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			Prologue

			Holly’s eyes snapped open. She was alive! She had felt the sting of the needle in her carotid artery and thought, I’m going to die. There’s no one to save me this time. My hero isn’t going to rush in and breathe life into my paralyzed body.

			But Holly was still alive. Why was she alive? Was she blind, or was she in total darkness? In darkness so thick that she could feel it pressing against her skin. Holly sat up and turned her head, first one way and then another. Still total darkness. Maybe she was blind.

			The surface that Holly sat upon was solid. She rapped gently with her knuckles. The resulting sound was a very faint, dull thud—concrete? Maybe. Holly extended her arms and swept them in all directions and then above but encountered nothing but air—air that was far too warm and humid. She brought her feet underneath and slowly, carefully stood, ever mindful that she could strike her head on some unseen object. When fully erect, Holly once again reached overhead, confirming that only emptiness filled the void above.

			With careful, shuffling footsteps, arms in front of her, Holly began to move. The direction didn’t matter; it was equally dark regardless of which way she turned. Fear clenched Holly’s heart. Maybe she was blind. Maybe her blindness was permanent. Was she to be forever trapped in total darkness? Or maybe she was dead. Was this what it felt like to be dead? Holly didn’t think that she was dead. Didn’t dead people go to Heaven, where everything was light and beautiful, or to Hell, where everything was darkness and agony? Well, she had the darkness. If she were dead, would she feel the oppressive, but not painful, heat and the sticky humid air? Would she smell the foul, acrid odor of urine? Would she still feel the sting where the syringe had pierced her neck? No, Holly concluded. She was alive. But where was she?

			***

			Seventeen days earlier:

		

	
		
			PART 1

			SLEIGHT OF HAND

			Misdirection is one of the favorite tools of the garden variety magician. While the attention of the audience is focused on the bouquet of roses that has materialized in the magician’s right hand, the left hand is secretly stuffing a rabbit into his top hat.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Holly Hill, A.K.A. Holly Taylor, A.K.A. Holly Elizabeth Glover, A.K.A. Molly sat at her dining room table examining two marriage licenses. The only difference between the two was that one was dated February 5, 2009, and the other was dated exactly one month later. Both documents stated that Mark Hill and Holly Taylor had married in Gwinnett County, Georgia. 

			Less than a year before the dates on those documents, both Holly and Mark had belonged to a covert team that used blackmail and other methods to coerce high-ranking government officials into making the correct decisions. Unfortunately, one of those other methods had gone too far, and the team leader, John Erwin, had used extreme measures in an attempt to conceal the disastrous results. When those measures did not succeed, rather than accept responsibility for his team’s failure, John had attempted to eliminate two team members—Mark and Holly.

			Holly Elizabeth Glover (married name Mastromonaco) had been given a new identity by General Francis Taylor. She had become Holly N.M.I. (No Middle Initial) Taylor. Along with the name came all the necessary documents, all carefully filed with the correct agencies. Her new birth certificate stated that she had been born in Atlanta, Georgia, instead of in Quest, Illinois. Besides the certificate of live birth, there were a Social Security Card, a high school diploma, and a license to drive. There had been no marriage license until—

			Holly held up the document with the earlier date. “What do we do with it?” she asked.

			Holly Glover, with the freshly minted identity of Holly Taylor, had followed Mark Hill back to his hometown, where they had shared an apartment—and a bed. Their friends and neighbors had believed that Holly and Mark were married, and nothing had been done to discourage that belief. Holly had even begun to sign her name Holly Hill. When her driver’s license was nearing the expiration date, she had feared that she wouldn’t be able to renew the license using her new identity. Mark had contacted General Taylor, who assured him that there would be no problem with Holly’s identity, but he would personally see to it that the license was updated. That was when Mark had made a second request.

			Holly’s new license was not issued to Holly Taylor; instead, it was issued to Holly Hill. Mark supplied a copy of Holly’s signature, and the new license arrived in the mail, and all the proper documentation was supplied to the Georgia Department of Motor Vehicles. The second part of Mark’s request had been fulfilled by the creation of a marriage license, with all the proper signatures, filed in the Gwinnett County courthouse. They were legally married even though they had never actually taken wedding vows. The marriage license was dated February 5, 2009.

			Unfortunately, on February 5, 2009, Mark had been a key witness at a trial in San Antonio, Texas. Mark had not realized that there was a conflict until recently when a government investigation threatened to expose Holly’s true identity based on the fact that Mark could not possibly have been in Gwinnett County, Georgia, at that time. General Taylor had once again intervened and corrected the error by creating a new marriage license with an undisputed date.

			“Shred it,” Mark replied. “We’ll want to take the correct one with us to Illinois when we renew our wedding vows.” He made imaginary quotation marks in the air.

			Holly’s only regret about their pretend but perfectly legal marriage was that she had no memories of the ceremony—understandable since it had never actually occurred. The best solution was to renew their wedding vows. Officially, they had been married by a Justice of the Peace with none of their friends or family present. The upcoming ceremony was to be held in Holly’s hometown, where her family and her best friend from her previous life could attend.

			“But our marriage license says that I’m Holly Taylor. Your mom thinks that’s my real name, but my family and all my friends know I was Holly Glover. During the wedding, which name is the minister going to use.”

			“Glover.”

			“But your mom—”

			“I’ve already talked to her. I told her you had to change your name because of some classified shit in the military.” At Holly’s raised eyebrows, Mark rolled his eyes. “No, I didn’t use the word shit. Then I told her that I couldn’t talk about it because it’s classified. I also told her that she can’t tell anyone where we live because it might compromise ongoing classified operations.” Mark took his wife’s hand. “You know, maybe it’s time we stop with all this secrecy. It’s been seven years now; there’s no way that Tim’s still trying to find you. Seven years is a long time.”

			Holly shook her head. “No. I’m still scared of him. Until I know for sure that he’ll never hurt me again, we have to keep my secret.”

			“Okay,” Mark agreed, “but it’s not your secret. It’s our secret.”

			A wan smile crossed Holly’s lips. “After we left the Air Force and moved here, I called Mom. When she said that Tim had been calling her, trying to find me—well, it scared me to death. We’d been divorced for over two months, and he was still calling my parents. Maybe he has quit looking for me, but I have to be sure. And he didn’t get out of the military when we did; for all I know, he may still be in the Air Force. When that shit happened where you work, and they were trying to look into my past—I was afraid Tim would find me then.”

			Mark wrapped his arms around his pretty redhead. “I can keep our secret forever if that’s what you want.”

			Holly changed the subject. “After the wedding, we really will be married, won’t we?”

			“Legally, we’re married now,” Mark replied.

			“I know what this paper says,” Holly waved the document, “but we never actually said any wedding vows.”

			Mark kissed his wife on the forehead. “On the day we left San Antonio together, I vowed to love you for the rest of my life.”

			“I love you too, Mark, but I think it’ll feel more real after we say I do.”

			“I will.”

			“What?”

			“I think the minister expects us to say I will when we say our wedding vows.”

			“I don’t care if it’s I do or I will; I just want us to really be married.”

			“Yeah, me too.”

			Holly moved out of the embrace and gazed directly into her husband’s eyes. “Mark?”

			“Yeah.”

			“When you and Debbie were married—well, did you two ever want to have kids?”

			Mark had been married when he entered the Air Force, and he had still been married when circumstances had thrown him and Holly into each other’s arms. That marriage had not survived. He replied, “We discussed kids, but we wanted to wait until we could afford it. Sort of a career first, then kids. How about you? Did you want kids?”

			“I wanted kids, but Tim didn’t. I didn’t know that until after we were married, and I guess I always resented him for it. And that was even before everything turned to shit.”

			Things turned to shit when Holly’s ex-husband, Tim, injected her with a lethal dose of curare. Tim had not known that the drug was intended to kill his wife; he had only believed that it would render her unconscious. That belief had been the result of deliberate deception on the part of the aforementioned John Erwin, the leader of the covert team. In Holly’s eyes, Tim’s actions had been unforgivable, and she had demanded a divorce. Tim had refused. Even though the court had granted the contested divorce, Tim had sworn to never let her go. Fearing that she would never truly be free of her ex-husband, Holly had requested and received a new identity. When Mark had boarded a plane to return to his hometown, Holly had joined him using her new name.

			Mark looked into Holly’s emerald eyes. “Are you trying to tell me that you want kids?”

			“We’re not getting too old, are we?”

			Mark chuckled, “No, we’re not too old. You never said anything about kids before. Why now?”

			“I’m old-fashioned; I didn’t want to have kids unless I was married. But if you don’t want to have kids—if you want to keep everything just as it is—I understand.” When Holly had been on the edge of death, Mark had charged in like a knight in shining armor and snatched her from the abyss. She had fallen deeply and madly in love that day, and during the seven years that followed, the passion had never faded. There was nothing that she would not do for her knight.

			Mark pulled Holly into his arms and held her close. “I would love for us to have kids. We can start trying right now,” he said with a lecherous grin.

			Mark’s fingers deftly unfastened Holly’s jeans before she could push his hands away with a laugh. “No, we can’t start now. I’ve got to finish packing.”

			“But I really want kids,” said Mark as he reached for the zipper.

			Holly spun away. “I know what you want, but you’re not getting it until after the suitcases are packed.”

			“And then….” Mark grinned, his eyes fixed on the elusive zipper.

			Holly placed her thumb under Mark’s chin and lifted his lips to meet hers for a brief kiss. “You know, the packing will go a lot faster if you help.”

			“All I need are blue jeans and tee shirts. I’m going to buy a suit after we get to Illinois.”

			“What about work clothes? What are you going to wear while we’re in Switzerland?”

			Mark was a programmer at Nova Packaging Group (NPG), and he was being sent to Switzerland to assist in commissioning several new machines for one of their clients. Though it was officially a business trip, evenings and weekends were going to be an unofficial honeymoon for the newlyweds.

			“I just need to fill a suitcase with my work clothes, drop it off at the factory, and let them ship it to Switzerland. That way, we won’t have to take it with us to Illinois.”

			“Will they do that?” Holly asked.

			“Yeah. They shipped Scott’s and Maggie’s clothes. All they took with them on the plane was a carry-on.”

			Scott Ledford was an engineer, also at NPG. He and his wife, Maggie, had left for Switzerland a week earlier. Because passports could not be obtained overnight, Mark had not been able to fly to Switzerland with Scott. The delay was not necessarily a problem. As a programmer, Mark’s skills would not be needed until the machines were actually in place and ready to operate. While waiting for his passport to clear, Mark was going to take a vacation away from his job. The vacation would give Mark and Holly a chance to renew their wedding vows.

			Holly drifted into their bedroom, where she began selecting garments for her suitcase. “Will we have time to drop our clothes off at the factory? They will ship mine, too, won’t they? The flight leaves at noon, and we still haven’t figured out how we’re getting to the airport. I really don’t want to leave our car in one of those parking lots. We don’t know how long we’re going to be in Switzerland.”

			Mark nuzzled his wife’s neck. “I’ve got it covered. Pete will pick us up here and drive us to the airport, so we can just leave our clothes with him. All you should need is a light carry-on for the time we’ll be in Illinois.” Pete was a programmer who had been working at NPG for a little over four months. Until very recently, Mark had known nearly nothing about Pete, but after a near disaster at the factory, they had become friends. Mark continued, “So everything’s taken care of, and we’ve got plenty of time to….” Mark’s voice trailed off as his lips traced their way from Holly’s neck to her ear.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			At the airport in Springfield, Illinois, Holly, Mark, and Mark’s mother, Helen Hill, were met by Holly’s parents, Dan and Joyce Glover. While Holly exchanged long-overdue embraces with her parents, Mark and Helen tracked down their luggage. Mark pulled the three suitcases from the carousel and stacked Holly’s case atop his own. He and Helen wheeled their luggage back to where Holly and her parents were waiting.

			Dan reached for Helen’s case. “Let me get that for you.” He started for the exit looking back to make certain that he was being followed. “The car might be a little cramped. We’ve got a Fiesta, and there’s not a lot of legroom in the back. Us guys will sit up front, and the women will have to squeeze into the back. Shouldn’t be too uncomfortable; it’s only twenty-five or thirty minutes to our house.”

			“We should probably find a motel and a rental car first,” said Mark.

			“Not happening,” replied Dan. “Holly can have her old room back while she’s here, and Helen—it’s okay if I call you Helen, isn’t it?” At Helen’s nod, Dan continued, “Helen can have the guest room.”

			“And I’m going to sleep….” Mark allowed the question to linger in the air.

			Dan grinned. “We’ve got a real comfortable sofa for you.”

			Joyce punched Dan’s shoulder. “Dan’s just jerking you around. You’ll be in Holly’s room too—but not on the night before the wedding. That night you do get the sofa. Bad luck for the groom to see the bride before she walks down the aisle.”

			Holly interrupted, “We need to make a stop while we’re still in Springfield. Just a few minutes at the mall.”

			“Which mall?” asked Joyce. “What do you need? Maybe we’ve already got one, or we know where you can get it in Quest.”

			“It doesn’t matter which mall. Whichever is most convenient. And I really don’t want to go looking for this item in our little town,” said Holly.

			***

			Inside the mall, Holly and Mark found a phone store and purchased an inexpensive cell phone along with a prepaid plan for Holly to use while she was in her hometown. She wanted a throw-away device that could not be used to trace her back to her current residence. Her time in the military had taught Holly to be paranoid, and she had learned that lesson well.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Thomas Wolfe said that you can’t go home again. That has become a cliché, and like most clichés, it contains a measure of truth. That truth was apparent to Holly. Even though she had not been back to her hometown for nearly a decade, very little had changed. The differences between the town in her memory and the town of reality were subtle. The streets seemed narrower and dirtier; the house she grew up in seemed smaller. Her old high school was absolutely tiny in comparison to the edifice in her mind. Holly knew it was not the town that had changed—she was no longer the little girl who had once lived there.

			Because Holly had been using the Internet to make weekly video calls, the faces of her parents were still familiar; but hadn’t they been a lot taller seven years ago? It had actually been thirteen years since Holly had lived with her parents in Quest, Illinois, but during the first six of those thirteen years, she had always come home for Christmas. But then, things had changed. Holly had changed.

			Thirteen years in the past, Holly had left her hometown to join the military. One of her regrets was that she had departed without even saying goodbye to her best friend. During -those thirteen years, the two had neither spoken nor corresponded with each other. Now Holly wanted to renew their friendship. Holly wanted her old best friend, Cindy, to be her bridesmaid.

			Holly rang the doorbell at the ranch-style home where Cindy had lived while they were in high school. Cindy’s mother answered the door. Holly was relieved that Cindy’s parents were still living in that old familiar house. “Mrs. Reynolds….” Holly began.

			“Yes?”

			“It’s me, Holly—Holly Glover.”

			Cindy’s mother hugged Holly. “Oh my god! It is you! I haven’t seen you in—”

			“—in way too long,” Holly finished. “I was wondering how I could get in touch with Cindy. I’ve got something I want to ask her.”

			Mrs. Reynolds stepped back. “I can call Cindy and tell her that you’re looking for her. But you should probably know that she was really upset when you left without saying goodbye. If you’ll give me your number, I’ll make sure she gets it.”

			Holly located a scrap of paper in her purse and jotted down the number of her throw-away.

			“Where are you staying while you’re in town? Are you staying with your parents?”

			“Yeah, that’s where I’m staying. I’m here to—”

			“You’re here to get married. I saw it in the newspaper.”

			“Actually, we’re renewing our—what?” The color drained from Holly’s face. “It was in the paper?”

			“You haven’t seen it? I think I’ve still got the paper. Want me to find it for you?”

			“No. No, thank you, Mrs. Reynolds. I’ve got to go.” Holly backed out of the door. “Just tell Cindy that I’m sorry that I left the way that I did, and ask her to call me.” Holly ran to her rental car and sped away.

			Back at her parents’ house, Holly rushed in the front door. “Mom!” she called out.

			“In the kitchen,” replied Lisa.

			Holly started toward the kitchen, following the whir and slap of electric beaters striking the inside of a glass mixing bowl. The noise stopped when she entered the room.

			Lisa pulled a beater from the mixer and offered it to Holly. “I’m making your favorite. Chocolate with buttercream frosting.”

			Holly slid her tongue along the length of the beater, collecting the chocolaty batter as she dropped into a kitchen chair. “Why is our wedding announcement in the newspaper? I told you that we didn’t want it in the paper.”

			Lisa shrugged. “I didn’t put it in the paper. I invited some of our relatives, and of course, the preacher knows about the wedding, but I wouldn’t have thought they would put the announcement in the paper. But since it’s already in the paper, what does it matter? It’ll be something nice to put in your scrapbook.”

			“Because it’s got my picture—it’s an old picture, but it’s still me. And it’s got my name. You do remember that I had to change my name, don’t you?”

			Holly’s mother shook her head. “I know you changed your name. I never really understood why. I know you said that it was something that was top secret or—”

			“Classified, Mom. It was classified.”

			“But you haven’t been in the Air Force for seven years now. Is it still classified?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe. You never can tell about the military. I guess the main reason I didn’t want the announcement in the paper is because I didn’t want Tim to find out about it.”

			Lisa poured the batter into the pans and placed them in the oven. “You never did tell me what happened between you and Tim. One minute you were married, and all of a sudden, Tim shows up here looking for you. After that, you called me and told me that you got a divorce and left the Air Force. And you never did tell me where you’re living. Where are you living?”

			Holly fell back on the one word that she had learned so well while in the military. “Classified. It’s classified.”

			“All of it? You can’t tell me anything? Can’t you at least tell me where you’re living?”

			Holly shook her head. “Maybe someday, but not now.”

			“Classified?”

			Holly gave a small laugh. “Something like that. I got involved in some classified stuff that still gives me nightmares. I’ll wake up in the middle of the night with my world falling apart; fortunately, Mark is always there to help me pick up the pieces. Over time I’m getting better, but I’m still broken. Most days, I can live a perfectly normal life, but sometimes—sometimes, the sky falls down on me. I’m still a little bit crazy—not wild and crazy—but crazy, like a little bit insane. Stupid things bother me. Like odd numbers. If Mark sets the volume on the TV to fifteen, I have to change it to either fourteen or sixteen. I never step on a crack in the sidewalk—”

			Holly’s mother interrupted, “I taught you that. Step on a crack and break your mother’s back.”

			Holly laughed. “And it’s lots of other little, weird things. I went to a therapist before I left the military. He said that all those weird habits will probably go away in time. He said that I’m just trying to control things around me because I couldn’t control the events during all that classified stuff. And I was getting a lot better.”

			“Was?”

			“Let’s just say that something upset me a few weeks ago and….” Holly’s voice trailed off.

			“Something classified?” asked Lisa.

			“Something like that,” Holly confirmed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Holly awoke to the irritating ringtone that was the default on her throw-away. Groggily, she checked the time before pressing the answer button. The screen displayed 9:12. She must have really been tired to have slept this late. “Hello.”

			“Holly?” questioned the person on the other end.

			Holly was instantly awake. “Is that you, Cindy?”

			“Are you busy today? I’d really like to see you—if you’ve got time.”

			Holly closed her eyes, allowing the remaining cobwebs to clear from her head. “Today’s Sunday, isn’t it? No, I don’t have anything happening today. When can we get together?”

			“How about noon at the Frosty Cream? I’ve got so much I want to tell you. You still know where the Frosty Cream is, don’t you?”

			“Yeah, I know where it is. Look, Cindy. I’m sorry about—”

			Cindy interrupted, “Is noon too early? How about later?”

			“No. Noon’s fine. I just wanted to—”

			“Okay. I’ll see you then. Gotta go. Bye.”

			“But I want to tell you—”

			“I can’t wait to see you, but right now, I’ve got to go. My husband said that something has come up that I’ve got to attend to—if you know what that means.” Cindy laughed. “So, I’ll see you at noon?”

			“You’re married?”

			“I’ll tell you about it when we get together. I’ve really got to go.”

			“Okay. I’ll see you at noon. Bye.” Holly wasn’t even sure that Cindy had heard her last few words. The call-ended message was already displayed on the phone’s screen.

			Holly shook her sleeping husband.

			“I’m not snoring,” Mark mumbled as he rolled over onto his side.

			Holly shook Mark again. “Wake up. It’s after nine.”

			Mark returned to his previous position and opened a sleepy eye. “Nine? Why’d you let me sleep so late?”

			“Because I just now woke up. Let’s go see what we can find for breakfast. Oh. And Cindy called. She wants me to meet her at noon.”

			“Cindy? Your old best friend, Cindy? You want me to come with you?”

			Holly shook her head. “Not this time. I want you to meet Cindy, but today you’d just be bored out of your skull. I haven’t seen her in thirteen years, and we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

			***

			Holly parked the rental car in front of the Frosty Cream ten minutes before noon. The intervening years hadn’t seemed to touch the old drive-in. The paint on the building and on the sign out front was faded—but hadn’t it always been? Holly walked up to the window and ordered two Cokes and a basket of tater-tots. 

			As Holly popped one of the hot morsels into her mouth, she felt a shoulder bump her from behind. “Ain’t cha gonna share?” asked the newcomer.

			Holly turned and set the food on a picnic table before hugging her old best friend. The Cokes and a shared basket of ‘tots made the lost years just melt away. Holly took a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry, Cindy. I shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye.”

			“Well, you were pretty mad at me.”

			“Not really—Okay, really. But I wasn’t really mad at you for sleeping with Anthony. I was mad that you didn’t tell me about it. You’re my best friend. You were supposed to tell me what an asshole he was. That night at the prom was the last time I ever saw Anthony. Deep down, I think I knew it was over between us, even before you dropped that bombshell. I guess his dad has handed over the Ford dealership to him now, and he’s some kind of big shot running the place.”

			Cindy shook her head. “Nah-uh. You knew he went to college, right?”

			“No, I didn’t know for sure. I knew he was going to, but I left before fall classes started.”

			Cindy rolled her eyes. “Well, he went to college for about six months, and they kicked him out.”

			“Kicked him out? How do you get kicked out of college?”

			“Well, I heard that several of the girls at the college accused him of getting them drunk, or he drugged them or something, and then he took advantage of their impaired state.”

			“He raped them?” asked Holly incredulously.

			“Nobody actually said rape. You know Sam Brannon. He
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