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          SUMMERVILLE, WASHINGTON, EARLY MORNING, DECEMBER 24

        

      

    

    
      Jack Prescott kissed his wife’s shoulder and watched as she smiled in her sleep. That smile came from the deepest part of her and was just for him.

      It still dazzled him, a year into marriage. She still dazzled him.

      Caroline. His wife. Caroline Lake, now Caroline Prescott. The woman who’d been in his head more than half his life and now was his.

      He’d showed up exactly a year ago—in her bookstore in the middle of a snowstorm—after flying nonstop for forty-eight hours from Sierra Leone. Sierra Leone had been his last mission, an homage to his dead adoptive father.

      On a pirogue from Abuja to Freetown, from Lungi Airport to Paris, Paris to Atlanta, Atlanta to Seattle—and onto a tiny puddle jumper that barely made it through the wild weather, straight to Summerville. Thinking of Caroline every second of the way, the woman he’d never been able to get out of his head. While he joined the army, earned his Ranger tab, fought in innumerable hellholes throughout the world—there she’d been. Beautiful, kind, smart. The woman of any man’s dreams and out of his reach throughout his twelve long, lonely years in hard and violent places.

      She’d been in his head since he was a boy in a homeless shelter, bringing him books and food and a sense of the outside world, a world that didn’t mean living with filthy crazies and violent drunks.

      She’d been there in his head when he’d run away, was adopted by his father of the heart, Colonel Eugene Prescott. She’d been there through his deployments to bad places, trying to lend some order to a violent world. She’d been there over long, lonely nights in faraway hellholes, reminding him there was something in the world worth fighting for.

      She’d been there so long, was so deeply embedded in his very soul, that when his adoptive father died and he inherited a fortune, he went back to where he’d been a lost boy and expected to find a married woman with kids—because what sane man wouldn’t marry someone as beautiful and smart as Caroline?

      But the world was made of wusses. Caroline had lost her parents, lost all her family money, and had looked after a badly injured younger brother for the better part of a decade—and not many men would put up with that.

      He would have, no question. For Caroline he’d walk across lakes of fire, climb mountains of thorns, slay every dragon there was. Gladly. A sick brother was nothing. Plus, he had plenty of money of his own.

      When he showed up on her doorstep, expecting to find a married Caroline and just wanting to see her one last time before starting the next stage of his life, it turned out she wasn’t married after all and she was the next stage.

      And he—the man who’d never had a family, the man who had known in his bones he’d never have a family because families were for other people—well, now he had a family of his own. Caroline. And the children they’d make.

      At the thought of Caroline pregnant, his cock—already hard—turned to stone. A wave of heat washed over him and his breathing sped up.

      It was the hardest thing about being married to Caroline. Everything else about marriage to her was incredibly easy. Intensely pleasurable. Around-the-clock delight.

      She was even-tempered, without those mood swings that drove him crazy with other women. She was wicked-smart, with a sharp sense of humor. She was kind-hearted. Their home was beautiful, she was a fantastic cook. He’d never been as physically comfortable as he was being her husband. Everything was absolutely perfect, except—

      Except he desired her so very much. All the time. It never seemed to switch off, and Jack had to restrain himself—otherwise he’d have Caroline on her back, fucking her hard, more or less all the time—day and night—and that wasn’t good.

      The desire was sometimes like a low-level ache, sometimes as sharp as a snakebite, but there, always.

      Still . . . it was early morning. They’d last made love the previous night, before midnight. Technically, it was another day, wasn’t it?

      And if he didn’t have her right now he’d die.

      There would be a point in their marriage when he’d cool off, he knew there would be—he just didn’t know when.

      She was wearing one of those silky nightgowns he loved. When he slid his hand under the gown, he could feel the silk of her skin along his palms and the silk of the gown against the back of his hand.

      He was spooned around her, a position both of them loved. He felt her smooth warmth all along his front, and even in sleep it felt like he could protect her. Surround her with his body, arms tucked around her middle. He felt like the dragon protecting the princess. During the day he had to let her go out into the world, of course. And he couldn’t be there all day by her side, armed and ready. Even he understood that. So all day as he went about his business, he had a low-level hum of worry about her. In the very beginning of their marriage he’d call a billion times a day just to hear her voice.

      He’d almost lost her to a violent man from his own violent past, and the image of those last moments . . . the raging snowstorm, a soldier rising from cover with Caroline in his sights, finger tightening on the trigger . . . he shuddered at the memory and Caroline stirred.

      She’d gently taught him that she was okay, that he didn’t have to worry about her and he didn’t have to call a hundred times a day. Violence in Summerville was rare. What were the odds of violent lightning striking twice?

      Still, he insisted on giving her self-defense lessons, which she accepted and treated as gym classes. He was on a campaign to teach her firearms use but so far she’d refused with a shudder.

      The imperative to keep Caroline safe while accepting that she had a life was a constant struggle.

      But, by God, at night and in bed, that was when she was completely safe and all his.

      His left hand cupped her thigh, relishing the silky smooth feel of her.

      They liked to sleep with the curtains open. There was a full moon framed by the window, bathing the room with silvery light.

      Caroline was so beautiful in daylight. Her colors came out in sunlight—the bright red-gold of her hair, that ivory skin with a faint blush underneath—but in moonlight she turned to marble perfection. Like now.

      Jack watched, fascinated, as his hand slowly smoothed up her thigh, taking the silky nightgown with it. His hand was large and dark and rough, an erotic contrast to the pale smoothness of the skin of her thigh.

      She was awake now, he could tell. And getting ready. The faint smell of roses drifted up. She didn’t use perfume but her soap and body lotions and shampoo were all rose-scented. When she was aroused her skin heated up, and it was like having sex in a rose garden.

      His hand smoothed over her hip. Caroline gave up wearing panties to bed in the first week of their marriage, honeymooning in Hawaii. Looking back on it, Jack realized he overdid it. On their honeymoon it was as if he’d never had sex in his entire life and was making up for it now that he was married.

      He’d had sex, of course. Tons of it. Just not sex with Caroline, which was something so different there should be another word for it. Caro-sex, maybe.

      Looking back on that first week of their honeymoon in Hawaii, his main memories were of their eating and swimming and of his cock in her.

      One night they’d fallen asleep together while he was still erect and inside her. He’d been wiped out from nonstop lovemaking. He’d just gone out like a light inside her and woke himself up when his body took over in the morning and started moving.

      Now Caroline sighed when his hand smoothed over her belly, shifting her hips closer to his. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He put his lips to the soft skin behind her ear and breathed in, trying not to sniff her like a dog. God, she always smelled so wonderful. And her arousal—ah, yes.

      His hand drifted down, cupped her. She was warm and soft and starting to get excited. Jack had a keen sense of smell and could tell what stage she’d reached by smell alone sometimes.

      She was starting to get ready and he was already at the starting gate, frantically revving the pedal.

      Ah well, getting her to where he could enter her was always a pleasure. Concentrate on that, he told himself, ignoring his swollen dick.

      Another small sigh as he outlined the lips of her sex with his fingers. “Good morning,” he whispered in her ear, then bit her earlobe lightly.

      She shuddered, her entire body moving against him. “It’s not morning,” she whispered. Her eyes opened, looked outside the window where the full moon was disappearing under the sill. “It’s still night.”

      “Well, I’m feeling really, really awake,” Jack said, and pressed himself against her backside.

      Her smile was in her voice. “Yes, love. I can tell.”

      She lifted so he could pull her nightgown up and off, flinging it high so he could watch it billow down like a parachute made of pale pink silk. He didn’t want her to wear panties because it was a barrier, but that moment in which he took off her nightgown and watched it float in the air—man. Pure sex.

      “We won’t need that,” he growled in her ear, lifting her thigh with his.

      “No, we won’t need it,” she whispered, taking in a deep breath. He could see her narrow rib cage rise and fall, breasts free for his hands. This was when he wished he had four of them. One to slide along her thighs, one to enter her, one to caress her breasts, one to let her soft hair run through his fingers.

      Sex with Caroline was such a feast, a riot of colors and tastes and textures and scents. Each one delightful, each something to linger over if he didn’t have the drum beat of fierce desire spurring him on.

      Like now.

      He wanted to rush things, wanted to get in her fast. Luckily, he knew some short cuts. This past year he’d studied Caroline like a medical student studies physiology. He knew her down to the bone.

      For instance, he knew she went crazy when he kissed her neck. Caroline’s neck was Pleasure Central, right after the soft, sensitive region between her thighs. But the neck was a close second.

      His lips ran softly along a tendon, up and down that long, slender neck. By the second run, her sighs were starting to sound like moans. He bit her lightly, then licked her skin. She jumped and her body seemed to pulse with heat. The smell of roses intensified. He closed his eyes as he kissed her neck so he could concentrate on her soft skin and the smell of roses mixed with the scent of her arousal, a combination he was addicted to.

      God, how had he not understood how much he’d been missing before? Maybe because all of this was possible only with Caroline. She was the missing link.

      Soft, biting kisses as he pulled her closer, nudging the head of his cock against her softness. God, that felt good—so good he moaned in her ear and felt her contract around him, soft and wet now.

      “Put me in you,” he whispered in her ear, so close his breath must have been like a caress because she shivered.

      “Okay,” she whispered back.

      Oh yeah.

      Jack slid his hand up to cover her belly, right over where a child of theirs would grow . . .

      Caroline was holding him while opening herself up and she jerked a little as she felt him suddenly swell even larger. “Wow. Whatever that thought was, hold it.”

      “You bet.” Oh yeah. Caroline, growing larger and larger every day. They’d hear the baby’s heart beat at one point; she’d feel it move inside her.

      Jack hoped with all his heart that they’d have a little girl who looked just like Caroline. Whatever they had, their child—or, even better, children—would for each of them be their only blood relation in this world.

      He lifted her leg higher and she was completely exposed. Looking down over her shoulder, he could see two small, pale, perfect breasts; a tiny waist; flat belly; and—whoa—paradise. Puffy pink lips peeping out through ash-brown hair, her pretty hands holding him and holding herself open.

      Clutching her tightly, he moved his hips forward, feeling her welcome every inch of the way. Her entire body opened to him. Her cunt, her legs, an arm reaching back. He loved this moment, when his body entered hers, when they were one, when he was home.

      He always stopped at this moment simply to savor it. Inside the love of his life, part of her, whole at last.

      But then, of course, his body took over. He was a guy and this was the moment when rosy, fuzzy thoughts of togetherness fled his head and all he could think about was how warm she was, how tight she was . . . it blew his mind. His brain just . . . left. And he was merely the sum total of his senses, unable to think—just feel.

      When he came, Jack gave a great shout muffled in her hair. He retained just enough consciousness to fall asleep by her side and not on top of her while the rich blackness took him away.

      He must have slept for a couple of hours. When he opened his eyes again the sky outside the window was pearly white, the sun behind the clouds shedding a diffuse light. The forecast was for snow late in the afternoon.

      His eyes had popped open and he lay grinning in bed for a moment. He felt great. Like he could conquer the world while running a marathon and playing the piano at the same time. His body twitched and danced with energy. He lifted his head to see Caroline’s face, hoping she was awake or at least close to waking.

      Nope. Out like a light.

      He slid out of bed and stretched tall, King of the Mountain, then dropped for a fast fifty push-ups. Which was nothing, considering in the Rangers they’d done a hundred and fifty before breakfast and another hundred before lunch. He knew he’d give himself a good workout at his gym today; this was just to get the blood moving. Not that he needed it—his blood was flowing just fine.

      A quick shower and he was by the bedside, watching Caroline sleep.

      He clapped his hands, which usually worked to wake her instantly. This time she didn’t even open her eyes, just flapped one hand as she snuggled deeper into the pillow.

      “Go away,” she mumbled.

      Nope.

      Jack shook her shoulder gently. “We have to train. There are a few new moves I want to show you, honey.”

      When he’d almost lost her to violence a year ago, he’d vowed to teach her self-defense, and he had. She didn’t take the lessons too seriously but by sheer dint of repetition, she had some moves in her. He wanted to deepen that knowledge, drill it into her muscle memory so that when she needed it, if she was ever in trouble, it would come automatically.

      As a soldier, Jack had trained endlessly and it had saved his life countless times. Sweat in training saves blood in battle. That had been drummed into him incessantly, and it was true.

      Trouble could come from anywhere, at any time. Caroline had been born wealthy into a loving family, so her formative years had been spent far from trouble. Jack had been born into trouble. His entire life had been spent at risk and he reacted accordingly.

      If this were a kind world, a just world, trouble would never find Caroline again. She’d had her fill, paid her dues—that side of the slate was in balance. But of course, life wasn’t like that. Violence and danger were everywhere and didn’t discriminate.

      Twice Caroline had been in danger and had had no tools at all in her head or in her body to help herself. All the beauty and kindness and smarts in the world don’t help when you’re dealing with scum, and the world was full of scumbags.

      It drove Jack a little crazy to think of trouble finding Caroline again. Because much as he tried to protect her—their home had been so revamped from a security point of view it could have been featured in Beautiful Secure Homes & Fortress Gardens—he couldn’t be there 24/7. So the only way he could keep sane was to try to drill her in self-defense.

      He was a little OCD about it, that was true. And Caroline wasn’t too motivated. That was true, too. But it was the only thing he absolutely insisted on in their marriage. Everything else was her call. The house was decorated the way she wanted it, and they ate what she cooked, they travelled where she wanted to go, they saw the movies she wanted to see. Jack was fine with it all, as long as he was indulged in this.

      “Come on, honey,” he said when she didn’t move.

      “It’s Christmas Eve, Jack.” There was a little whine in there, which made him grin.

      “Yeah? Training stops for no man.”

      “How about for women?”

      “For no woman, either.”

      As an answer she burrowed deeper into the nest of blankets.

      Stalemate.

      Nothing left to do but use the atom bomb.

      “I’ll let you throw me,” Jack said slyly.

      Both eyes opened, focused on him.

      “Yeah?” she said, interested.

      He knew enough not to smile. “Yeah.”

      It was fairly painful, throwing himself to the mat, but he did it for her from time to time so she could have the feel of it in her hands and muscles.

      “Twice.” She made it a statement.

      He frowned.

      “Twice. You’ll let me throw you twice.”

      Ouch. “Okay,” he said on a sigh. “Twice.”

      She gave a sunny smile and threw the blankets back.
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      First Page Bookstore

      Late afternoon, Christmas Eve

      “And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days, let it be said that of all who give gifts, these two were the wisest.”

      Caroline closed the book and smiled at her audience—twenty kids who lived in homeless shelters and foster homes in Summerville and Mona, ten miles away.

      She’d deliberately chosen The Gift of The Magi.

      An old-fashioned tale of old-fashioned feelings—love, tenderness, sacrifice.

      Feelings utterly foreign to the kids gathered in front of her. Their lives were dark and dangerous. Many of them had been betrayed by the very people who were supposed to protect them.

      At first, they’d squirmed as they started to understand that the story wouldn’t be slam-bang fast like video games and the few TV shows they watched on ancient donated sets in the shelters. There were words they clearly didn’t understand and which she carefully explained. Pier glass, fob, meretricious.

      She skirted around O. Henry’s meaning of “chorus girls,” painfully aware that several of the kids had moms who gave blow jobs in back seats for twenty five bucks apiece. The language was archaic and slow and foreign to them. The emotions, too.

      But they got there. Because, although the type of love that existed in the story wasn’t one they’d seen firsthand, it was something every human aspired to. Something everyone instinctively understood.

      They were baffled at first, looking around at each other, rolling their eyes as the story unfolded. But, as she suspected they would be, they were slowly drawn in, helplessly attracted by the kind of experiences they’d likely never encountered. Generosity and true love.

      Her husband, Jack, had grown up as they had.

      Worse, even. Some of these kids, like little Manuel sitting quietly at the outer edges of the group, had mothers who loved them. His stepfather was a drug addict who was so violent there was a restraining order against him. But Manuel’s mother cared for Manuel. Caroline sometimes did readings in his shelter and he always nestled at her side like a small brown bird. Clothes old but carefully mended and clean.

      Jack had never had a mother’s love. He had never known his mother. All he’d known was shelter after shelter in the grip of a violent drunk for a father.

      Utterly unlike her own early experience of life in the embrace of a solid, loving family. She’d lost her family to tragedy at twenty, but nothing could ever erase two decades of love.

      Jack had turned into the finest man she knew, thanks to his rock-solid character and a few lucky breaks. These kids, too—born and raised in degradation—could turn their lives around. All they needed was to know that it was possible.

      If you believed something was possible, you could make it come true. Caroline believed that from the bottom of her heart.

      At the end, there was utter silence in the room, so different from the squirming and punching and shouting at the beginning. It had started to snow and in the silence you could hear the odd needle of sleet embedded in the snow as it hit the windows. Though the kids suffered in the cold, with frayed clothes and inadequate shoes, the few heads that turned to the window smiled at the snow falling like clouds, making the lit store windows along State Street glow with an unearthly light.

      Caroline was glad that a sense of beauty hadn’t been beaten out of them yet.

      “So, kids.” She put the book away carefully and leaned forward, looking each child in the eye. Unconsciously they leaned forward, too, watching her. Realizing that she saw them. Was listening to them.

      I was invisible, her husband had said of his early life in shelters. Nobody saw me except you.

      “What happened? How did Jim show his love for his wife?”

      It had been a suggestion of her father, to volunteer at the shelter—she who had grown up with so much. Her eyes had been opened and she’d discovered an entire new layer of reality. Including befriending a tall, gangly boy who’d been hungrier for learning than he’d been for food. She’d brought him books he devoured until she realized he was also literally hungry, and started bringing sandwiches together with books.

      He’d disappeared one Christmas and she hadn’t seen him again until he showed up twelve years later—a man so completely changed she hadn’t recognized him.

      These kids felt as invisible as Jack had felt. There were more and more of them in this recession—women and children falling through the cracks. Unseen, unwanted, unloved.

      Small arms were waving, like branches in the wind in a tiny forest. “Me, me, me!” they cried.

      Caroline smiled. She was determined to let every kid speak, be heard. Then they would troop across the street to Sylvie’s tea shop, where hot chocolate and muffins and a gift book for every child awaited. The Hunger Games. Because Jim and Della were the ideal, but Katniss . . . Katniss showed that you could grow up in terrible circumstances and you could still fight back—and prevail.

      “Okay, Jamal.” She pointed to a kid in the front row, whose eyes had grown larger and larger as the story progressed. She knew each kid’s story—she’d insisted on it. She wanted to know who they were, what their lives were about. Jamal had no father and five half-siblings, all from different men. “How did Jim show his love for Della?”

      “He sold his watch so he could buy a comb for her.”

      Yes, indeed. She’d read The Gift of the Magi a million times but it still made her smile.

      “That’s right. And why did he have to sell the watch?”

      Silence. The reason was so very close to their lives. “Because he was poor,” one girl whispered finally. “They were both poor.” Shawna, who was twelve but so thin she looked eight.

      “He could have stolen the comb and kept his watch,” Caroline gently suggested. Twenty small heads nodded. Yes indeed, he could have. “Why didn’t he?”

      Silence once more. Why Jim hadn’t stolen the comb was not very clear to them. In their world, a lot of people stole. It was just a question of not getting caught.

      “Because . . .” a shy voice said, a slight lisp on the s. He couldn’t be seen because he was behind Mack, who was huge for his age, but Caroline knew who it was. Manuel. Manuel, whose mother had been put in the hospital five times in the past year by his stepfather and was in the hospital right now.

      “Because?” Caroline said.

      “Because it showed how much he loved her.”

      “That’s right, Manuel. Not stealing the comb—but rather, sacrificing something he cared about to buy something for her—showed how much he loved his wife. And she made a sacrifice too, didn’t she? Who can tell me what she sacrificed?” Another forest of small arms. “Lucy?”

      “Her hair. She sold her hair for him,” Lucy sighed. Her mother was an addict who sold herself to buy drugs. Lucy’d been a ward of the state several times while her mother went to rehab. True love wasn’t a big part of her world.

      “That’s right. So, kids, if you could buy anything at all for your mom or your dad or a sister or brother—what would it be?”

      “Anything at all?” Jamal asked, scrunching his face up in puzzlement.

      “Go wild,” Caroline smiled. “Anything at all.”

      “PlayStation 4, for my mom,” Jamal said decisively, and the room erupted in laughter.

      It was an interesting exercise. It was probably the first time they’d ever thought about being able to get anything themselves without stealing it. And, for many, the first time they’d thought of sharing. Their lives were impoverished in every way there was. The gift ideas were all over the place—a house, a job, a dad out of prison, a trip to Disneyland, a pair of red shoes, a new car. Everyone spoke but Manuel.

      Caroline watched him, sitting small and quiet. Trying very hard not to be noticed.

      Jack had told her about his early childhood, when he’d been small and weak. Perfecting the art of sliding by without attracting attention because attention was, more often than not, painful. Hiding in the shadows, never speaking, because anything could set his father off. And even when not speaking, his father could fill himself with rage all by himself.

      Then Jack had grown big and strong and no one bothered him after the age of fourteen.

      But before then, before filling out, he’d been prey. He’d taken care of that by joining the army and then the super elite soldiers, the Rangers. Jack was definitely not prey any more. And Jack had made it his life’s work to teach the weak to defend themselves.

      He was a security consultant, a very successful one. If you were a bank or a corporation and you wanted his expert help, he was happy to give it, at a premium price. He also ran a dojo school and fitness center, and if you were a lawyer or an executive hoping to firm up your abs and glutes, why, Jack was your man—at two hundred dollars an hour, when you could get him.

      But if you were young and poor—and above all, if you were female—you got the best help in the world and the bill was torn up.

      While the kids proposed wild presents, she glanced out the window at the Cup of Tea. Across the street her friend Sylvie waved. A big table with a red tablecloth, plastic cups and a huge thermos, and festive red plates had been set out in the center of the tea shop. Along the counter were enough muffins to feed a brigade of soldiers—just waiting for the kids. Time to wrap this up.

      One more kid.

      “Manuel? What do you think your mom would like as a present?”

      He was silent a long moment, long enough for the chattering of the kids to die down. He swallowed, small Adam’s apple bobbing. “For my step-dad to die,” he whispered.

      Caroline actually felt her heart contract—with pity, with sorrow, with the heaviness of painful truth. Because it was true. Manuel’s life and his mother’s life would be infinitely better without that violent monster in it.

      It wasn’t until she’d worked in the shelter that she’d even known there was such a thing as bad fathers in the world. Her own father had been wonderful—loving and generous and fun. A larger-than-life figure whose love for his wife and children was manifested a thousand times a day.

      Caroline was pregnant. She’d taken the test first thing this morning in the bookshop. She knew how much Jack wanted a child, so she didn’t run the test at home. No sense disappointing him. Somehow, though, even before the strip had turned red, she knew.

      Just as she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Jack would be a marvelous father. He’d probably be wildly overprotective, as he was with her, but he’d be there for his children in every way there was. She also had no doubt that he’d give his life for her without question. As he would for any children they might have.

      Jack had come late to love, but he cherished it. Caroline hoped with all her heart that the young souls in front of her would one day experience the precious gift of love for themselves.

      She thought of all she had in her own life—a loving husband, the beautiful home she’d grown up in, the prospect of a child to love—with enormous gratitude, because between the death of her family when she was twenty and the sudden, mysterious reappearance of Jack in her life, there had been hard, barren years. Years in which she’d cared for a sick brother, had watched her friends disappear one by one as her life grew harder and money grew scarcer. Years of working hard and watching her brother die, inch by slow inch. Years in which she couldn’t allow herself to cry at night because Toby would have noticed her swollen eyes and blamed himself. Years of hardship and sorrow.

      She knew firsthand how hard it was to hope when all around you is bleakness and despair.

      But on this Christmas Eve, at least there’d be hot chocolate and muffins and a book for these children.

      She clapped her hands. “Kids! Let’s get ready! Put on your coats because we’re going across the street for a treat.”

      The artificial lull created by the storytelling was over. The noise level rose and the twenty kids seemed to become a hundred and fifty as they pulled on ragged coats and dirty scarves.

      The noise level was so loud she didn’t hear the bell over the shop door ring, and only understood that someone had entered because within a minute, all the kids fell silent.

      She looked behind her and froze.

      Oh shit, was her first thought. She was instantly ashamed of it. The man who entered looked like a thug, but she knew better than to judge solely on appearance. One of Jack’s best friends looked like an extra out of Resident Evil—rode a big black bike and spoke in a low growl—and was a sweetheart.

      This man had the Resident Evil vibe down pat, but he didn’t look like a sweetheart at all.

      While her head was running through all this, her body went right ahead into overdrive. Sweat broke out all over and her heart kicked into a thumping beat guaranteed to pulse blood to her extremities simply because her body recognized that she was going to need it.

      Nonetheless, ten thousand years of civilization and her mother’s strict upbringing had her asking in a perfectly normal tone, “May I help you?”

      The man had been scanning the room but at her voice he turned slowly toward her, and her involuntary danger signals started booming.

      He was truly huge—taller even than Jack, and seemingly twice as broad. But where Jack was all tight muscle, this man looked like vats of lard had been thrown onto his frame before he’d been shoehorned into clothes. Underneath the fat, though, there had once been muscle. He must have weighed three hundred pounds, every ounce mean and stinking.

      The stench reached across the room. Booze, unwashed clothes, unwashed man, and that awful something some humans emanated that was like a dog whistle to normal people. This man is crazy. She’d seldom come across it, but it was unmistakable.

      There was absolute silence. The kids all had an instinctive understanding that danger had just walked into the room. They’d lived shoulder to shoulder with danger. Several of the kids were hunched in on themselves as if to make themselves smaller. Some had hidden under her desk, in corners; some stood frozen, white-faced.

      The man was dressed in filthy leather pants and a leather vest with no shirt, as if impervious to the cold outside. He shook the snow off himself like a polar bear and took a step forward.

      God, he was big.

      Jack had taught Caroline a lot of martial arts moves but there was nothing she could do against someone this massive. She simply didn’t have the weight or muscle mass.

      And anyway, the guy was flying higher than a kite.

      Looking closer, it was clear. The pupils were dilated and his eyes were slightly unfocused. He swayed a little where he stood as if he were in a strong wind, though there was no wind in her bookstore. Just twenty little kids and a very frightened bookshop owner.

      “Can I help you?” she repeated, keeping her voice neutral and soft, exactly as if she were trying to calm a wild beast.

      “Help me?” he repeated. “Can you fucking help me? Yeah, lady. Yeah, you can help me.” His eyes narrowed. “Looking for my boy. Manuel.”

      Oh God, oh God. This man didn’t only look dangerous, he was dangerous. He’d nearly killed his wife. He was like a walking bomb in her bookshop—a bookshop filled with twenty young kids. Her breath clogged in her lungs. She didn’t dare look around, but from what she could see in her peripheral vision, Manuel had disappeared.

      “So.” The man swayed. For a second she hoped that he’d simply collapse to the ground, stoned, but he stayed on his feet. “Where the fuck’s my boy?”

      Caroline swallowed heavily. She heard Jack’s voice in her head. What do you do if you sense trouble, honey?

      They’d gone over it a million times, and each and every time they talked about it, he tried to convince her to carry a weapon. He’d lived in a dangerous world all his life and he was always armed in some way.

      Not to mention the fact that, to a certain extent, Jack’s entire body was a weapon.

      “Where is he?” the man bellowed, voice hoarse and cracking. “Where the fuck is my boy? Where’s that little shit?” Her heart nearly stopped when he reached behind him and a big black knife appeared in his hand.

      In that instant, Caroline regretted bitterly not taking Jack up on his constant offers to teach her how to shoot. Oh man, if she had a gun and knew how to use it, she’d drill him right between the eyes—without any compunction at all, because it was clear he was here to hurt.

      His black, piggy eyes scanned the room with a narrow focus and he moved toward the kids. One girl screamed, the sound abruptly cut off by her own hand. The kids were like small animals, hoping to avoid the gaze of the predator in their midst.

      The man growled at the girl, moving forward unsteadily.

      Caroline stepped in front of him. He swatted her away backhanded like a bothersome fly.

      His blow took her by surprise. She landed against the corner of the bookshelf, the breath knocked out of her, and nearly passed out from the pain. She hung onto consciousness ferociously, understanding that she was the only thing between those kids and tragedy.

      “Manuel!” the crazy guy screamed, the booming voice echoing in the room. He brandished the knife. “Come out, you little shithead! You’re a worm, just like your fucking mom! Don’t have the courage to come out, eh? Then I’m coming after you!”

      He lurched forward and Caroline watched, horrified, as he plowed into the kids. Those who weren’t quick enough to scramble out of the way were swatted away, as she had been.

      She’d nearly been knocked unconscious by those huge ham hands. He could do real damage to a thin eight-year-old.

      Though her head was still spinning, she rolled to her knees, waited for some strength in her limbs. The kids were crying, screaming, two lying in little heaps on the ground.

      Caroline gritted her teeth and rose unsteadily to her feet. As she rose, she glanced across the street and saw Sylvie staring, wide-eyed. The man’s back was to her so Caroline pantomimed a phone to her ear. Sylvia grabbed a cell from the counter and punched three numbers in.

      9-1-1. Good girl.

      Sylvie spoke into the phone, clearly reporting what was happening in First Page. A huge man armed with a knife, a roomful of kids, and a potential hostage situation. They’d want to know numbers and positions and Sylvie spoke for a full minute.

      Sylvie gave a thumbs up and Caroline motioned for her to get down, since she was highlighted in the huge picture window. Sylvie dropped from sight.

      “Come out, you little fucker!” the monster was screaming. Except for the two small heaps, all the kids had scrambled out of his way. He didn’t pay them any attention, focusing on his specific prey.

      Please, Manuel, run out the back door, she prayed. Maybe he had, because he was nowhere to be found. Monster Man was roaring with rage, upending bookcases, scattering books and magazines, shattering a lamp.

      Caroline’s mind cleared. The first thing to do was get as many kids out of here as possible. While the monster was bellowing, wallowing in his rage, she quietly went behind a waist-high counter and opened the back door. Holding a finger to her lips, she ushered out ten of the kids while the man’s back was turned. When he turned around, all he saw was Caroline, who’d moved ten feet from the door. The counter hid the kids slipping out, one by one.

      Now for help.

      Sylvie had called for official help, but Caroline had a husband who was way more dangerous than Monster Man. She had on a sweater and a long wool jacket over it. Out of habit, she always kept her cell on her at all times. Jack had insisted early in their marriage and it was second nature by now.

      Jack’s cell number was the first on speed dial. “Honey, hi.” His deep voice was unmistakable.

      Oh God, she’d forgotten to take it off speaker!

      She pressed the button to disengage speakerphone and took a chance, knocking over an earthenware bowl of apples to catch the monster’s attention. He turned his head briefly. It was almost painful to watch his reflexes. He was so drugged up they were slow, stimuli penetrating with difficulty.

      “Put down that knife!” she screamed, knowing Jack was listening. “There are kids here in the bookstore!”

      That would be enough.

      Wherever he was, Jack was coming for her now. She knew that like she knew the sun rose in the East. Monster Man paused in trashing her store to look back at her, narrow-eyed. He looked her up and down and, horribly, licked his lips, opening his mouth in a grotesque smile. His teeth were ground down and brown. “Pretty lady,” he growled, and pointed the knife at her. “You’re next. After the brat.” Then he turned back around, looking for Manuel.

      Caroline beckoned, and the kids who had been trapped behind Monster Man ran to her. She herded them behind her, pointing to the back door. Five kids were left.Jamal was by her side, trembling with fear. “Where’s Manuel?” she whispered. “Did he get out?”

      Jamal shook his head. “He’s holed up in your office,” he whispered .Oh God. The door to her office could be locked from the inside, but it was only a pine door. Monster Man could shove it in with one kick from his boots.

      The five kids left were crouching behind the counter. There were none left in the shop. She had to hope that screaming Monster Man, who seemed to have the intelligence of a slug, had the attention span of one, too.

      Quietly, Caroline signaled to the kids around her to scuttle to the back door. She shepherded them out as fast as she could while the man bellowed and crashed into chairs and shelves, screaming for Manuel.

      Across the street, Sylvie’s head peeped up over the counter and she made the OK sign, then the gun sign. Caroline nodded, then signaled for her to duck back down.

      Okay. The police were here, hopefully with SWAT snipers.

      She jolted at the sound of wood crashing, but what terrified her even more than that were the animal sounds Monster Man was making as he dragged little Manuel out by the hair. High-pitched, unholy screams of rage that raised the hairs on the back of her neck and along her forearms.

      To her dying day, Caroline would never forget those bestial sounds coming out of a human being’s mouth. It was terrifying, like being in the room with a wild animal.

      Heart in her mouth, she watched as he dragged little Manuel out by the hair to the middle of the room, stood him up, and held the knife to his throat.

      What horrified her most was that the little boy didn’t make a sound. White-faced and trembling, he stood as still as a soldier—even when that meaty fist pulled his hair so hard the scalp raised a little.

      And Caroline knew with a sudden swift certainty that this was not the first time this had happened to Manuel. Not the first time he was terrorized and tormented by this human beast.

      But by God it would be the last.

      A deep calmness settled in her. That child was not leaving these premises with that monster. She’d die first.

      “Where’s that worthless bitch?” Manuel’s stepfather screamed. He was purple-faced, sweat streaming from his temples, dripping off his cheeks. The animal smell intensified, a sickening stench. “Where’s your fucking mom?”

      Little Manuel’s eyes were closed and his lips were moving. He was praying.

      “Huh?” The man shook his stepson like a rag doll. “Where the fuck is she?”

      “In the hospital,” Manuel whispered.

      “You fucking liar! You lie, just like she lies. There’s nothing wrong with the bitch! All she does is lie about me!” He whipped that big black knife back up, held it to Manuel’s slender throat.

      Jack had put her through drills in her training. One of the drills had been observation. He’d suddenly ask her in a restaurant how many waiters there were in a room. How many lamps in a hotel room. Where the back exit was in a coffee shop. How many chairs in the bank lobby.

      For a period he drilled her so hard she started observing and memorizing in exasperation, even when he wasn’t there, because he was there in her head.

      And now it paid off, because out of the corner of her eye she saw a slender black rod slide over the counter across the street at Sylvie’s. A rifle barrel! And another rod slid over the balustrade of the rooftop of Sylvie’s building. Another sniper.

      The cavalry had truly arrived.

      She’d learned enough of shooting from Jack to know that the expert marksmen that were behind those rifles wouldn’t miss across twenty yards of street. They couldn’t shoot what they couldn’t see, though, and the monster was in the short side of her L-shaped shop, hidden by a wall. They could hear his bellows but they couldn’t see him.

      She could wait it out. Sooner or later, the snipers would get him. But if it was later, he could harm Manuel. Kill him with a flick of that meaty wrist.

      Already he was working himself up into a greater state of rage, spittle at the edges of his mouth. He jerked in his agitation and a thin line of red appeared on Manuel’s neck, slowly starting to drip blood.

      It was terrifying to see little Manuel’s calm expression. He’d seen this man beat up his mother countless times. His brown eyes lifted to the roof—to heaven—and his white lips moved more quickly.

      He was preparing to die. This small, innocent child expected to die at the hands of this monster.

      “Hey!” Caroline stood up, waved her hands. Across the street, through a break in the snow, she saw Sylvie’s head above the counter. Sylvie’s eyes opened wide in shock.

      But Caroline knew what she was doing. She had a plan and it all depended on the skill and nerve of the police snipers. She trusted them. Jack was friends with more or less everyone on the force and he said they were all good guys and good cops.

      They’d better be, because she was just about to put her life in their hands.

      “Hey!” she yelled again. “Let that boy go, you son of a bitch!”

      His eyes widened. Clearly, no one talked to him like that. At least, no woman.

      There was utter silence in her bookstore while Caroline walked over to the man She stopped halfway across the room. He was a bully. He used his bulk to intimidate. He’d want to come to her, loom over her. Make her scared.

      If she hadn’t been so incandescent with rage, maybe she would have been scared, because as he walked to her—Manuel stumbling in front of him, blood staining his beige t-shirt—she realized all over again just how huge he was. At least six-five, maybe three hundred pounds. Most of it fat, but some of it muscle. Certainly enough to hurt her. Maybe kill her.

      “What do you want with M—” She almost said Manuel’s name and stopped herself just in time. If Monster Man felt she had a connection to the boy, he’d use it. “With the boy?”

      “This worthless piece of trash? This fag? He snivels every time I teach him what’s right and wrong. Ain’t that right, boy?” He gave Manuel a vicious shake. Manuel remained utterly and completely still. Only his lips moved. “Ain’t that right, boy?”

      Sweat broke out all over her body when he pulled Manuel’s head back more forcefully, exposing the throat like a lamb’s at slaughter time.

      “Little fucker’s gonna make her come back to me. She left me. My wife fucking left me! Police told me I can’t go near her or the boy. Well, how about this? I’ve got the boy and now I’ll get her.”

      They were fully in the center of the room now, lit up like actors on a stage. Everyone outside could see exactly what the situation was. She understood completely that they didn’t dare take a shot because the man was so huge he could fall on Manuel, or slit the boy’s throat as he dropped.

      He was also close enough to Caroline to take another swipe at her.

      It was too dangerous to take a shot now. They would be watching carefully through their scopes. If matters precipitated, if he pressed the knife more closely, they just might take the shot. And it might kill Manuel.

      Caroline made sure she was off to the side, affording the snipers a clear shot. “Do you want me to call her?” she asked.

      “Huh?”

      He frowned, the words slowly making their way through the rot and pus in his drug-addled head.

      She pulled her smart-phone from her pocket, finger hovering over the screen. “Do you want me to call your wife? Tell her to come?”

      Unseen by the monster, Manuel went even whiter, trying to shake his head no, though his head was held in an iron grip.

      The idea had made its way through what passed for the man’s brains. A wide smile broke through. “Yeah. Fuck yeah. Tell that bitch to get here pronto. I have things to say to her.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Hospital,” he said sullenly. “Faking it.”

      There was only one hospital in town. Caroline nodded. “I happen to have the hospital right on speed dial,” she lied. “So . . . what’s her name?”

      “Bitch!” he screamed. “Her name is Bitch! Because she is one!”

      “I’m sure she is,” Caroline said smoothly. “But I still need a name.”

      “Anna.” The word was dragged out of him in a snarl. “Anna Ramirez Pedersen. Sometimes she drops my name, the cunt. Just calls herself Ramirez.”

      “Okay. I’m calling now.” She pretended to punch in a number and brought the phone to her ear. “Yes,” she said brightly, as if to an receptionist. “This is Caroline Prescott at First Page. I’d like to speak with Anna Ramirez Pedersen, please.”

      “Honey.” Jack’s voice came on, deep and low. “I’m right outside. We’ve got rifles on the guy. The instant you and the boy drop to the floor they’ll take the shot.”

      Oh God. Her knees nearly buckled with relief at hearing Jack’s voice, a lifeline to sanity.

      “Okay, yes,” she answered, as if in response to someone at the hospital. “I understand. I’ll wait.”

      “Try to get away from the window, there’ll be glass everywhere,” Jack said.

      “Uh huh.” She looked over at Monster Man. “Yes, I’ll hold.”

      Jack was in her head now. All the thousands of hours of lessons she’d absorbed.

      Combat time is in slow motion. Everything slows, including your heart rate. Don’t get tunnel vision. Keep all your senses open. Observe before acting.

      And damned if time didn’t slow down. She took in everything—the man’s stance, the angle at
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