her eyes, and his were filled with impatience, anger, and no small amount of dislike. These were not new. He’d always looked at her pretty much that way. And despite the apparent confusion suggested by his actions, he was clear-eyed.

      “I’m leaving,” he said. “I have everything set up, and I’m leaving. Your time off begins today. You told me so, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, I did.” She’d told him she’d resigned to care for him. She’d told him several times, and as recently as this morning. His dementia was worsening at an alarming rate. She was determined he not go into a facility. She’d keep it quiet. She wouldn’t let the memory of her father be tainted by a sad and sudden decline. He was a hero. He was adored and respected the world over, by anyone who knew anything about infectious disease. His reputation was responsible for most of his team’s research funding. They were making strides against multiple, deadly diseases.

      She and her dad had plenty of money, and her career could wait. It was more important take care of him. To preserve his legacy.

      “You’re free to come with me if you want,” he said. “God knows I’m going to need help, as much as it galls me to admit it. Bad enough I had to move in with you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I wanted you here.”

      “You can stay behind if that’s what you want. I’ll hire a nurse when I get there. If that’s your choice, fine, but you should know that you will never see me again.”

      She frowned hard, a trill of alarm skittering up her spine. “Dad, what the hell is going on? What do you mean, I’ll never see you again?”

      He looked past her, up and down the street. “I can’t tell you that. They could be listening.”

      God, this was far worse than she’d thought. He was completely delusional. Okay, okay, she needed to just keep him calm.

      “Everything’s taken care off,” he said again. “The heat’s turned down, and a discreet friend will check on the place once a week. I’ve set up timers for the lights so it’ll look like we’re still here. I’ve withdrawn a large amount of cash. Our mail will be forwarded to a service that will forward it to a lawyer who’ll keep it for us to pick up. I paid top dollar. We won’t be traced.”

      “Why would anyone want to trace us?”

      “We have to go now. We have—we have to go—we have to—” He started gasping in between his words, and then he pressed one hand to his chest.

      Lexi swore. “Where’s your nitro, Dad?”

      He reached for his pocket and missed. “Not gonna help. Have to go. House is all locked up. Everything’s … taken care of.”

      She dug the pill bottle from his pocket, shook out a tablet and pushed it between his lips. “I’ll drive, okay? You just calm down. Don’t kill yourself over this. All right?”

      Panting, he nodded and shuffled around the van to the passenger side. She opened the door and helped him get in. He seemed calmer, but not enough.

      She watched him buckle his seatbelt, then glanced back at the house. “Where’s Jax?”

      “In the back with the other boxes.”

      “Ah, hell, Dad.” Lexi closed his door, ran around to the driver’s side and got in. There was an open path to the back where it looked like everything they owned had been tossed in, some boxed, some bagged, some just loose. Shoes were scattered everywhere. A mountain, apparently made out of every outfit she owned, blocked the rear windows, and their toaster lay across the top of it.

      “Jax? Kitty? Where are you, boy?”

      A plaintive and far too muffled “meow” guided her to a box that was taped shut and jiggling fiercely.

      Right. Her father had thrown her clothes in loose, but boxed up her cat. Rolling her eyes, Lexi peeled off the tape and her oversized goofball of a yellow cat shot out like snakes from a fake peanut can.

      “Will you hurry it up, girl? I am not playing games here. We have to go, now.”

      She wasn’t going to calm Jax at this point, so she let him be, and got herself into the seat behind the wheel again. “Okay, we’re going.” She started the van, and turned to her father. “Which way?”

      “We’re heading north.”

      She almost smiled when he said that. The only place she could think of in that direction was her mother’s cabin. Well, hers now, she supposed. It was still in her mother’s name, though she’d been dead for twenty-four years. She’d willed it to her daughter when she’d received her terminal diagnosis and had died before Lexi had started kindergarten. Lexi and her father hadn’t been back there since.

      Lexi had no idea what kind of shape the log home was in. But it was the place that held her fondest memories of her mother for her.

      She backed out of the driveway and headed down the street. “How long are we staying?”

      “Not very long,” he told her. “Just ’til I’m dead. Now step on it, will you?”

      Sighing, Lexi stepped on it.
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      DEA Agent Kira Waters was about to meet her half-sisters for the first time. She was nervous, which was weird, because she didn’t get nervous anymore.

      She passed a boutique, and couldn’t help checking her reflection in the glass. Maybe she should’ve toned it down, just for today, she thought. Maybe she should’ve worn one of those stupid pantsuits her mother had bought her instead of leggings, over-the-knee-boots, and her signature biker jacket. But that would’ve clashed with the scarlet highlights in her short, dark auburn hair.

      The coffee shop was just ahead. She told herself there was nothing to be nervous about as she tapped over the sidewalk, and finally through the doors out of the winter cold and into the café. She scanned the tables and spotted the women. Had to be them. Two blondes, one butterscotch, the other platinum, and a curly brunette. All three had long hair, making her self-conscious about her short cut.

      The brunette glanced her way, saw her looking back, and nudged the others. They all smiled and got to their feet to greet her with awkward hugs.

      “Toni Rio,” said the brunette.

      Her face would’ve been familiar even if Kira hadn’t seen her picture. She was a bestselling author of true crime novels.

      “You’re pretty well known around the DEA, Toni. I’m gonna get a lot of mileage out of being your sister.”

      “And maybe I’ll get a little research out of being yours?” she said, lifting her brows, making it a question.

      Kira laughed it off, and turned to the platinum blonde in the pretty yellow sundress, who had the tiniest baby bump ever. “You’re Cait,” she said.

      “I am. So good to meet you, Kira.”

      “You, too,” she said. Toni had told her on the phone that Cait was expecting. “When are you due?”

      “Not until June,” Cait replied with a quick, raised-eyebrow look at the third woman, who had to be Joey.

      Joey shook her head and said, “My intuition says mid-May.” Then, “Great to meet you, Kira.”

      “You too, Joey.” Kira knew about this one. In addition to talking to Toni by phone, she’d researched all of them before coming to meet them. Of course she had. She was a cop, it’s what she did. Joey was a self-proclaimed psychic, and by all accounts, a pretty good one, though Kira didn’t believe in that sort of thing.

      They all sat down, half-sisters with the same father, who’d only recently learned of each other’s existence. Kira ordered a coffee, and then there was a lot of getting-to-know-each-other chit-chat. Toni was the only one who’d been raised by the man who’d fathered them all, and Kira was full of questions about him, but about halfway through, she sensed there was something else on their minds, so she stopped talking, sipped her coffee, and looked at each of them, waiting.

      Toni said, “There’s one more of us. And even with my resources, we haven’t been able to find her. We’re hoping you might be able to help.”

      Kira frowned as Toni tapped her phone and handed it to her.

      “She’s in danger,” Joey said. “I feel it right to my bones.”

      Kira was looking at the photo of another half-sister. She’d inherited a little more of their father’s Latin blood, like Toni had, naturally brown skin and huge brown eyes. “She’s beautiful,” she said. “What’s her name?”

      “Lexia Stoltz,” Toni said.

      Kira’s head came up fast. “Doctor Lexia Stoltz?”

      The other three nodded.

      Kira looked across at Joey. “You’re right. She is in trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Toni asked. She looked like she’d jump into the middle of it without much provocation, whatever it was.

      “The kind I can’t tell you about,” Kira said. The other three looked at her expectantly, almost willing her to say more, and she looked away, then back again, and felt compelled to tell them something. “She hasn’t done anything illegal or anything like that. But … the DEA is looking for her, too. And we’re not the only ones.”
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        * * *

      

      The genius Dr. Elliot Stoltz had died in his sleep only three weeks after they’d arrived at the massive, Adirondack log cabin. Six months after that, Lexi was still there. She’d driven the U-Haul back to pick up her car, put the house on the market, and wrapped herself up in the cabin like a big warm blanket.

      Her mother had loved the place, from what she remembered. It was odd how her most vivid memories of her mom were set there. And they were happy memories; blurry, sketchy, happy memories. But they comforted her.

      Lexi had only been five when her mom had died. And her father had grown steadily colder and more hateful toward her every day since. Maybe he had been before, and her mother’s love had protected her from realizing it. Maybe she’d just been too young to remember.

      “He’s a great man, Lexi,” her mother had told her. “He’ll save a lot of lives. But in some ways, he’s helpless too. Our job is to take care of him so he can take care of the world. In that way, we save lives, too.”

      She remembered that. Those words of her mother’s had been repeated to her over and over. Always she’d emphasized how different her dad was, how brilliant men didn’t feel emotions the way others did, and how she must never take that personally, and never let it sway her from caring for him, enabling him to do his great work.

      She still didn’t know what had killed her father. He’d left explicit instructions for his remains, forbidding autopsy or obituary, and requesting immediate cremation. There was nothing all that mysterious about a man of eighty-two suffering dementia or dying in his sleep. And since he’d have hated the notion of her interfering with his final wishes, she hadn’t.

      She’d been surprised to learn that everything he’d owned had been quietly transferred into her name a month before his death. She wondered if he’d known, somehow, that he was out of time. And she wondered why he’d given everything to her when he’d always seemed to hate her, and why he’d always seemed to hate her. Her mother had insisted he was just emotionally crippled, but it sure felt like hate to Lexi.

      She wondered if coming up here to die had somehow made him feel closer to her mother, the way it did her. She wished she’d asked her questions while he was still alive.

      “Who am I kidding?” she asked aloud. “He wouldn’t have told me anyway.”

      Jax looked up at her from his spot on the rug, as close to the fireplace as he could get without singeing his yellow fur. Lexi sat in a rocker only a little bit further from the warm, yellow flames. It was good up here. Quiet. Comfortable. Serene. It was the perfect place for her to figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. Odd how hard that was. Caring for her father had been her prime directive for so long, she hardly knew what to do now that he was gone.

      The wind outside moaned a little louder than before, compelling her to get up and wander to the nearest window. The place had lots of windows, tall, broad ones that followed the lines of the steeply peaked cathedral ceilings in the great room. They provided a panoramic view of the snow-covered pines and the mountains all around the place. An eighteen-foot spruce tree stood in front of the tallest of them, decked in soft white lights and nothing else.

      The tree farmer had sent his teenage sons up with it a week ago, lights already attached. She hadn’t put another thing on the tree, and she rarely even bothered to plug it in. She kind of liked the serenity of the darkness with nothing but the orange and yellow fireplace flames to break it.

      Nighttime was different up here, she thought, gazing outside. Star-spangled and natural. Alive and real. Nothing like night had been downstate. The night up here spoke in whispers, but at least it spoke.

      The house tended to creak in response to the wind outside. It was as if the night moaned a question and then the house creaked an answer.

      She paced away from the window, bending to stroke Jax’s head when he twisted around her calves. There was nothing out there. Just forests and lakes and the speck-on-the-map town of Pine Lake a few miles down the mountain, where old men still sat around a checkerboard in the general store.

      She ought to go back to bed, try to sleep, she supposed. She turned toward the curving staircase and started up it.

      Then she stopped dead in her tracks and listened to what sounded absurdly like an upstairs window scraping open.

      A heartbeat later, the doorbell chimed, and she almost jumped out of her skin. No one visited her up here. Especially not in the middle of the night.

      Her stomach turned queasy as she tried to decide which to investigate first. She turned toward the door, because a doorbell was certainly real, while a weird noise her brain interpreted as an upstairs window scraping open, was probably not.

      Maybe it was a hunter who’d got himself lost. Or maybe one of the locals needed something. Still, there was a tingling along her nape, and her hand on the doorknob trembled a little as she turned it and pulled the door open.

      The man who stood on the other side of it looked … desolate. A face of harsh angles, and eyes that held no light. Dark hair that had gone too long without a trim, and a face in need of a shave. Thick, expressive brows. Black jacket, jeans, boots.

      He was looking her over just as carefully, and she shivered a little in her white flannel nightgown and bare feet.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I hope so.” There was something about his deep, rough voice that made her nerve endings go alert and tense. “I’m looking for Dr. Elliot Stoltz.”

      “No one here by that name. You must have the wrong address.” She had no idea what made her blurt the denial. Maybe the ghost of her father’s delusional warnings before his death, that if anyone called or came by asking about him, she should deny knowing him or his whereabouts. Yes, that was part of an old man’s paranoia, but the denial spilled from her lips before she had time to think better of it.

      “You’ll find,” the dark stranger said slowly, “that it’s not a real good idea to lie to me, Lexia.” She blinked rapidly, drew in a shallow gasp. “That is who you are, isn’t it? Dr. Lexia Stoltz?”

      "Lexi Stoltz,” she said. “Now it’s your turn. Who are you? How do you know my name? And what are you doing at my door in the middle of the night?"

      “I told you, I’m here to see your father.”

      Another sound came from upstairs, and it shouldn’t have. A tingle of ice crept up her spine and she glanced over her shoulder toward the stairs. There was definitely something going on up there. Maybe a raccoon had got in, like in the fall.

      “My father isn’t here,” she said. “I’m sorry you came all the way up here for nothing.” She started to close the door, but he stuck a foot in the way, and her heart gave a warning flutter. “What do you think you’re–”

      “Sorry. I’m not buying it." He shouldered his way past her into the house. Then he took a long, slow look around as Lexi stood there watching him and trying to decide what the hell to do. She was alone. There were no landline phones and cell service was spotty at best. But he wouldn’t know that.

      His soulless gaze swept the room, from the flickering scented candles burning here and there, to the fireplace, to the giant spruce tree standing in the window.

      “Where is he?” As he said it, he took a deliberate step toward her.

      She shook her head and took an equal step away from him. “I’m calling the police. And then I’m going to turn my dogs loose, and⁠—”

      “You’re not calling anyone, because there’s no phone up here. And if you had dogs, they’d be barking at me by now. Listen, Lexi, I’ll be a lot easier to deal with than whoever comes through that door next.”

      When he said that, it scared her, and the noises upstairs came back to her mind. Involuntarily, she glanced toward the wide staircase. Each step was a half log, flat side up, and the railings were birch branches and limbs still dressed in their white, knotty bark, preserved under layers of shellac. Her heart tripped over itself again and then launched into a full gallop.

      “Someone’s upstairs, then. Who, Lexia? Your father?”

      “Stop calling me that.” She averted her eyes, tried to focus on getting her heartbeat under control, but it was too late. The tachycardia was off and running.

      She felt as if she wasn’t getting enough air, which made her breathe more quickly, which made her dizzy. This was not an unfamiliar event, and not a dangerous one, but its timing sucked. Another sound came from upstairs then and her expression probably gave away that it shouldn’t have.

      The stranger—whose eyes were the darkest imaginable blue, she saw now that the firelight reached them—reached inside his coat and pulled out a handgun. When she saw it, her heart sped even faster. It felt like a jackhammer trying to break out from inside. She pressed her hands to her chest, an automatic reaction to the thundering of her heart, then spun around and ran out of the great room. She didn’t even know whether she was running away from the gun or toward her stash of meds. She needed to take a pill and take it fast, before this episode got out of hand.
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        * * *

      

      The beautiful Dr. Stoltz had run through a dark archway before he could stop her. Romano hadn’t expected it, and something, instinct maybe, made him hesitate before going after her.

      He saw where the broad staircase began, saw her stop at the base of it, and snatch a pill bottle from a stand there. She twisted it open and then quickly dry-swallowed a pill. Then she bowed her head, deliberately breathing slowly and evenly while apparently waiting for relief to come.

      She stepped around the staircase, just out of his line of vision. And the second she was out of his sight, he heard her scream.

      Romano ducked to one side of the doorway, peering around it, cursing his eyes for not adjusting more quickly to the dimness.

      Then she came into sight again, a dark angel in a white cotton nightgown, her eyes wide with fear. But her fear had little effect on the brute who pressed a gun barrel so tight to her temple that it was probably biting into her skin. The thug, all in black and wearing a ski mask, crushed her to his chest.

      There was a deep growl that drew his gaze, and then a yellow cat the size of a small mountain lion arched its back, hissed and disappeared into the depths of the place.

      Romano cussed mentally, bringing his attention back where it belonged. Lexia Stoltz's eyes were rounder than ever. Dark brown, with lashes like paintbrush fringe. The guy who held her was almost invisible in the darkened room, and he apparently wasn’t aware of Romano’s presence. Experience and caution— or maybe instinct— had told him to park his own ride a few hundred yards down the dirt road, so they wouldn’t have seen that, either.

      And he had no doubt it was “they” and not just “he.” Because this fellow was not Mr. White. Romano was one of the only men in US Intelligence ever to have seen White in person, if from a distance. And there was no mistaking him. This guy was one of White’s henchmen, and while their boss worked alone, his muscle worked in bunches.

      Romano sidled his way to the front door and slipped through it, unseen, into the winter night.
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        * * *

      

      Lexi still had her pill bottle in her hand. Her heart was still running like a freight train on crack, and it would take a few minutes for the medication to kick in and convert it back to a normal rhythm.

      She felt sick and dizzy, partly from fear, but mostly from the racing heartbeat. The man's grip was too tight on her, crushing her chest, which wasn’t helping her tachycardia. The gun barrel pressed painfully against her temple and she was trying not to think how easily he might pull the trigger by accident.

      She scanned the room for Jax. Her poor cat would be terrified by all this disruption. He was probably hiding, scared half to death.

      “Where is your father?” the man rasped into her ear. When she didn’t answer instantly, the gun barrel drove harder into the side of her head. “Where is he!”

      He had an unusual accent. Russian, she thought. “I don’t⁠—”

      “Is he here, in the house?”

      “I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

      The barrel embedded deeper. It cut. Warm blood trickled down the side of her face. “He’s not here!” She’d lost track of the stranger, but assumed that this guy was with him.

      The pressure eased a little. Maybe now they’d leave, go search for her father somewhere else. What did they want with him? Why was this happening?

      Someone might be after me, Lexia.

      Her father’s words floated back to her, as if he were speaking them now. But her father had been delusional, sick. And that was more than six months ago, almost seven, for God’s sake!

      The man shoved her through the archway into the great room, toward the door. She tripped over Jax and he let out a howl before streaking out of the room to hide. She stumbled on the rug but couldn’t fall down. The man’s grip on her was too tight to let her.

      “You will take us to him, then,” he said in that accent.

      She’d never been so afraid in her life. And she wondered if these men meant to kill her. And where was the other one? The one who’d played good cop by knocking on the door like a human while his pal had apparently scaled her cabin and come in through an upstairs window.

      “I know who you are, Lexia Stoltz,” the man with the gun whispered into her ear, and his accent made his words seem even more frightening. “You will take us to your father or we
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