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About the Book

If they ever catch you, say nothing. Admit nothing. Never tell.

Mercy Callahan never thought she’d be able to talk about her past. When she arrives in Sacramento to make peace with her brother Gideon, and to help find the brutal cult that took away her childhood, she is finally ready to talk. But when Ephraim Burton – the man who made her life a living hell – follows her there, she realises she might never be safe.

Rafe Sokolov would do anything to have Mercy back in his life and would go to any length to protect her. But when it becomes apparent that Ephraim is more determined than ever to get Mercy back, even Rafe might not be able to stop the trail of destruction he leaves in his wake. As Ephraim draws near, it’s clear it’s not just Mercy who is in danger; those closest to her are firmly in his sights.

Will Mercy sacrifice herself to help bring Ephraim down? Or will he finally get what he’s always wanted . . .
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Prologue

Redding, California
Thirteen years ago
Tuesday, 22 May, 4.30 A.M.

She was going to die. Rhoda knew it was true. There was no way Brother DJ would take her back to Eden, and, even if he would, the result would be the same. She didn’t want to go back. Ever.

She cursed the day she’d first climbed into the bed of this truck, all those years ago. How many? She struggled to remember. DJ’s father, Waylon, had been behind the wheel that night that she’d gathered her children in her lap, promising them that everything would be okay. That they were going to a new home where everything would be wonderful and they’d have toys and food and a warm bed to sleep in.

How stupid was I? Naive and stupid.

Mercy had only been a year old, so she’d never known the scary time before when they didn’t always have dinner because Rhoda hadn’t turned enough tricks the previous night. But Gideon had seen her come home from a night on the streets of San Francisco with bruises on her face and no breakfast for them because a john had refused to pay. When she’d promised her son a better life, he’d believed her, willingly – eagerly – climbing into the bed of the truck that would take them to paradise. To Eden.

To Eden. She’d spit, but her mouth was too dry. Eden had been no paradise. It had been hell.

Gideon had only been five years old that day, so precious and smart. Wise before his time. My beautiful boy. He’d be seventeen now. Well on his way to becoming a man. She hoped. Prayed.

Gideon. My beautiful son. She’d never see him again in this lifetime. She hoped he was well, that he’d survived. She’d cursed herself every night for the past four years for leaving him alone on his thirteenth birthday, injured, maybe even dying. Watching Waylon dump his limp body behind a dumpster, trying to catch one last glimpse of her son as Waylon tied her hands behind her, pushing her face-first into the truck bed, then taking his payment for Gideon’s escape from Eden, leaving her torn and bleeding . . . It had been the worst day of her life.

Until she’d climbed into the bed of this truck a third time, her daughter in her arms. This time it was being driven by Waylon’s son, DJ, who’d inherited it when Waylon died. DJ’s price for the ride out of Eden had been the same as when Waylon had driven her to this same bus station while she clutched at an injured Gideon.

And even though she’d been married to other men both times, she’d complied. She’d sold her body before Eden for a lot less. What was food and shelter when the lives of your children were in danger? Nothing. So she’d paid without complaint.

The day she’d gotten Gideon out, Brother Waylon had taken her back to Eden to pay for her crimes. She had a sick feeling that today’s outcome with DJ would not be the same.

She looked down at the trembling body she held too closely. Mercy was burning up. Eden’s healer hadn’t been able to help, but that hadn’t been too big a surprise. Sister Coleen dealt with colds and minor cuts.

Mercy had an infection. It was bad. Very bad. So progressed that it could be detected by scent alone. Coleen simply wasn’t equipped to deal with such things.

Which was why Rhoda had taken this drastic step. Why she’d bartered her own life to get Mercy out. To get her away. Hopefully to safety, although anywhere was better than the place they’d left behind.

Eden. Rhoda quelled what would have been a bitter laugh. She’d welcome death were it not for the small body she held. Lovingly, she brushed a lock of black hair from Mercy’s sweat-covered forehead. How I wanted to see you grow up!

Although Mercy was already grown up. She’d had her twelfth birthday nearly a year ago. Rhoda remembered turning twelve. Remembered playing games with her friends. Mercy’s birthday had been nothing like that.

Mercy’s birthday had been filled with tears and pain. And fear. So much fear. It’s all my fault. I agreed to go to Eden. To blindly take my children with me. I believed a stranger. He’d promised her food and shelter and a safe place to raise her children. And Rhoda had believed him, her children paying the price for her stupidity.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Rhoda whispered. ‘So very sorry.’

Mercy’s eyelids fluttered, her lashes lifting to reveal bright green eyes so like those of her brother. ‘Mama?’ Her murmur was hoarse and harsh. ‘It hurts.’

‘I know, baby. It’ll be better soon.’ Rhoda had no idea if that was true or not. But the words seemed to soothe her precious daughter, who closed her eyes again. Hopefully she was asleep.

Or unconscious.

Rhoda hoped it was the latter, actually. She hoped that Mercy had been unaware when DJ Belmont had stopped the truck an hour into their trip, and then another hour after that. And yet another hour after that, taking his payment from Rhoda’s body.

But getting Mercy out of Eden would be worth anything Rhoda had to endure.

They were almost there. Almost to the bus stop where she’d left Gideon four years before. She leaned down to whisper in Mercy’s ear. ‘Mercy, honey. Are you awake?’ Mercy’s chin dipped in a silent nod. ‘I need you to listen to me. This is important. Find Gideon. He’ll help you.’

Mercy’s eyes opened wide, her shock apparent. ‘He can’t. He’s dead.’

‘No, baby. He’s not.’ Please let that be true. ‘He escaped. I smuggled him out that night, just like I’m getting you out now. He is alive and you need to find him.’

Emotion flashed in her daughter’s green eyes. ‘He is alive? But you said—’

‘I know what I said,’ Rhoda hissed, prepared for Mercy’s disbelief. I played the part of a grieving mother too well. Except that she hadn’t been grieving his death. She’d grieved the fact that her actions had put both of her children in danger. She’d grieved that she’d left him alone, here, at this bus stop, while he bled and suffered. ‘But you need to believe me now. He is alive. And he will help you. Find him, Mercy.’

Mercy’s nostrils flared, her eyes narrowing in anger. ‘No.’

Rhoda blinked, stunned to hear the venom in her daughter’s voice. ‘What? Why not?’

‘He’s selfish and I never want to see him again. He escaped. He lived. While we . . .’ Tears welled in Mercy’s eyes. ‘We suffered, Mama. We suffered because he was selfish.’

‘No, Mercy. He wasn’t selfish. Never that.’

‘No. I’ll be fine without him. We’ll be fine, you and me.’

Rhoda’s eyes filled with tears. Not we, my sweet girl. Just you. She wouldn’t be allowed to go with her daughter, she was certain. ‘Mercy, baby. There’s something you need to know about Gideon.’

Mercy turned her face away, clenching her eyes closed. ‘No.’

‘There was a reason he left.’ A good reason. Good enough that she’d chosen to part with her child. Her only son. Leaving him here, hoping that someone would find him. Help him.

‘I know. He didn’t want to be apprenticed. He didn’t want to work. He was lazy and selfish.’ Mercy spat the words she’d been fed by the community. By Mercy’s own ‘husband’.

Words that Rhoda had been too terrified to call what they were: evil lies. Now she was going to lose both of her children, because she was never going to be allowed to live after this latest show of defiance.

How had she let this happen? How had it come to this?

‘No, Mercy.’ Rhoda shook her head. ‘He wasn’t lazy. He wasn’t selfish.’ He was attacked. He was beaten. He was all but dead. ‘He was—’

The truck abruptly stopped, and Rhoda cursed herself for putting the truth off too long. It was too late. She had so much to tell her daughter and only seconds to do so.

‘Mercedes,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘You are Mercedes Reynolds.’

Mercy’s eyes widened in confusion. ‘What?’

The driver’s door opened. DJ was coming. Seconds. You have only seconds. Choose your words wisely.

‘You are Mercedes Reynolds. Not Terrill.’

Mercy’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘My parents are Derrick and Ronnie Reynolds in Houston. Find them. They’ll take care of you.’

‘Mama?’ Mercy’s fingers clenched Rhoda’s handmade coat. ‘You’re not making sense.’

But she was making sense. For the first time since believing a stranger’s lies about paradise, she was making sense. She was making it right. No, she could never make it right. She could only tell the truth.

‘Your brother is Gideon Reynolds. You need to find him. Tell him I’m sorry. Tell him that I love him.’ Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked them away, not caring where they fell. ‘I love you. Always and forever.’

Mercy’s lips trembled. ‘Mama?’

‘Selena. My name is Selena Reynolds.’ Then she hissed when the back of Brother DJ’s hand connected with her jaw.

‘Silence!’ DJ thundered.

Mercy recoiled, clenching her eyes closed as she stiffened, waiting for the next blow, but DJ didn’t have a problem with Mercy so the blow never came.

Touching the tip of her tongue to her bleeding lip, Rhoda met DJ’s dark eyes and said nothing. As she’d been taught.

DJ shot her a warning glare. ‘No more of your lies, Rhoda. You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.’

Rhoda dropped her eyes to the terrified child in her arms. She’s a child. The community held that Mercy was a woman grown, but she was not. Rhoda’s daughter was an almost-thirteen-year-old girl, scared out of her mind, but too beaten down to fight back. Emotionally and physically. Mercy’s husband had beaten her, had taken her so roughly that she’d bled. Again and again.

My fault. All my fault. I should have stopped him.

But that was an impossibility. Rhoda had been unable to stop the man’s harsh treatment of her own body, much less Mercy’s.

They’d been possessions. Nothing more.

‘You’ll keep your end of the bargain?’ she asked.

DJ nodded once, his expression grim as he held out his arms.

Rhoda tightened her hold on Mercy. ‘I’ll carry her,’ she insisted, then swallowed a yelp when DJ hit her again.

‘Stop making trouble, Rhoda,’ he growled, then grabbed Mercy from her arms.

Rhoda scrambled to the edge of the truck bed, managing to get one foot on the ground before DJ returned to shove her backward.

‘Stay here,’ he barked.

She crawled to one side of the truck so that she could look over the side. Mercy lay on the asphalt parking lot, curled into the fetal position, her body visibly trembling. What had he done to her?

‘Mercy?’ she called, hearing the fear in her own voice. ‘Mercy—’

But Rhoda’s cry was abruptly muted when DJ grabbed the chain around her neck and yanked it, cutting off her air supply. On reflex, she grabbed the locket at the base of the chain and pulled it away from her throat, trying to give herself room to breathe. But DJ yanked harder and she opened her mouth, gasping for breath.

She hated the chain. Hated the locket it held. Hated how the man who’d owned her had used it just as DJ did now. To control her. To show her who owned the very breaths she took. Not me. She hadn’t owned the breaths she took for twelve long years.

The chain wasn’t jewelry. It was a slave’s collar and she’d borne it for far too long.

Something sharp punctured her skin before sliding up the back of her neck, beneath the dreaded chain that dug deeper into her throat as black circles began to dance in front of her eyes.

She wondered if this was it. Is this how he’ll kill me?

But then a loud crunch filled her ears, and the chain went slack around her neck. She gasped in air that burned, one hand circling her throat protectively. The other still clutched the hated locket.

Until it was snatched from her hand.

‘Stay here,’ DJ growled. ‘I mean it, Rhoda.’

But Rhoda wasn’t listening anymore. She crawled to the truck’s open tailgate and slid to the ground. Grabbing the edge of the truck’s bed, she made her way to her daughter on unsteady legs.

DJ was crouched beside Mercy, one of his big hands yanking at her chain. In his other hand he held a pair of bolt cutters, and he proceeded to cut the chain from Mercy’s neck. But Mercy wasn’t fighting to breathe. She was as limp as a rag doll, pliant in DJ’s harsh grip.

DJ rose, holding both chains now. Rhoda thought he’d put them in the truck, but he strode toward a grassy area and used the bolt cutters to dig a shallow hole into which he threw the lockets. He covered them up, patting at the grass he’d cut away until the area looked undisturbed.

Rhoda stumbled to Mercy’s side, dropping to her knees beside her daughter. ‘Mercy? Say something. Please.’

But Mercy remained frozen where she lay, still in the fetal position. Wildly Rhoda searched the area, but the parking lot was deserted. There was no one to hear her. No one to help.

DJ was returning, his face dark and furious.

‘What did you do to her?’ Rhoda demanded, beyond caring what he’d do to silence her. All thoughts were for the daughter she’d failed in every possible way.

DJ smiled and the sight sent a cold shiver across her skin. ‘I told her that Brother Ephraim was on his way.’

The cold shiver became paralyzing dread. ‘Is he?’

DJ just smiled bigger. And drew a gun from beneath his jacket.

Rhoda’s heart stopped. This was it, then. The moment he killed her. ‘No. Not in front of her. Please.’

DJ laughed. ‘You made your bargain, Rhoda. I kept my end. You’re both here. Out of Eden.’ He lifted the gun, but to Rhoda’s horror, he pointed it at Mercy.

Rhoda threw herself over her child. ‘No! You promised!’

‘I promised to get you out. I never promised to let you live.’ Leaning over, he pulled Rhoda away from Mercy as if she weighed nothing.

She expected a loud blast, but all she heard was a little pop.

Silencer, she thought dully. He planned this. He never intended to let either of us go.

Mercy’s body jerked and a bright red stain began to spread on the front of her dress.

‘No.’ No, no, no. Rhoda was sobbing, reaching for her daughter, but DJ held her just far enough away. ‘Mercy? Mercy. Please. Open your eyes. Please.’

Mercy’s eyelids fluttered open. Mama. She mouthed the word, no sound emerging.

‘Say goodbye to Mama,’ DJ said mockingly as he pressed the gun to Rhoda’s abdomen.

Rhoda’s body jolted, a searing pain exploding in her gut. She screamed, unable to contain the excruciating pain. How was Mercy not screaming?

But she wasn’t. Her daughter lay on the ground, staring up at her. She was still breathing, though. She’s still alive.

‘Mercedes,’ Rhoda ground out. ‘Find Gideon. Gideon Reynolds.’

Mercy didn’t respond, continuing to stare, her eyes filled with confusion, pain, and terror.

‘Shut up, Rhoda,’ DJ snarled. ‘She’s not going to find anyone. She’s going to die here. Just like Gideon did. Just like you are.’

Rhoda shook her head hard. ‘Selena. I’m Selena. Not Rhoda. Never again.’

DJ shrugged. ‘Whatever.’ He tried to yank her to her feet, but her knees buckled.

‘Ephraim will kill you for this,’ she rasped.

DJ just laughed. ‘No, he won’t. He never does. He can’t.’

That made no sense, but Rhoda’s mind was spinning out of control and not much made sense. ‘Why are you doing this?’

‘Because I can.’ He tightened his hold on Rhoda’s arm and dragged her to the truck, hefting her to her feet, leaning her against its side. ‘Watch, Mercy.’

He pressed the barrel of the gun to Rhoda’s temple. This was it, then.

‘Say bye-bye, Rhoda,’ he said, humor in his voice.

‘Selena,’ she gritted out. ‘If you’re going to kill me, at least have the guts to say my name. Selena Reynolds.’

He chuckled. ‘Goodbye, Rhoda.’

Watch, Mercy. Brother DJ had commanded it, so Mercy obeyed as she’d been taught to do. She watched, a scream frozen in her throat. Mama! But her mother didn’t answer because her mother was gone.

Dead.

Her mother had collapsed against the side of the truck, a hole in the side of her head. For a moment she stared at Mercy, her eyes wide.

Dead.

And then Brother DJ lifted her mother’s body, his arm under her legs, and tossed her over the side of the truck into the bed. The bed where he’d taken her mother three times since they’d left Eden.

The only home Mercy had ever known.

Her mother hadn’t even protested. It had been the payment for getting them out. Mercy knew that. Her mother had told her so after each time. Mercy had wanted to answer, had wanted to tell her mother that it wasn’t worth it, that she – Mercy – wasn’t worth it, but she’d been unable to speak.

DJ hadn’t been gentle, but it was still better than . . . him. Brother Ephraim.

My husband. Just thinking the word made her shudder. And he was on his way. Brother DJ had told her so. Ephraim would find her here. He probably wouldn’t kill her. Although she’d wish he would.

She always wished he’d just kill her, but he never did.

Brother DJ rubbed his bloody hands on his pants and began walking her way. ‘Come on, Mercy.’

She just stared up at him, unable to say a word.

He leaned down, grabbed her arm, and forced her to stand, but her legs were like limp noodles. She hurt, everywhere. Her abdomen burned. She pressed her palm to her body, then stared at it dully. Her palm was covered in blood. I’m bleeding. Because he shot me. It was like a dream. Not real. Except it was. Her mother was dead. And I’m bleeding.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ he grunted. ‘Not you, too.’

She continued to stare. She’d heard Ephraim use that ‘F’-word, but only when he was really angry. Never in as casual a tone as Brother DJ’s.

He began to drag her toward the truck and she suddenly understood what he planned to do.

He’s going to kill me, too. He never intended to let either of us go.

But why had he driven them all the way here? Wherever here was. The sign said Redding Bus Terminal. She knew what a bus was, but despite being able to read the other two words, she didn’t understand them.

They’d driven for hours. Why come all this way only to kill us both? He could have stopped at any time and killed them on the side of the road.

He was toying with us, she realized. Making her mother believe that Mercy would be free. Her mother had been so hopeful . . . Now she was dead.

Mercy squinted when bright lights abruptly blinded her. A car. Another car had appeared and was pointing its lights at them.

‘Fuck!’ Brother DJ cursed again. He lifted his gun, pointing it at the bright lights. He fired once, then dropped her arm when blue lights began flashing above the bright white lights. ‘Cops.’

He ran to the truck, firing at Mercy again. Every nerve ending in her leg sparked, the shot hitting her midcalf. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound would come.

Brother DJ got in his truck and sped away, firing a final time, but the bullet missed her, hitting the asphalt near her head. Shards of stone exploded from the road, and little pricks of pain licked at the side of her face.

And then it was quiet, the only sound the soft motor of the car that had spurred Brother DJ to run.

Cops. That meant police officers.

Who were bad. They’d hurt her. Beat her. Take her to prison. Make sure she never saw daylight again. If they ever catch you, say nothing. Admit nothing. Never tell about the community. Never say ‘Eden’.

The threats she’d heard a thousand times from her teachers in the community spun in her mind like a tornado, giving her a rush of energy. Get away. She had to get away.

She pushed herself to her hands and knees and began to crawl away from the lights. Toward the grass. Toward the lockets Brother DJ had buried.

She hated her locket. But she needed it. Felt . . . wrong without it. She hated that she needed it.

Mama. Her mother’s locket was there, too.

Her mother, who was dead. Whose body was in the back of Brother DJ’s truck.

Her mother, who’d tried to save her.

The car behind her never moved. No people emerged. No one shouted a threat. No one tried to stop her. So she kept crawling.

Finally her knees touched grass and she wanted to cry. She hurt. So bad. The world began to spin, but she kept pushing her body forward.

Just a little more. A little farther. And then she saw it. The patch of earth Brother DJ had disturbed when he’d buried the lockets. She collapsed next to it and clawed at the dirt until her hand closed around the chain that Ephraim had used as a weapon against her so many times.

She dragged it from the ground, then clawed until she found a second chain. The lockets were covered with dirt, hiding the two children kneeling in prayer under an olive tree, all under the spread wings of the archangel Uriel. But Mercy didn’t need to see the engraved image. It was permanently etched in her mind. Just as were the names engraved into the backs of each locket.

Miriam. Rhoda. The names they’d been given in Eden. Miriam was so common a name, her mother had always called her Mercy for short. The past year Mercy had thought it a cruel joke, because there had been no mercy for her or her mother. But the nickname made sense now. Because my name is Mercedes.

She wasn’t Miriam. She was Mercedes. And her mother was Selena.

Except that her mother was dead.

Tears filled her eyes. Mama.

She didn’t know how long she lay on the ground, tears running down her face. But when the screech of sirens filled the air, she was too tired to move.

The police were coming and she was too tired to move.

‘Miss?’

Curled on her side, Mercy struggled to open her eyes. But she was too tired. So tired. Need to sleep.

Hands were on her, turning her to her back, and her mind screamed at her to run. But she couldn’t move. So tired. Leave me alone. Need to sleep.

‘Shit,’ a man said. ‘She’s been shot. Gunshot wound to the lower abdomen. Another midcalf.’

‘Pulse is thready,’ a woman said. ‘BP falling. Let’s get her loaded.’ A hand stroked her face. ‘It’ll be okay, honey. We’re going to help you.’

Mercy wanted to believe her. Wanted it so badly. But people didn’t help you out here. They lied and got you to lower your guard. Then they hurt you.

But Ephraim hurt you. Brother DJ hurt you, too. And they were inside. They were community. They were supposed to have taken care of her.

Whatever these people did to her, it couldn’t be worse than what her own husband had done.

And if they killed her?

She almost hoped they would. It would be a relief.







One

Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 4.45 P.M.

I’m back. Oh God, I’m back. Mercy Callahan inhaled deeply, hoping yoga breathing would calm her racing heart. Why did I think this was a good idea? This is a terrible idea. I’m just going to make things even worse.

‘Mercy, did you sleep at all on the flight?’

Mercy startled at the voice in her ear, glancing at her best friend as they emerged from the Jetway into the terminal, which teemed with people. Too many people. Mercy had to steel her spine against the urge to run away. To run back to New Orleans. Again.

‘No. I’m too . . .’ Anxious. Terrified. Wound tighter than a coiled spring. ‘Too everything.’

Farrah made a sympathetic noise. ‘I know, honey. But it will be okay. And if it’s not, I’m here. I won’t leave you, and if you need me to, I’ll take you home.’

Home. New Orleans truly had become home. People loved her there. People respected her there. People didn’t pity her there. Or they hadn’t until six weeks ago. There was something about having your face spread all over the front page of newspapers all over the country that kind of put a person in the public eye. When the picture was under a headline that read RESCUED FROM A SERIAL KILLER, the public eyes were filled with speculation and horror and a physical distance that Mercy rationally knew was a fear of saying the wrong thing. But it was still distance.

But she’d still been okay. Until that damn CNN interview five days ago. One of the other two survivors had talked at length about her experience, making sure to mention all the victims so that no one forgot their names. As if I could. Of course the woman being interviewed had mentioned Mercy and of course Mercy had tortured herself by watching it.

The content hadn’t been awful. It had been respectfully delivered, but seeing her own face on the TV screen, how pale she’d been, how absolutely terrified . . . Mercy hadn’t slept that night or any of the nights thereafter. It was like having a house dropped on her head. Everything changed.

And every one of her co-workers had seen the broadcast. Every single one. They didn’t have to tell her so. Mercy had seen the truth on their faces and it had rattled her to her core.

It made her feel like a stranger in the first place that had ever truly felt like home. But New Orleans was home thanks to Farrah, and that her friend was sticking close by her side was better than any gift Mercy had ever received. If Mercy did run back to New Orleans, Farrah would never blame her.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

Farrah nudged her shoulder into Mercy’s. ‘One step at a time, girl. You know the drill.’

Yes, Mercy knew the drill. One whole day at a time had been too terrifying to contemplate, back when she’d first met Farrah, back when she’d been eighteen and trying so hard to make a life for herself. She’d managed a step at a time. A breath at a time. She still needed the mantra to keep her sanity, especially at night when the memories encroached like prowling wolves scenting helpless prey.

Or on flights back to Sacramento. Mercy preferred the wolves, quite honestly. This city, this state, they were frequent stars in her nightmares.

‘I know. One step at a time.’ Mercy made herself smile. ‘You showed me. You and Mama Ro.’

Farrah Romero’s mama was priceless, a woman with a warm smile who took no shit from anyone. Mercy wished her own mother had been more like Mama Ro, the wish shaming her more than words could say.

Mercy’s mother had been brave in her own way, sacrificing her life – quite literally – there at the end. Those were the worst nightmares of all.

‘Let’s get your luggage,’ Farrah said. ‘Then the rental car. We’ll find somewhere to eat and let you pull yourself together before we see your brother.’

Mercy had to swallow back the bile that rose to burn her from the inside out every time she thought about her brother. Gideon. How she’d hated him, for so many years.

How wrong she’d been. God, I am a horrible person. He was going to hate her, and if he didn’t, he should. Him and his best friend, Rafe.

She’d done both of them wrong. A wave of dizziness had her sucking in air as she realized too late that she’d been holding her breath. And that she’d stopped walking in the middle of the terminal, forcing disgruntled travelers to go around her. I’m rude, too. ‘God,’ she gasped as little black dots flickered all around her. This was such utter bullshit, but she couldn’t seem to make it all stop.

‘You’re all right.’ Farrah’s hand was on her back, rubbing small circles as they stood there. Farrah ignored the frowns on the faces of the travelers, focusing only on Mercy. ‘That’s my girl. It’s a panic attack. You know what to do. Breathing’s good. In and out.’

Mercy blinked hard and readjusted the strap cutting into her shoulder. The cat carrier was heavy, but that was good because the biting pain was helping to center her. Not that she’d admit that to anyone ever again. The last time she’d admitted that pain helped her focus, she’d ended up in the psychiatric ward on a seventy-two-hour hold. That had . . . sucked. ‘I’m okay. I’m fine.’

Farrah smiled, bright as sunshine. Her best friend had the very best smile. Just seeing it made Mercy want to smile back. It was Farrah’s superpower. ‘Of course you’re okay,’ she said, giving her back a final pat. ‘Let’s get moving, so we can get something to eat.’

Mercy told her feet to move. One step at a time. Thankfully her feet listened and she and Farrah were headed toward baggage claim. ‘We have to get the cats settled first. I’ll find a pet store to get litter boxes. And food.’ Hearing the word ‘food’, Rory yowled pitifully from his carrier, and Mercy patted the side. ‘Hush, beast. You’ll survive a little longer.’

Farrah made a derisive noise. ‘I think your cats could miss a meal or two, Merce. Or ten.’ She lifted the cat carrier she held in one clenched fist. ‘Jack-Jack weighs sixty-two pounds.’

Mercy laughed, the sound foreign but welcome. Farrah could always make her laugh. ‘Not quite sixty-two pounds.’ Her Ragdoll kitties topped the scales at nineteen pounds each. ‘Besides, the vet said they’re both healthy. Not fat, just sturdy.’

Farrah’s brows lifted. ‘Sturdy. I like that. I think I’ll start using that word for myself.’

Mercy frowned. ‘Stop that. You’re curvy and gorgeous. I wish I had your curves.’ Farrah was soft, her whole demeanor inviting hugs, and the bright, bold colors she wore glowed like jewels against her dark skin. Today’s outfit was bright yellow and had heads turning with smiles and appreciation.

Farrah sighed, a put-upon sound that she’d drama’d up for Mercy’s benefit. ‘No, you don’t. It’s hard to find clothes for curves. I wish I were stick-slender.’

But Mercy saw the twinkle in Farrah’s eye and knew the truth. ‘No, you don’t. You like the way Captain Holmes stares at your curves.’

Farrah grinned. ‘That I do, and I make no apologies. My man is fine.’

‘Yes, he definitely is.’ Even though Captain Holmes could be intimidating in cop mode, he was kind and funny and he’d always treated Farrah like she was the sweetest of treasures. That made the man more than fine in Mercy’s book, even if he did make her feel small whenever he was in the room. ‘But not my type,’ she added when Farrah gave her an amused look. ‘He’s very . . . big, isn’t he?’

Farrah threw back her head and laughed. ‘He most certainly is, in all the right places. One in particular.’

Mercy’s cheeks heated. She hadn’t meant that, but Farrah had a bawdy streak. ‘Was he okay with you just dropping everything to come with me?’ she asked, changing the subject.

Farrah sobered, nodding. ‘He was perfectly okay with it. You said you needed me and that was good enough for him. That we’re staying in a house owned by a cop made him feel better about it, though.’ She shrugged. ‘He worries.’

A house owned by a cop. Mercy winced, thinking about the cop in question. Homicide detective Raphael Sokolov, Gideon’s best friend. The brother of his heart in the way that Farrah was the sister of hers.

Rafe probably hated her, too. If he didn’t, he should. Or would, given enough time. She selfishly hoped that he wouldn’t, though. Her memories of Rafe as she’d sat at his bedside for two weeks – his golden hair, his slow smile, and his unfettered happiness despite his pain – were the only bright spots in the nights she’d spent tossing and turning and fearing to sleep in the six weeks since returning to New Orleans. ‘The cop is on disability leave.’ Because he’d taken a bullet. For me. ‘Did you tell your captain that?’

Farrah made a face. ‘Well, no. But a cop’s a cop, Mercy. Just because the man is recuperating from injuries doesn’t mean squat. He’s still a cop deep down. Instincts don’t go on sabbatical, you know.’ She narrowed her eyes abruptly. ‘He knows we’re coming, doesn’t he?’

Mercy opened her mouth, then closed it again.

Farrah’s frown deepened. ‘Mercy? He knows we’re coming, doesn’t he?’

‘No, but his sister does. I called her to ask if we could stay with her for a little while.’

‘Okay.’ Farrah’s frown receded, but her wariness remained. ‘The sister is Sasha, right?’

‘Right. Rafe’s house has three apartments. Rafe was staying on the bottom floor because he couldn’t do the stairs, at least when I was last there.’ Before I ran away like the coward I am. ‘The bullet tore the muscles in his thigh.’ Mercy shuddered at the memory of the pain he’d suffered, but she couldn’t dwell on that now or she’d never make it to baggage claim. Breathe in and out. Nice and easy. She swallowed hard and pushed on. ‘The bottom-floor apartment actually belongs to Daisy.’

‘Your brother’s girlfriend,’ Farrah said conversationally, but every mention of Gideon was said with care, like she expected Mercy to bolt. Or faint dead away.

Neither was out of the realm of possibility at the moment.

‘Yes. I like Daisy. She’s artsy and fun.’ But the woman had experienced her own share of heartache and Mercy felt a kinship that she wished she could have further explored. Now’s your chance, Callahan. You’re back. You can do all the things you wish you’d done when you were here six weeks ago.

Things like having a heart-to-heart with Gideon. Like begging for his forgiveness.

Gideon loves you. You know that. But it was a lot for anyone to forgive. She wouldn’t blame Gideon if he couldn’t. Still, she needed to make that right, too.

‘Daisy’s such a cute name. I can’t wait to meet her,’ Farrah was saying warmly. ‘So if Rafe has taken Daisy’s apartment, where does she live?’

‘On the top floor. They just switched. Rafe’s sister Sasha rents the middle floor.’

‘And that’s where we’re going to stay?’

‘For a few days.’ She patted Rory’s carrier. ‘Until I find an extended-stay hotel that takes cats.’

Farrah studied her as they walked. ‘Extended? Exactly how long is “extended”?’

Mercy bit at her lip. ‘I don’t know. I have . . . some time off.’

‘How much time off?’

Mercy braced herself for Farrah’s reaction. ‘Two months.’

Farrah stopped walking, staring at Mercy in stunned disbelief. ‘Two months? How?’ She pulled Mercy’s arm so that they were against the wall, out of the traffic flow. ‘How did you get two months of vacation?’

Breathe in and out. Nice and easy. ‘It’s not vacation. I’m on leave. Personal leave.’ And I’m lucky to have it, she told herself for the hundredth time.

Worry clouded her friend’s brown eyes. ‘You never mentioned requesting leave.’

‘Because I didn’t.’ Mercy leaned against the wall, closing her eyes. ‘I effed up. At work.’

‘Oh, honey,’ Farrah murmured. ‘What happened?’

‘It was after that CNN special interview on Monday night. I got distracted. Mixed up some test samples.’

Farrah’s indrawn breath said all that she didn’t. Mixing up samples in Mercy’s line of work was a big deal. A very big deal. She held people’s futures in her hands. Their innocence or guilt often rested on the results of the DNA analysis she ran for the New Orleans PD. I could have ruined an innocent man.

‘I figured it out, though,’ Mercy added, ‘after I’d run both samples. I was able to correct the first report before the DA could use it to file charges. I told my supervisor, and he and his supervisor called me into a meeting Thursday afternoon. I thought I was getting fired.’ Mercy opened her eyes to find Farrah’s full of compassion and concern. ‘I’m lucky that I ’fessed up and that it was my first mistake. They said that they knew I’d been under a lot of pressure and that they wished they’d encouraged me to take leave when I first came back from Sacramento.’ When she’d first run away from Gideon – and Rafe – only to hide her head in the sand. ‘But they couldn’t.’

‘Not unless it affected your job.’

‘Which it did.’

‘Of course it did,’ Farrah said, her voice so abruptly sharp that Mercy flinched. ‘You were abducted by a freaking serial killer, Mercy. You almost died.’

The tears of anguish in Farrah’s eyes kept Mercy from taking offense at her tone. ‘But I didn’t. I’m okay.’

‘No, you’re not okay, you stubborn thing.’ Farrah brushed a trembling hand back over her hair, the close-cut natural style that framed her face so well. ‘Just because you weren’t physically injured doesn’t mean you’re okay. Plus, Detective Sokolov was injured and he did almost die. It was a trauma.’ She pressed her fingers to her lips as she visibly fought for composure. ‘I almost lost you,’ she added in a devastated whisper.

Mercy didn’t want to think about it. Not now. If she allowed herself to remember the ordeal, she might turn around and run for the nearest plane out of Sacramento. ‘I thought if I just worked and kept to my routine, that I’d get through it. It’s worked before.’

Farrah’s voice was back to quiet. Soothing. ‘It worked before because you were also seeing a therapist.’

‘And I have to do that, too,’ Mercy admitted. ‘My supervisors said that no one blamed me for my mistake, and that they wanted me back, but that a therapist would have to sign off on my state of mind.’

Farrah squeezed her arm. ‘Are you okay with this?’

Mercy shrugged. ‘I have to be. It’s a reasonable requirement. Plus, I love my job and they were actually really nice about it all. I think I was harder on myself.’

‘No,’ Farrah drawled dryly. ‘Say it ain’t so.’

Mercy’s lips curved. ‘It ain’t so.’

‘And you are a lying McLiarface who lies.’

Mercy snorted. ‘You’ve been babysitting your nephews recently, haven’t you?’

‘I have.’ Farrah set the cat carrier on the floor, enveloping Mercy in a hard hug. ‘It was like a wake-up call for you, huh?’

And how. Mercy nodded miserably against Farrah’s shoulder. ‘Yeah. I realized that I could have sent an innocent man to prison and . . . I kind of fell apart. I had to come clean.’

‘Of course you did. You are a good person, Mercy Callahan.’

Mercy wasn’t so sure about that. She’d done some pretty awful things. But you’re here to make amends, she thought, and therefore didn’t argue. ‘When the bosses gave me two months of leave, I decided I had to face what happened in California.’

Farrah pulled away, her expression wary. ‘In California? You mean in Sacramento? Or . . .’

Farrah knew of Mercy’s history in California – her most recent brush with danger in Sacramento back in February, but also the childhood she’d spent in fear in the northernmost part of the state. Farrah was the only one who did know all the details, except for the new piece of information that had left Mercy reeling, adrift, and fleeing for home. Mercy hadn’t shared it with anyone. She hadn’t completely processed it herself yet.

There’s something you need to know about Gideon.

Oh, Mama. Why didn’t you talk faster? Why didn’t you tell me long before it was too late? Because now Mercy knew the truth and it had upended everything she’d thought she’d known before.

‘Or,’ Mercy whispered, unwilling – unable – to say the word that haunted her waking thoughts and worst nightmares.

Eden. The cult that had fostered DJ Belmont, who’d killed her mother. The cult that had glorified Ephraim Burton, who’d . . . Hurt me. Over and over and over.

Farrah’s shoulders sagged because she understood all the implications of what Mercy hadn’t said aloud. ‘Oh, honey. Why now, after all these years? What changed?’

That was the question, wasn’t it? She’d escaped Eden thirteen years before, had undergone years of therapy to forget what she’d experienced. Well, not to forget. No one ever truly forgot sexual assault. But she was able to live with the memories, to relegate them to the proper places in her mind. She’d been doing so well.

Until Sacramento. Until Gideon. Until she’d learned the truth.

‘Gideon,’ she murmured. ‘He changed everything. I have to see him. To tell him that I’m sorry.’

Farrah frowned. ‘Sorry for what?’

‘For hating him all this time.’

‘Mercy, honey, we’ve had this conversation. He left you in that awful place. He killed his boss and ran away because he didn’t want to work. Left you and your mama to bear the consequences, which were brutal. Resentment is natural.’

Except that none of that was true. It was a filthy lie, concocted by the men who’d owned them back then. Why didn’t I question? Why did I believe that ridiculous story? Why did Mama let me believe it? A sob started to take root in her throat, and Mercy fought it back. ‘He was only thirteen.’

Farrah cupped her cheek. ‘I know. He was young and scared. He probably didn’t know what you and your mother were suffering after he left.’

Mercy shook her head. ‘No, you don’t understand. I found out something when I was here before. I found out why Gideon escaped. He didn’t just run away.’

Farrah’s eyes widened. ‘What? How did he escape, then?’

Mercy thought about her mama, about those final minutes of her life. ‘Mama told me to find him. Right before she was . . .’ Murdered. Mercy couldn’t say that word, either. Because it was my fault. Her mother had sacrificed her life. For me. ‘At first I was shocked, because I’d thought he’d been dead all that time. But Mama said that he’d escaped, that he was alive, and that he’d help me. But then I got so angry. I said no, that he was selfish. Mama said, “There’s something you need to know about Gideon.” And now I know what that was.’

Farrah waited patiently, as if they weren’t standing against the wall of a crowded airport terminal.

Mercy swallowed again. ‘They hurt him. They beat him. Almost killed him.’

‘Oh my God,’ Farrah whispered, horrified. ‘Why? Because he killed his boss?’

‘He did that, but only because he fought back when one of the men tried to . . .’ Say it. Stop being a coward. Say. It. ‘Tried to rape him. He killed the man by accident and the other men from the community beat him so bad that he almost died. He couldn’t walk, couldn’t see, was barely conscious.’

Farrah stared in shock. Then she gave herself a little shake and asked, ‘How did he get out?’

‘Mama.’

‘Oh.’ The word escaped Farrah on a quiet rush of breath. ‘I get it now. Your mama smuggled him out, didn’t she? Just like she smuggled you out.’

Mercy nodded. ‘But she left him at a bus stop, all alone, hoping someone would find him. She had to leave him. She had to go back . . . there.’ To Eden. ‘Because of me.’

‘To protect you. Oh, Mercy. I’m so sorry.’

Mercy blinked rapidly. She would not cry. Not here. ‘I didn’t know. I hated him all those years. I hated him for something he didn’t do.’

‘He’ll forgive you. I know it.’

‘He already has.’ For that, anyway. ‘I guess I haven’t forgiven myself.’

‘No,’ Farrah drawled again. ‘Say it ain’t so.’

Mercy was amazed to hear herself chuckle. ‘It’s so. It’s so so.’

Farrah hugged her again, hard. ‘We’ll get through this. You and me. I won’t leave you.’

Mercy couldn’t quite breathe from being squeezed but didn’t want to move out of Farrah’s embrace. This was love, safety. Acceptance. ‘You’re staying for two whole months?’ she asked lightly, even as she clung.

‘I’ll stay until I know you’re okay. I got time coming from the university and if I get lonely for my captain, he can get himself on a damn plane. You’re worth it, Mercy.’

‘I love you, Ro.’ Mercy blurted the words, shocking herself. Farrah had often said the words to her, but Mercy had never been able to say them back. ‘I should have said it years ago. You’re the sister I never had. Your family is my family.’

Farrah reared back, blinking in surprise, and then her eyes filled with tears again, but this time they were tears of happiness and affection. ‘Oh, baby girl. I love you, too.’ She straightened her spine and grabbed the cat carrier. ‘Let’s get our suitcases before my mascara starts to run.’

Mercy forced her feet to move. One step at a time. One breath at a time. You can do this. Be brave. At least she had a few hours to center herself before coming face-to-face with her brother or any of the Sokolovs.

‘Would you look at that?’ Farrah said, pointing down the escalator to where people waited at baggage claim. People holding signs.

Specifically, people like Sasha Sokolov holding a sign that said CALLAHAN, each letter in a different color. Because that was the way Sasha rolled.

She was tall, like her brother. Blond, like her brother, with the same dark brown eyes that lit up with an inner joy that Mercy envied. Just like her brother.

‘That’s Sasha, I take it?’ Farrah drawled.

Nervously Mercy scanned the waiting crowd for Rafe, but he wasn’t with his sister. Relief left her a little dizzy, even as disappointment sat like lead in her gut. Why would he come to meet her? She’d left him without a single word. ‘Yeah. I, um, didn’t know she’d be meeting us. I didn’t even tell her which flight we were on.’

Because she hadn’t wanted Sasha to meet them. She hadn’t wanted anyone to meet them. She needed time to prepare herself for the hard conversations that lay ahead.

‘Mercy!’ Sasha shouted, waving her rainbow sign. ‘Over here!’ Not willing to wait – for much of anything – Sasha charged, sidestepping several travelers like a running back dancing upfield.

Farrah laughed. ‘I think this is gonna be fun.’

Mercy had just braced herself for impact when Sasha grabbed her in a fierce hug, lifting her to her toes. ‘I’m so glad to see you,’ Sasha whispered, then pulled away, holding her hand out to Farrah. ‘I’m Sasha.’

Farrah bypassed Sasha’s hand, going for the hug, and Sasha made a happy sound. ‘I’m Farrah. Thank you for meeting us.’

Sasha stepped back with a mock glare for Mercy. ‘It wasn’t easy. I’ve been here for hours, waiting on every flight that could possibly have started in or transferred from New Orleans.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Mercy mumbled.

Sasha waved her apology away. ‘Introduce us properly, Mercy.’

‘Sasha, this is my best friend, Dr Farrah Romero. Farrah, Sasha Sokolov.’

Sasha lifted her perfectly arched brows. ‘Doctor?’

‘I’m a biophysicist,’ Farrah explained. ‘I work for a university.’

Sasha nodded. ‘Very cool. If you’re willing, I’d love for you to chat with my youngest sister, Zoya. She wants to be a doctor. A medical doctor, I think, but she’s only seventeen, so . . .’

Farrah smiled. ‘I’d be happy to talk to her.’

‘Excellent.’ Sasha shook her head. ‘Where are my manners?’ She took a cat carrier in each hand and gave a low whistle. ‘Shit, Mercy, how many cats you got in here? And are they sitting on bricks?’

Farrah nodded. ‘Right? They’re behemoths.’

Mercy made herself smile, because her anxiety was beginning to build again. There were too many people here. Too much noise.

‘Hey,’ Farrah murmured, sensing her tension. ‘Go sit down. I’ll get our bags.’

Mercy shook her head. ‘I’ll go get our rental car and meet you at the pickup curb.’

‘Nope,’ Sasha said. ‘No renting of cars needed. I drove my father’s SUV today, which you will be borrowing while you’re here. He never drives it anymore, not since he got the Tesla.’

Tesla? Really? Farrah mouthed.

‘Karl owns a successful marketing agency,’ Mercy told her, then turned to Sasha. ‘That’s not necessary, really.’

Sasha gave her a long, long look. ‘Yes, it is. Gideon is family. You are Gideon’s sister. Therefore, you are family, and no family of ours rents a car when they visit.’

‘I’ll be here for a while,’ Mercy said, flailing for some argument she could make stick in the face of the tsunami that was Sasha Sokolov.

‘Better still,’ Sasha returned. ‘Also, I already stopped at the pet store this morning for cat supplies. Food, litter, a litter box. Even some toys. So once we get your suitcases, we can go straight to my place, where you can rest.’ With that, she stalked off toward the baggage carousel, handling the cats as if they weighed nothing.

‘Wow,’ Farrah said with clear admiration. ‘I’m impressed. It took me years to bulldoze you like that and she figured it out in a few weeks. Are they all like that?’

Mercy sighed. ‘Yes. They have a large family.’ A big, noisy, pushy, boisterous family who loved each other so much. Who loved Gideon so much. ‘There are eight kids, and Mrs Sokolov is as big a force of nature as Mama Ro.’

Irina Sokolov had also bulldozed her way through Mercy’s defenses, mothering Mercy as if she’d been another Sokolov. Mercy had balked at first, preferring solitude as she’d sat by Rafe’s hospital bed, but Irina hadn’t allowed it. They’d developed a natural rapport and by the end of her visit, Mercy had grown fond of the older woman, missing her counsel when she’d fled back to New Orleans. It will be good to see her again.

‘And Sasha’s brother?’ Farrah asked slyly. ‘Is he a force of nature?’

Ignoring Farrah’s innuendo, Mercy honestly considered the question. ‘No. There’s a . . . a quietness with Rafe that the rest of the family doesn’t seem to possess.’ At first she’d thought it was because he’d been injured and was in pain, but she’d quickly learned that his quiet ran deep, but that he hid it from his family and she’d never asked why. She wasn’t sure if she’d wanted to know, because knowing would foster the closeness that Rafe had wanted, but that had scared her to death. ‘Or at least I didn’t see it in the two weeks I was here.’

‘I cannot wait to meet him,’ Farrah said. ‘I’ll help Sasha find our bags. Why don’t you go to the ladies’ room to freshen up? It’ll be quieter there. We’ll wait for you by the door over there.’

Mercy nodded, grateful. ‘I will. Thank you.’ She paused a moment, though, watching Farrah and Sasha getting to know each other by the baggage carousel. Farrah said something that made Sasha throw back her head and laugh and in that moment, she looked so much like her brother that Mercy’s heart hurt.

Rafe had laughed like that. Not often – he’d been in too much pain – but once or twice she’d say something wry and his laugh would boom out, joyful and happy. He’d been golden in those moments. Beautiful. Untouchable by someone like me.

And then that last time, the last day she’d been there, he’d sobered, staring at her as if he’d never seen her before. Stay, he’d murmured. Let’s see where this goes. Please. And then he’d kissed her, shattering everything she’d thought she’d known about who she was and what she wanted.

That was what had made her run home, the straw that broke the camel’s back. That terrifying, beautiful, amazing kiss. He should be so angry. Maybe he wouldn’t even want to see her again. Maybe she should find a hotel, like right now.

Or maybe she should grow the hell up and stop being a frightened child. Deliberately turning her body, Mercy headed for the ladies’ room, trying to calm the butterflies in her gut that had changed to angry bees.

Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.00 P.M.

Finally. Ephraim had been waiting for hours, his own flight from New Orleans having landed early that afternoon. Mercy had led him on quite the merry chase, with two cross-country flights in under a week.

He’d booked his flight to Louisiana as soon as he’d seen Mercy’s face on the TV on Monday night. Or at least as soon as he’d recovered from his shock at seeing her alive when he’d thought her dead for thirteen years.

The CNN interview had been full of shocks. Mercy was still alive. She’d survived being abducted by a serial killer. But there was another victim – Eileen, who’d been given the name of Miriam when Ephraim had married her. Now she was dead at this serial killer’s hands. And the most dangerous shock of all – Miriam’s locket had been found and was now in the hands of the police. Which meant that, unless Miriam had removed their wedding photo from the locket, the cops now knew his face.

Fortunately, he no longer wore the pirate patch like he had in the photo. Not out in the world anyway. Only in Eden, because no one in the community could know that he’d gotten surgery none of them would have access to.

But the real chances of the cops knowing his face were slim. If they had his picture, they’d have it spread all over the TV. Just like Mercy’s had been in that broadcast.

The CNN reporter had been so helpful, telling her viewing audience where Mercy now lived. Ephraim had followed Mercy around New Orleans for days, learning her routine. He’d planned his grab for last night, only to learn from her neighbor that she was flying back to Sacramento and he’d missed her.

He hadn’t planned to kill Mercy’s neighbor, but the woman had seen his face. He’d had no choice. His preferred method of eliminating threats was snapping his victim’s neck – and he was damn good at it – but he wanted the old lady to look like she’d died of natural causes, so he’d suffocated her instead, which took more effort. Tracking Mercy had been a lot more trouble than he’d expected.

But it had all worked out because there she was, walking toward the ladies’ room. Mercy Callahan, or so she called herself now. When she’d been his wife, she’d been Mercy Burton. And since Eden didn’t permit divorce, she was still Mercy Burton.

Slowly, he moved toward the restrooms, not wanting to attract any attention. He had no idea if Mercy or her bastard brother had told anyone about him, but there was a chance that his photo from Miriam’s locket might have surfaced, and he wasn’t going to be careless.

Careless men got caught. I will not get caught.

Not for the first time, he cursed Miriam, wishing he could have been the one who’d snapped her neck instead of the random stranger who’d killed her. If she’d stayed where she was supposed to be – in Eden, with me – she’d still be alive. Her locket would be safe, instead of in the hands of the police. His photo would still be secure.

He’d told Pastor that putting their wedding photos in the women’s lockets was a terrible idea, but the man seriously thought he was infallible. After thirty years of being told he was God’s emissary, Eden’s own priest, Pastor believed his own press and had developed a serious God complex.

But Pastor was old. And I’m next in line. The only threat to his taking control of Eden after Pastor’s death was DJ Belmont.

And I’m about to grind him into the ground like the cockroach he is. As soon as he dragged little Mercy back to Eden, he’d be able to prove that DJ had lied. DJ had sworn to Pastor that he’d killed Mercy and buried her where her body would never be found.

But DJ’s lie was evidenced by the young woman walking into the ladies’ room, all by herself.

That she’d separated from her companions was a bit of luck. He didn’t want to have to kill the other two women, but he would if he had to. He wanted to take only Mercy back with him.

Where she belonged. And nobody was going to stop him.







Two

Sacramento, California
Saturday, 15 April, 5.03 P.M.

Luckily the ladies’ room was completely unoccupied and quiet. She could think in the quiet. Not that she really wanted to think.

She was back in California. Back to Gideon. Back to Rafe. And back to the memories of Eden that seemed so much closer to the surface here.

Eden. As much as she dreaded having to face Gideon and Rafe again, just being in California had her nearly hyperventilating. Eden was here, somewhere. Somewhere north of Sacramento, way up in the mountains where monsters could hide and continue their abuse.

Monsters like Ephraim Burton and DJ Belmont. She shuddered. DJ had killed her mother, but it was Ephraim who’d terrified her to the depths of her soul. He still did. The memory of him, big and hulking, harsh hands that hit and hit, still had the power to reduce her to the traumatized girl she’d been. His one eye, intense and so cruel. His body that had . . . hurt her.

Say the word, Mercy. He raped you for an entire year. Until she’d nearly died. She would have died, had it not been for her mother’s sacrifice.

But Mama had sacrificed, enabling Mercy’s and Gideon’s escapes. Gideon had been searching for Eden ever since. He’d become a special agent with the FBI, to help people. To find Eden. To free the others who were still enslaved. Still afraid and hurting. While I ran away to hide from him
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