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Chapter 1—Anabel

My name is Anabel Martin, and I am an orphan.

I can’t say that. I shook my head and sighed, pivoting slowly in front of the mirror, taking in my hair, my legs, my dress. My blue eyes looked sullen in the mirror, and I wondered if nineteen was too old to be considered an orphan. Does it count if you’ve never known your mother, and your father was emotionally unavailable for your whole life? 

“Stand up straight,” I heard a voice say from behind me. I closed my eyes, ready for the lecture.

I turned and grimaced at my brother, Sam, who is more than twice my age. He studied me, taking in everything about my appearance. Being next to him, all stylish in his suit with his well-groomed hair, made me and my obnoxious curls feel wild and savage. “Standing up straight isn’t going to hide it, Sam.”

“No, but it’s the best we can do for now.” He came and kissed my forehead, and pulled me into a hug. “It will be okay, sweetie.” Then he turned and said, “Meet me downstairs in five minutes, okay?”

He paused at the door. “You know, there are ways around this, Anabel. It’s not too late.”

I rounded on him. “If you suggest that ever again, I’ll tell everyone. Those will be the first words out of my mouth, Sam. I promise you.”

“Take it easy,” he soothed. “I just wanted to remind you . . .”

I gave him a stiff nod, and he exited the room.

My name is Anabel Martin, and I ruined my brother’s life. 

The fact that Sam is treating me with such tenderness is wreaking havoc on my sense of right and wrong, and truthfully, if I were in his position, I don’t think I would be behaving as wonderfully to him as he is me.

But then again, my brother is almost a saint, whereas I have a dark spot on my soul.

I sat down on my bed that wasn’t really mine and stared at my shoes. They were some designer, Steve Madden, I guess. I had never bought my own clothes and proved to be a horror to my sister-in-law, who had been forced to spend time with me and fix me up with a wardrobe. Taking me shopping was the only thing that we had done together since I moved in with her and Sam, and I hadn’t impressed her when I informed her that I did not know the difference between Calvin Klein and Ralph Lauren. When we had finally settled on the Gap, she had thrown her hands up in disgust and waited outside until I called her, needing the credit card.

She doesn’t like me. I haven’t been allowed outside much because nobody likes me due to the fact that I am the sole reason that my brother resigned from office. So far, my social interactions have included him, my sister-in-law, and the rotating bodyguards who all look the same and barely acknowledge me. Sometimes I see my doctor, but he has to make house calls, so those times are rare.

My name is Anabel Martin, and I am very much alone.

Alexis barged in. She’s beautiful—gorgeous, really—and like my brother, also twice my age. She stared at me, judging, and then said, “You look okay, but you need some makeup.”

“I don’t know how to put it on,” I mumbled. 

She let out a frustrated noise which was a cross between a groan and a wail, and immediately attacked me with powder and eye shadow. I tolerated this invasion as best I could, but when she tried to assault me with an eyelash curler I pushed her away. “It’s too much.”

“Everyone does this, Anabel,” she snapped. “You’re ready. Grab your coat and go with Sam.”

I glared back at her. “I think it’s ridiculous you are making me wear a trench coat in September.”

“Deal with it,” she sniffed, and turned on her heel and headed toward the door. She paused to look at me and say, “Watch what you say, and whatever you do—”

“Do not talk to Jared Sorensen,” I chorused with her. “As if I’d forgotten.”

She nodded. “You don’t want to hurt your brother any more than you already have, do you?”

“No, Alexis.” I pulled the green coat around me. 

“Have a good day then,” she said crisply.

“Yes, Alexis.” I wondered if she caught the edge of sarcasm, but she nodded her blonde head and left. 

My name is Anabel Martin, and I hate my life.

I made my way down the stairs and Sam shot me a warm smile of approval. “You look lovely.”

“Alexis fixed me,” I announced. Flanked by Nate and Henry and their earpieces, we walked down the steps and got into the Lincoln Town Car. 

The ride to the Capitol Building was a blur. It consisted of me staring at my shoes and my brother clearing his throat. Finally he began, “Look, Annie—”

“I know what you’re going to say,” I closed my eyes.

“I’m your brother, I have to.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.” Maybe if I keep my eyes closed, this will go away. 

“Try not to talk to him,” he cautioned. “Nobody has gotten wind of what happened with you two yet, and I want to keep that under wraps as long as we can.”

I opened my eyes and nodded, trying to keep my face as impassive as possible, even though my brother was lying. There were all sorts of rumors flying about the two of us. I stared out the window and swore to myself that I was not going to cry, because crying would probably result in Sam causing some sort of physical harm to Jared, and with his temper, that could include anything from punching him to disemboweling him. While that would be slightly entertaining to watch, it probably wouldn’t be good for PR.

My name is Anabel Martin, and I am very bad for PR.

“So what are you going to say?” he asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

I managed a thin smile. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about this morning. I guess it will just come.”

The car sidled up in front of the Capitol Building. There were a million people there, with their eyes, cameras, and microphones all trained on our car. I looked at Sam, stricken. “You promised we would have a quiet entrance.”

He sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to worry. We’ll do this quick, okay? I just need you to put in an appearance and look normal. Look Annie, the rumors are that you aren’t okay, and I just need you to smile at the cameras and play the game for me a little, please?”

I stared at him. Sam was the consummate politician: he always had a smile and a wave for the crowds, despite any inner turmoil. I was not similarly gifted. Still, I’d do just about anything for him—so I composed my face and nodded. 

Sam looked at Nate, who muttered something into his mouthpiece and opened the door. I stepped out into the bright sunlight and immediately was mobbed. Desperately clutching Sam’s arm, we walked through the masses of press people and TV cameras, and I smiled like a doll and ignored the barrage of questions bombarding us from every direction. I had no idea what anyone said to me, I merely gave the big plastic grin and stared straight ahead. I had to give Nate and Henry credit; somehow they navigated us through the mob in one piece. The hearing was thankfully closed to the press, and when the doors were shut behind us, I stared at my brother in disbelief. “Do you have to deal with this every day?”

He smiled at me, and it was genuine. “Well, one of the perks of resigning from office is not as many people are interested in me anymore.”

“I disagree,” I rejoined, mirroring his smile.

 My name is Anabel Martin, and I am a phony.

“Excuse me for one second, okay?” I nodded at him, and he moved to talk to some guy in the back of the room. It was pretty much like the hearing rooms I had seen on TV: an empty table above all the others for the members of Congress, benches much like in a courtroom, and two tables in the front for testimony. I meandered down the aisle, looking at the chairs, the random people, until my eyes fell upon a familiar face, one that I hadn’t seen in a long time. 

She was sitting at a table in the front of the room, her long purple skirt falling demurely around her ankles. Her red hair was starting to go gray, I noticed. She looked soft, womanly, motherly, and I wanted nothing more than to throw my head onto her lap and cry my eyes out.

She was Marilyn Jessamyn, my nanny, governess, babysitter, and the closest thing to a mother that I had ever had. Her hazel eyes smiled up at me. “Anabel?”

“Miss Marilyn!” I shrieked, causing everyone else in the room to turn their heads and stare. But I didn’t care. As she stood up, I sprang into her arms. “I’m so happy to see you!”

“Sweetheart, you don’t need to call me ‘Miss Marilyn’ anymore.” There were tears welling in her eyes. “You look gorgeous.”

I smiled. “You’re just saying that. It’s very kind of you to lie.”

“No, I’m serious. You’re practically glowing, you look so lovely!” Although I stood a bit taller than she, she reached up and smoothed my hair. “I guess DC life is suiting you, huh?”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been in contact with you,” I lamented. “I haven’t been allowed to talk to anyone. Sam and Alexis and all of their legal team are petrified I am going to say something wrong.”

She frowned. “What could you possibly say?”

A lot, actually, but I feigned innocence. “I don’t know, but every word that does come out of my mouth makes Alexis glare at Sam and hurl angry French curse words at me.”

“Oh, my,” she said, with laughter in her eyes. 

“I wish I was making that up, I really do.” I beamed at her. “It’s incredible to see you! I’m surprised you are here though, they weren’t letting in anyone but those of us testifying and immediate family—” And then it dawned on me. “You’re here with Charlie, aren’t you?”

“Oh honey, I wanted to tell you.” She extended her hand, and I saw the thin gold band. “We got married!”

“That’s wonderful,” I managed, hugging her again. “Where is Charlie?”

“Right here,” he said, coming up next to her. “Hello, Anabel.”

“Hi Charlie,” I said, feeling shy. “It’s been a long time?” It came out as a question. I hadn’t meant it to.

He pulled me to him, but I still felt awkward. I stepped back and offered, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m really, really happy for the two of you.” 

The both grinned lovingly at each other, and I was then spared from further discomfort by one of Sam’s many lawyers touching my elbow. “Miss Martin? They want you to sit over here.”

I smiled at the two of them, hoping it didn’t look as fake as it felt, and followed Mr. Benson over to one of the tables in the front. He seated me next to Sam, who touched my arm. “Are you okay?”

“Marilyn and Charlie got married,” I told him.

 “How do you feel about that?”

“Are you my shrink now? I feel great about it. Fantastic. My father just died, why don’t we talk about that next?”

Sam looked hurt, and I instantly regretted it. “I’m sorry. I’m just on edge.” I slumped back into my chair. “Please tell me that we’re not sitting anywhere near that vile Jared Sorensen.”

“I missed you too, Anabel.”

Open mouth, insert foot. 

“Get away from her, Sorensen,” snapped Sam, rising from his chair.

“Back off, Sam,” he said silkily. “I have no interest in upsetting your little sister.” He backed away and took a seat at the farthest end of the table. I tried to not look at him, but through many furtive glances I couldn’t help but take in his perfectly styled blonde hair, cool manner, and the suit that made him even better-looking than normal. My heart skipped a beat, and I scowled inwardly at myself. Now was not the time to lose my head. I’d lost enough to this man already. From then on, I kept my eyes focused on the floor, trying to calm the unsettling rage that was burning in my stomach.

My name is Anabel Martin, and I want Jared Sorensen to die.

A few more strangers wandered in, and then the members of Congress filed into their seats. Forgetting my resolve, I shot a sidelong glance at Jared, which he seemed to notice as he turned straightaway to focus on me. I averted my eyes and pretended to be concentrating on the table when Congresswoman Fischer brought the hearing to order.

There was a moment of tenuous silence, and then she began, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome. So that we are all clear, these hearings are to discuss the murder of Jonathan Martin on April 27th on the Caereon Storage Facility.”

Oh no. DO NOT CRY. I took a steadying breath, and Sam put his arm around me. 

“I do not know,” Ms. Fischer went on, “what happened that night, but I am convinced that all of you have valuable information to present to the Committee. As the storage facility in Caereon is a government-run facility, the murder is a federal crime. While no charges have been filed against anyone here, it should be noted that anything you say in these hearings can and will be used against you in a court of law if the need arises. The testimony that all of you will be providing should take us back to your experiences on the island of Caereon. Leave out no relevant information.”

She took off her glasses. “Anabel Martin, where are you?”

I raised my hand. Ms. Fischer glanced at me. “Your brother has requested we let you go first due to some health issues?”

I nodded. Jared cleared his throat at and stared rather pointedly, but I looked up, glassy-eyed, at Ms. Fischer.

“Miss Martin. Please give your account of the events leading up to when Mr. Sorensen arrived on the island.”

I took a deep breath. This was it. I caught Sam’s eye, and he gave me a slight, encouraging nod. So I began, and I said the first thing that came to my mind: “My name is Anabel Martin, and it is a confirmed fact that I am a b—.”

“Anabel!” gasped my brother. But the spattering of laughter around the hearing room gave me the courage to go on, and even Ms. Fischer looked amused. I slipped back into my former life, and thought about who I was back in April. I became that Anabel and was glad I could poke fun at myself now. I couldn’t then, you see. I used to take myself way too seriously. I closed my eyes as I spoke, and was home, back on the island.

So here I am, living with my father, who—nine months prior—fired my nanny. She wasn’t really my nanny anymore and rather had become a mother to me. I loved her, and my father took her away—and I hated him for it. Without Marilyn’s influence, I have become cold. Heartless. I am alone and carry around a quiet anger that burns steadily and refuses to subside.

Don’t get me wrong. Here, I have my uses. After all, I am the only female to traipse around Caereon Storage Facility, aside from Ida, who weighs 250 pounds, and Evelyn, who is old enough to be my grandmother, so I provide excellent eye candy to the hundred or so males who work here. Even though I consider the lower half of my body entirely too fleshy, and my bosom not ample enough, and I downright hate my hair, all of this was lost on the lonely men who probably while their nights away jacking off to pornographic magazines, or—and I shudder at this thought—images of me. It might seem that I’d be in a precarious situation here, knowing that the quantities of women are rather scarce, but all of them know better. You see, my father, Jonathan Martin, basically owns their souls during their stays on Caereon. One false move and they answer to my dad—which makes me wonder what he’s doing to Kevin Miller right now.

Kevin had the misfortune of actually talking to me. For the record, I warned him it wasn’t a good idea, so I take no responsibility for it. But—to my surprise—we became friends. Earlier this evening my father found the two of us curled up on a couch. Again, I refuse to accept any fault for this; rather, I blame it on my father, as I wouldn’t be hanging out with Kevin if my father hadn’t allowed him free time on the grounds for good behavior. But I digress. The point is that Jonathan was not happy about this at all. In between many vulgarities and columns of spit (my father has a lisp and stutters when he screams), he informed Kevin that he would in no way, shape, or form support his daughter’s fornication with a convicted felon, and despite my many protestations of innocence, my father grabbed Kevin by the ear and hauled him into his office. They’ve been in there ever since. I’ve been waiting anxiously on a bench outside the rather massive (and, unfortunately, soundproof) heavy oak door, straining my ears, but I hear nothing. These circumstances are unfortunate, because as I sit here, I’m starting to realize that I was growing very fond of Kevin. He was the only companion I had who was near my age, was literate, and didn’t stare at my chest all the time. I sat up straight. I had been deluding myself with Kevin’s friendship for a while, but the problem lay much deeper. The fact was, I was sick of being here, and I needed out.

I suppose now is as good a time as any to explain what Caereon is and why I detest it so much.

You won’t find Caereon on a map, but you wouldn’t want to visit anyway. It’s a tiny little island in the South Pacific that is often overlooked by any seamen who happen to pass by. From all appearances, it looks like a deserted island, overgrown by trees, brambles, and marsh.

But those of us who live here know better. The deserted island facade is the perfect hiding place for an extremely technologically-advanced socie—

No. Definitely NOT a society.

Caereon is a vault. We protect the most important assets that belong to the United States. On this small little island there is an enormous vault that is more highly protected than the Pentagon, the White House, or Fort Knox.

I made a sardonic smile at that. Much more so than Fort Knox.

Without Caereon, the United States as you know it would cease to exist. Your money would be valueless. You would be in debt with no shot at ever getting out. Consumerism and capitalism as they now are would be obliterated. I just think it’s funny that a place so integral, so key to the very existence of that nation houses roughly 100 convicts, a situation that arose after the closing of several prisons. Before, we were just a vault; now, we’re a vault and jail. Don’t worry, the irony of the situation does not escape me.

I will give the cons credit, however. Many of them are quite brilliant. You see, when you commit a crime, there are three options. They can release you, they can kill you, or, if you’re of the particularly twisted-yet-brilliant criminal variety, they ship you here.

Come to think of it, I’m really not sure why they sent Kevin here. He’s smart, but not stellar. He’s got a wry sense of humor but he lacks a certain quickness and clarity that marks the other fallen members of society who live here. Moreover, he’s a decent person, and his crime was neither murderous nor cunning. He’s just a doctor who euthanized a celebrity out of pity for her intense suffering. She was dying of a plethora of diseases and had begged him not to prolong her pain. He wasn’t even her doctor; he was a gynecologist who struck up a friendship with the poor woman. Despite what I thought about assisted suicide, I couldn’t help admiring Kevin. He put everything on the line—his job, his freedom, his life—for this woman.

Truth be told, Kevin’s probably the best person I know.

The door to my father’s office swung open and Kevin stepped out, his face ashen. He closed the door, shaking his head. His eyes fell on me. Neither of us spoke for a minute.

 “I’ve gotten you in trouble, haven’t I?”

He came and sat beside me. “That’s not it at all.”

“It is,” Ialleged. “My father cannot stand the idea of me actually enjoying myself.”

“Stop it, Anabel. Besides, you knew that this would probably happen anyway. I shouldn‘t be here.”

I looked at him, horrified. “They’re not kicking you out!”

His face was grim. “Jonathan is recommending that I be placed into a secure facility.”

“Kevin, no,” I protested. “They can’t. They wouldn’t—”

“They can and they will,” he said. His hand reached up and brushed a tear away from my eye. I hadn’t realized it had fallen.

“I’ll get you out,” I vowed. “I’ll get you to stay here. I’ll arrange it—”

“There’s no way Jonathan would go for that, first off. Secondly, how would you do it?”

“I have connections,” I pointed out. I then looked at him, anxious. “You do want to stay with me, don’t you?”

He grinned. “Of course I do, silly. Among other things, you’re the best friend I’ve ever had.” He kissed my forehead.

The moment was broken by someone clearing her throat. I looked up and saw Evelyn, the vile woman who ran our household affairs, glaring at me. “Yer father is wantin’ to speak with you, Miss Anabel.”

Kevin stood up. “I should be heading back to my bunk anyway. I’ll see you later, Anabel. Goodnight, Mrs. Evelyn.” He turned and slowly walked down the hallway, a defeated man.

I glared right back at Evelyn, the old bat. She turned away from me and bustled down the hallway, muttering in Polish. I slid off of the bench, squared my shoulders, and prepared for confrontation. My steps were bold, and I pushed past the door and marched over to my father’s desk.

My father’s office, like my father, was large, imposing, and just a tinge menacing. Gigantic bookcases lined the walls, filled with long-forgotten literature and lore. A picture window at the far end of the room provided light, and in front of that sat my father’s desk. I stared at the back of a leather chair, which was turned to face the window.

“Hello, Daddy,” I murmured.

The chair slowly swung around, an act that I somehow always felt was rehearsed, and I came face-to-face with Jonathan Martin. His hair had turned a deep silver, and his dark brown eyes peered at me over horn-rimmed spectacles. “Anabel.” He gestured with his arm. “Have a seat.”

I sat down and stared him in the eye. “What you’re doing to Kevin is ridiculous, cold-hearted, and just plain mean.”

He sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Understand what? Kevin and I are just friends, Daddy. There was no ‘fornication,’ as you called it.” I glared at him.

“Precisely my point. My daughter, friends with a convicted felon?”

I threw my hands up in the air. “Kevin is a doctor. He did what all doctors do, he helped a patient.” I crossed my arms. “Besides, who else is there on this blasted island to be friends with besides convicts? You took Miss Marilyn away from me, isn’t that enough?” 

“You were too old for a governess. There was no sense in keeping her.” He waved an impatient hand. “We’re straying from the subject here.”

I jumped up. “No, I think we’re precisely on subject. Any time there is someone I can actually tolerate, you get rid of them!”

“Your social needs are adequately met,” Jonathan intoned.

I scoffed. “By whom? I only see you when you’re angry. Evelyn only speaks to me to scold or chastise, Ida disgusts me, and you barely let me see Charlie anymore. The men who work at the control tower are a nuisance, and you won’t let me talk to the soldiers or the other workers.” I flipped my hair in disdain. “So who is it that I socialize with? This I really must hear.”

Before he could reply, there was a knock at the door and in stepped another man. While he was close to my father’s age, the difference in the two men was striking. Unlike my father, this man was none too tall, and his face was not purple with rage. “Good evening, Jonathan,” he stated, his voice calm. He then sent a smile my way. “Hi Annie.”

I dashed to his side. “Charlie! Oh, Charlie, you’ve got to do something, my father has gone off the deep end once again—”

“Anabel,” Charlie cut in, “will you let me have a few words with your father? Step out into the hall, I have something I wish to say to you afterward.”

Only for Charlie would I comply. I bid my father a cool goodnight and then slid out of the room, leaving the door open a tiny crack so I could attempt to hear what was going on. 

I made out a few mumbled formalities, and then Charlie began, “You can imagine why I came, Jonathan.”

“Yes, my old friend,” my father sneered, “I know you’ve come to criticize me, so I eagerly await it.”

“Kevin Miller did nothing that deserves you throwing him off this island. He will waste away in a regular prison, you know that.” Charlie’s voice was sharp. “You’re the one who insisted on bringing him here in the first place. You gave him a false sense of security, when the fact of the matter is you wanted him here for some pretty twisted reasons of your own.”

He had brought Kevin here? That was interesting. I strained my ears to hear more.

“And what if Anabel had realized who she was dealing with? What then?” hissed my father.

“Anabel supports what Kevin did,” Charlie remarked.

“Oh, does she now? You know, it’s a good thing I got rid of Marilyn, before she instilled any more faulty morals in that girl!” he roared.

“That’s not why you kicked Marilyn out, and you know it. Besides, Anabel’s not exactly a girl anymore,” retorted Charlie.

Oh good. Someone had finally noticed that, as I approached twenty years of age, I wasn’t interested in dolls anymore.

A short pause ensued after Charlie’s statement, and then I heard my father say in a voice that encouraged caution, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Charlie sighed. “You know exactly what I’m talking about, but that really doesn’t matter now. The point is, something’s got to be done in regards to your daughter, or you can be certain that Sam will get involved. Kevin was a distraction for her. What’s going to occupy her mind now?”

“Forget Kevin. What does S-Sam have to do with anything?” he spat, losing his cool.

“He and Anabel are close, despite your wishes, and you know he will pull her out of here if he sees fit. She’d go, too.” There was a pause, and then: “I don’t have to remind you that his authority supersedes your own,” finished Charlie.

 “What exactly have I done that’s so wrong? She is my daughter—I’ve taken care of her.”

“All the same, news travels fast. When Sam found out about Kevin arriving here in the first place he mentioned to me that he had decided to send out Jared Sorensen, to evaluate the situation on the island. If you’re kicking him off, I can only imagine the visit will be moved up. I don’t even know if Sorensen knows he’s going yet.”

“S-Sorensen is a filthy, s-slimy—”

“Nonetheless, he is Sam’s choice, and Sorensen will report back, and—”

“I see.” Jonathan was curt. “I expect you to work on damage control. I will see you in the morning.”

There was a shuffle of papers, and then Charlie walked out of my father’s office. I caught his arm. “Charlie! What on earth—”

“Annie, I’m sorry,” he apologized, sounding weary, “but there’s a lot going on that you don’t understand.” He kissed my cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“But what did you want to say to me?”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“What on—”

He stopped me. “I can’t help you, love.” After staring at me long and hard, he moved briskly down the hall. 

Then I made up my mind. I didn’t care if I would be waking him up at an ungodly hour. He loved me. I needed some answers.

So, I called my brother. 

 


Chapter 2—Jared

“Jared, I have something I need you to do for me,” Sam announced over the telephone.

“I gathered that,” I muttered, rubbing my eyes. “It’s 4 a.m., Sam. Somebody better be dead.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been up for over an hour,” he said with aplomb. “I need you to come down here, now.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. Last Night’s Girl stirred in bed next to me. I guessed she was not going to be happy when I told her she had to leave. “Will you at least tell me what this is about?”

“My sister,” he said. Then he hung up.

“You don’t have a sister,” I said to the dial tone. Then I slammed the phone down. “Great,” I moaned.

The blonde next to me stirred. “Is everything okay, baby?” she simpered.

“No. You have to go. I’ll call you a taxi.” 

She sat up. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“I have to go to work,” I got out of bed. “Now, I can call you a taxi or you can leave on your own. I don’t care which one, but either way, I want you gone by the time I get out of the shower.”

She stared at me, and then started getting dressed. I watched her, somewhat concerned she might do something violent, but she picked up her heels and then slammed the door so loudly that it shook in its hinges. 

Somehow I didn’t think we would be getting together again. I couldn’t even remember her name. Cathy? Caroline? Something with a C. I locked the door behind her and jumped into the shower, trying to shake the fog I was in. It was all a blur as I showered, dressed, went downstairs, and hopped in the car.

“Morning, Jared,” called Daniel, the driver, cheerful as ever.

I stared at him. “Why am I up right now, Daniel?”

“I would guess that’s something between you and the President.”

“I would guess it is,” I sighed. 

I had a great job. I did. I worked when I wanted, most of the time, and was very, very good at it. The problem was that I worked for my best friend. It had been great when he had been Speaker of the House. He was high profile, sure; but not to where he was calling me at all hours of the night. He did his thing, and I cleaned up the messes that always arose along the way. Every politician, I assured myself, had someone who did that for them. The ones who didn’t weren’t re-elected.

Then, two years ago, Air Force One had crashed, killing the president. A day later, as they were about to swear him into office, the Vice President suffered a fatal heart attack. As a consequence, Sam Sallinger had reluctantly stepped into the role. I doubted he had ever wanted to be president—despite the aspirations of his wife—and it was now an election year. He hadn’t been elected, and his opponent was trying to play this. Still, Sam had maintained a high approval rating and was looked on as a national hero for guiding the country through a tragedy.

I had no doubt he would win. He also kept his nose clean, and I was there to get rid of the times that he didn’t.

All the same, I felt disturbed about being called in at this hour.

I went into the Oval Office, and Sam didn’t even look up. “Good morning,” he said, staring down at a file.

I seated myself. “So what is it this time?”

He pushed a photograph toward me, and I picked it up. The girl in it smiled widely for me. She had brown hair, a nice enough face, and she looked really, really . . . young. 

“So what, is someone saying that this is your kid? What do you want me to do?” I grinned at him. “Don’t tell me that Sam Sallinger actually has a blemish on his squeaky clean past?”

“No, not as bad as that, but not good.  She’s my sister,” he confided.

“She looks sixteen! Your mom is way too old to have a kid this age.”

“She’s nineteen,” he replied. “And you’ve never met my mom.”

“Yes, I have,” I retorted. “That’s how we met, in case you forgot. My dad worked for your parents. Kristin loves me.”

“Kristin’s not my mother,” he admitted, keeping his eyes downcast. “Look, I don’t have time for this. I’m adopted.”

I almost fell out of my chair. “You’re serious?”

He nodded.

“How did this never come out before now? I can’t believe you never told me. Sam, we’ve known each other since I was five!” 

“I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone,” he replied. “My mom—my real mom—died a few years ago, and she charged me with taking care of my sister, whose picture you’re staring at.”

“She doesn’t look a thing like you, except for the hair. She looks like—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he cut me off. “Here’s the deal. Anabel—my half-sister—is Jonathan Martin’s daughter.”

“That scumbag has a daughter?” I asked. “I get it. You’re sending me to Caereon?”

He nodded. “There’s a situation with my sister. You see, Anabel used to have a babysitter, whose name was Marilyn Jessmyn. Marilyn kept her perpetually busy, but her father fired the woman.”

“Why?”

“From what my sister tells me, her father was in love with Marilyn, and Marilyn was in love with Jonathan’s second-in-command. Apparently Jonathan became overcome with his feelings and had decided to tell Marilyn that he’d been in love with her for years and years . . . and he walked in on her and Charlie.”

“Oof.”

“Yes. And let’s face it, Jonathan’s not known for having a good temper. So Marilyn was sacked. Anabel tried to stow away on the helicopter, to no avail.”

“Got to give her credit,” I acknowledged. “But Jonathan’s not your father. He’s much too young.” I studied the picture again. Sam and Anabel had a similar smile.

“No, he isn’t,” Sam affirmed. “Let’s keep the focus on her, okay? She just called me about an hour ago. She’s miserable and lonely, and I’ve been trying to get her out of there for years, but it’s very complicated.”

“I can see that. So you want a report?”

“Yes, detailing everything you see. Check up on Jonathan, too. I like to keep him on his toes, even though he does a fantastic job running the place.” He glanced at his watch. “Look, we don’t have a lot of time. I need you to leave tomorrow.”

“I have Caps tickets, Sam.” 

“Not anymore, you don’t,” he ordered. “We’ll fly you to Los Angeles, and you will go from there to Maui. From Maui you will be leaving on a freighter, and from the freighter, a helicopter will take you to the island.”

“I guess I better go pack,” I stood up.

“You should also know that Anabel is not in a good mood right now. She had made a friend with an inmate, and he has been banned from the island.”

“From what I understand about the people housed there, I can’t believe she was allowed to talk to one of them.”

Sam took off his glasses and looked at me. “She wasn’t. It was a very unfortunate circumstance. Anyway, you should know my sister’s temper rivals Jonathan’s.”

“I look forward to meeting her then,” I noted, walking toward the door.

“One last thing,” he called.

I turned.

“She’s my sister. You know better.” He didn’t look up, but I knew what he meant.

“She’s a kid, Sam. I definitely know better.”

***

Ms. Fischer turned to me. “Tell us about when you first got to Caereon.”

So it begins. “Well, I left right after that conversation with President Sallinger, and when I arrived on Caereon, Anabel and I were thrust together a lot, mostly as a ploy by her father to prevent me from doing a proper investigation of the premises. I do not think he was aware, at the time, that I had been sent there to investigate her.”

Ms. Fischer leaned forward. “Why don’t you start off by describing your relationship with Miss Martin?”

Anabel squirmed in her seat. Sam watched her, concerned. He hated me, and every glance he sent my way was filled with a cold fury that I had never seen on his face before. I was doing really well. The girl who used to adore me and my former best friend both could care less whether I lived or died. Still, I smiled and said something that I knew would make both of them even more uncomfortable.

“I didn’t know what to say to Anabel sometimes. The truth is, I didn’t know what to say to her the majority of the time, especially when she thought that she loved me,” I revealed, making eye contact with her. She shrank back in her seat, and the damage was done.

Sam looked hard at her. “He’s not serious, right? That was for show, to throw off your father. You didn’t really love him?” It was more of a statement than a question.

Anabel sat there motionless, her face devoid of emotion. I had never seen her like this, not even right before we were rescued. The Anabel Martin I knew was always warm and engaging. I wanted to shake her and bring her out of it. But I knew better. I had ruined her life and she would never trust me again. Not that I faulted her for it. We’d been in the same room for only a few hours, and every word out of my mouth was hurting her.

I was a jerk. That was what they paid me for, right?

***

The first time I saw Anabel was that day I stepped off the helicopter and onto Caereon. It had been a long journey, but I had reanimated at the prospect of meeting her. It had been hard for me to stomach that Sam had a sister—especially one that was more than twenty years younger than he was. She was there on the helipad, standing next to Jonathan. She was a sight, though. It was windy, so her hair was blowing all over the place and her skirt was climbing to dangerous levels above her knees. My eyes flicked from her (still no glimpse of the face, hidden by all of her hair) to Jonathan, who was approaching me. You would have thought that he was nearly seventy by his way of walking, but I knew better. Jonathan wasn’t much past fifty, and his daughter . . . well as I’d said to Sam, was a kid—a kid who I was supposed to babysit and at the same time keep my distance from. 

It was the most nonsensical assignment I’d ever had.

At dinner I got a good look at her. She didn’t look anything like Jonathan. Her bright blue eyes were inquisitive, her smile alluring, and (from what I could tell) her figure wasn’t too bad either. You couldn’t help but feel bad for her, as she looked out of place in the odd grouping that consisted of her father, the head of security, Jonathan’s assistant, and a couple of older ladies. Doing some quick calculations, there was at least a fifteen year age gap between her and anyone else in the room. Studying her further, I still didn’t see any resemblance to Sam—who was it she looked like? That was driving me crazy—and it wasn’t until she started talking that I realized she shared the same shrewd intelligence that characterized her brother.

 “Miss Martin,” I began, “I’m curious. It must be a boring existence for you on this island. What do you do all day?”

Anabel stared into my eyes. She had a very disconcerting gaze. “I study a fair amount,” she replied. “When I leave the island—” and here was a pointed look at her father—“I would like to study English literature and maybe go into library science. I was on a rigorous course of study until my father fired my instructor.” The bitterness in her voice was overpowering, and it almost made me chuckle. She wasn’t one for subtlety. “When I’m not doing that, there’s always something to do around here. Sometimes I help Charlie with the data and information, and—”

“Our Annie is quite the bookworm,” interjected Charlie, his hand lingering on Anabel‘s shoulder. “If you are ever at want for reading material, Mr. Sorensen, you should see Miss Anabel’s library.” Anabel did not look pleased at this suggestion, which I took some twisted pleasure in. Still, I was incredulous.

“She has a library?”

She nodded. “My personal one. My father has a much larger one, but I have a small one with my book collection adjacent to my bedroom.”

“You must show me later, Miss Martin,” I smiled at her.

She looked uninterested, but nodded. “I’m getting tired of this ‘Miss Martin’ routine. My name is Anabel. Understood, Jared?”

That was when I decided that I liked her. Here was someone who I could at least count on to give her real opinion. It was a refreshing change from Washington. I answered her question with a curt nod, but thought to myself, All right, Anabel. You and I are going to be friends.

***

After dinner I asked her to show me around. Jonathan Martin’s place is practically a castle, and since we were on an island in the South Pacific, I figured I might get some time on the beach. That particular evening, however, Anabel wanted to stick to the house, which was fine with me—as it was, I had a long trip over there. She didn’t seem to want to walk next to me, keeping her pace just above mine, no matter how much I increased my step. Watching her move, a slight wiggle in her hips, caused me to lose focus and stare at her.

“What do you like to read?” she asked, shaking me from my thoughts.

“Why do you ask?” 

She turned and rolled her eyes. “You asked to see my library. I was merely curious as to what you liked to read.” She quickened her pace again.

I decided to give her a surprising answer. “Byron,” I called.

Her steps came to a halt. She turned to me with an amused glance. “You read poetry?”

“Stranger things have happened,” I offered.

She still looked unimpressed. “Are you a fan of the Romantics then?”

“They were much less depressing than the Victorians,” I replied.

She smirked, and I could tell she was trying not to laugh. Then she flung open a door. “This is my library,” she proclaimed.

I was floored. Never before had I seen such a collection of books. Bookcases were wall to wall, with patterned rugs over the stone floor. Two armchairs sat in front of a blazing fire.

“Anything you don’t find in here, well . . . you’ll find in my dad’s library, but it’s all the way on the other side of the building and I don’t feel like walking over there.”

“Have you read all of these?” 

She grimaced. “One gets bored.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Surely you don’t expect me to hang around with Jonathan all day?”

I laughed, letting my guard down. That left me unprepared for when she pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes and glared at me. “Why are you here, Jared?”

“What do you mean?”

Again, she smirked at me. “Come off it. I know you’re here for some other reason than to pay a visit to the island.” She flopped into a chair. “It’s not exactly the most happening place. Did my brother send you?”

I wasn’t going to lie to her. “Yes, Sam sent me. He’s concerned about you.”

“He must be,” she remarked. “He doesn’t normally share the fact that we’re related, but you knew it, didn’t you?” She tilted her head. “I was a bit of a shock to my sister-in-law, I can assure you.”

She had trapped me. I improvised. “Well, he brought me into his confidence two days ago. He sent me here because he thought I was the one to get the job done.”

“Oh?” queried Anabel. “And what job is that, exactly? I mean, my father thinks you’re a snake, and Charlie spent the first part of my day warning me to watch my tongue around you. I’m not even kidding,” she continued, taking in my stark surprise. “Jonathan went on and on about what a horrible person you were, and I think if he had the resources, he would have had me fitted for a chastity belt then and there. So what’s the deal, Sorensen? Why does everyone think that you’re the big bad wolf?” 

I cleared my throat. “I don’t have the best reputation in DC.”

“And why is that?”

“I have a lot of girlfriends.” There was no point in evading her.

“I bet you do.” She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, and I really needed to not watch her do that. Your best friend’s sister, I scolded myself. Anabel was only nineteen, and I had to remind myself that she was still practically a girl. 

But looking didn’t hurt, right? “So will we be spending more time together?” I asked her.

She sighed. “Probably not. I don’t care much for other people. I’m fairly self-absorbed.”

At least she was honest. She was smiling at me, though, with the bright eyes, so I took it that she might deign to tolerate my presence.

Anyway, the conversation ended well. I think Anabel was starting to like me, despite her cool demeanor. We agreed to meet the next morning after breakfast and take a tour of the facility. She suggested that I should bring my walking shoes, and I looked forward to my time alone with Miss Martin.

How could I have known things would have turned out the way that they did?

“Alright, that’s enough for today,” Ms. Fischer announced. “This hearing will reconvene next Monday.” She banged her gavel and they filed out of the room.

I looked at the floor, figuring that I would just wait for everyone else to leave. I had hoped to avoid the two people at the end of the table the most and I was certain that Sam would not allow Anabel to talk to me.

But somehow she eluded her brother’s grasp and came to stand before me, scowling. “Looking didn’t hurt, right? You’re such a pig.” She let out a brittle laugh. “But hey, at least I’m honest, right? I love this revisionist history, Jared. It’s classic.”

I met her eyes, but what could I do? She had every right to be mad.

“Is there anything I can say?” I asked her. 

“No,” she pronounced, and then Sam was at her side. 

“What are you doing?” he hissed at her.

“Leaving. With you,” she responded. As they left I heard her say to him, “So what exactly do these Congress-people have to do that’s more important than solving Jonathan’s murder? I can’t believe we have a whole week before we come back. I mean, seriously! This is why people whine about government, Sam!”

I almost smiled. At least she still called it like she saw it.

 


Chapter 3—Anabel

The week passed by in relative tranquility. I spent the bulk of my time reading and taking walks when nobody was looking. I was getting lazy and fat, not being on the island where I had to walk everywhere. I felt restless and had a fair amount of wanderlust. Nearly every day I proposed an excursion; I had been here for over four months and had never ventured into a single Smithsonian Institution. My brother protested he was too busy; Alexis was constantly gone at some charity function or on the phone with her nanny about the children, who had been removed to Martha’s Vineyard while we dealt with the fallout of, well, me existing. So in vain I begged the bodyguards, but they refused to go anywhere not authorized by Sam. 

Sam at least acted like he felt bad.

“I’m sorry, Annie,” he offered in an attempt to console me. “But the press wants to talk to you, and we’re in a delicate place right now. You don’t have the coaching to handle this sort of situation.”

“What if I wore a disguise?” I whined. “Sam, this is so unfair. I have a case of cabin fever so severe that . . . that . . .” I trailed off. 

He raised an eyebrow, and I knew he was getting annoyed at me. “You can’t tell me this is worse than where you were before. All you did was complain and swear up and down that if I got you off of the island, you’d never ask me for anything again. I held up my end of the bargain.”

“I just didn’t think I would be going from one prison to another,” I lamented.

“This will soon be over, and you can do whatever you please,” he snapped. He turned away, but over his shoulder came, “I expected better of you, Anabel.”

After that I felt so terrible I maintained an aura of obedience for the rest of the week.

Before I knew it, it was Monday again and I was in the car with Sam. “You’re quiet today, Anabel,” he remarked.

I stared out the window. “I’m just not looking forward to this, that’s all.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about the other day; I know you are probably a little stir-crazy.”

I cracked a grin. “Oh Sam, I know you’re just trying to protect me.” When he answered in the affirmative, I said, “Just remember that Jonathan also said he was trying to protect me.”

He colored, and we finished our car ride in silence. 

When we got into the hearing room, I took my seat at the front and waited impatiently for the members of Congress to arrive. When they did, and Ms. Fischer had called us to order, I raised my hand.

“Miss Martin?” she acknowledged.

“Ma’am, I really would like to take charge in handling any of your questions about my relationship with Mr. Sorensen. I feel that he is imagining things that I may have said, and he is extremely misguided in purporting that I had any supposed regard for him.”

“Objection, your honor,” Jared interrupted. “She was completely in love with me.”

I let out a dramatic sigh. “Yes, Jared, of course I was. By the way, this isn’t a courtroom.” The room filled with laughter, and Jared looked almost embarrassed. I stood up. “Ms. Fischer, here’s what really happened.” 

“So, Jared and I met up the next morning at seven. I had spent the night unable to sleep, visions of Kevin haunting me. I hoped nothing terrible had befallen him, but the fact was, I had watched a lot of specials on maximum security prisons. I had overheard Charlie mention to Evelyn that Kevin was sent to ADX Florence, and a quick perusal on the internet made me horrified. I knew what happened there, and the anxiety caused me to toss and turn for hours. 

“What did I think of Jared? Well, I wasn’t impressed at our initial encounter, but Sam had sent him, and I trusted my brother’s judgment. I know that I haven’t exactly been a huge presence in my brother’s life, but we had become close—despite the thousands of miles that separated us. After the death of our mother, Sam had gone out of his way to make sure that I was tolerably happy on the island, and I appreciated it a great deal. After all, I’m a lot younger than he is, and Sam had never let me down before. Therefore, I had every reason to believe that Sorensen’s presence on the island was a sign that things were going to improve for me. I did not think that things could get any worse.

“Anyway, so Jared and I met up in the front hall, and we went outside. It was a bright, sunny day, and we walked along the outer wall of the storage facility. It’s beautiful there, you can really see the ocean, and a lot of conversation is drowned out by the crashing of waves against the shore. To be honest, I had wanted that—I was starting to realize that I was uncomfortable talking to Jared. I couldn’t explain why to myself, exactly. I think part of it was he was so unlike everyone else around me. We walked for about an hour and a half, neither of us saying much. He turned to face me at several points, but I avoided his eyes. It was starting to get hot, and a few beads of sweat exploded onto his forehead. I had taken care to wear plenty of sunscreen and a hat, and wasn’t all that bothered, but I felt a twinge and thought I shouldn’t make him suffer.

“Do you want to go back?” I yelled.

He shook his head. “Why? Would you talk to me then?”

I stared at him. “It’s too loud to talk out here!”

“Then why did you bring me?”

I shrugged. “You wanted to see the place?”

He then grabbed my arm and leaned into my ear. “I wanted to get to know you, Anabel.”

You see, this put me in an awkward position. I had been, up to that moment, extremely sheltered in terms of my sexuality. Miss Marilyn had taught me the facts of life, but, living on an island like that, well . . . there wasn’t much opportunity for me to . . . explore it, per se. I had never been attracted to any of the convicts on the island. I mean, the closest thing would have been Kevin, and I thought of him much like I did my own brother. Which was why, when Jared drew me close to him, I felt something that I had only felt when lusting after movie stars. His husky voice set my hair standing on end, and his breath tickled at my throat. I pulled away from him, but the truth was, I wanted to feel that way again. 

It felt good, for lack of a better word.

I faced him, staring into his eyes. He couldn’t see mine, as they were hidden by my sunglasses. I reached out and grabbed his hand, and led him away from the roaring surf. We walked for about fifteen minutes until we came to one of the small cottages along the coastline. Sometimes when we had visitors, we let them stay in one of the cottages if they felt uncomfortable staying in the fort.

I couldn’t blame them. It was full of criminals and, on top of that, my father was there.

I should point out that I loved my father, but ever since I turned eighteen his obsession with me had grown fanatical. He had done everything he could to prevent me from leaving. However, we barely spoke anymore, and if we did we just screamed at each other. The loss of Miss Marilyn had hit me hard, and I pined for her daily. It should also be understood that I knew I was taking a risk showing Jared the cottage, as it would probably send Jonathan into another rant about my chastity. Going there alone? With a man? I could hear the impending tirade already. I was feeling reckless, however; and with all sorts of new sensations coursing through my body, I decided to be bold.

Typing in the passcode, I unlocked the door and led Jared in to the sitting room. I sat down on the nearest chair, took off my sunglasses, and stared hard at him. “So. What do you want to know about me?”

I’ve always had a way of filling people with unease, a skill which I attribute to years of living in relative isolation. For his part, Jared seemed uncomfortable as he lowered himself onto the chair. “Anabel,” he began.

“Jared,” I replied.

“I shouldn’t have grabbed you like that back there, I’m sorry.” But the way he said it, he didn’t seem sorry.

“It’s okay. I’m a big girl. I can handle it.” I hoped to sound coy, but it rang false in my ears, and it caused him to look even more uncomfortable. 

There was silence, and then, “You’re just a kid.”

I looked at him for a moment. “I’m assuming that you came to that clever deduction on your own.” I took off my hat. “I thought that there was something that I could help you with.”

He attempted a grin. “You must know why I am here.”

“I would guess that it’s because I woke up my brother in the middle of the night to whine about how rough my life is and how Daddy never lets me go out with the boys,” I lamented. “What time was it over there when I called Sam? 2 a.m.?”

Jared snorted, and I continued. “I’m surprised that my father let me go show you around. But I have some theories on why he did it.”

“Oh really?” Jared looked entertained. “What are those?”

I leaned forward and lowered my voice conspiratorially. “Well, Jonathan hates me, so it can’t be because he wants me to have any fun. So, Option Number One is that he’s doing something terrible in the facility, and he doesn’t want you to find out, so he sent me to distract you while he covers up whatever it is. However, he’s just not like that. He’s pretty straight when it comes to how he runs his ship, which leads me to Option Number Two.” I sat back and continued, “He wants me to distract you from looking into everything that happened with Miss Marilyn, and why he won’t let me leave.”

Jared looked puzzled. “What did that have to do with anything?”

“Miss Marilyn was my babysitter / teacher, although Jonathan liked to call her my ‘governess.’ Anyway, she wanted me to go to college in the States, which made perfect sense to everyone involved—except for Jonathan. I took the appropriate standardized tests, I applied to several schools, and then my dear father decided he didn’t want Marilyn here anymore, and so he fired her. She was the closest thing that I had to a friend here, and she really loved me. She had sacrificed any sort of a normal life to take care of me, something that I appreciate much more now that she is gone. After Jonathan got rid of her, he pulled me into his office and explained that he didn’t want me leaving because I wouldn’t do well in an ‘alien environment,’ as he called it. He said that I didn’t have the social skills necessary to survive in a co-ed school, and I would probably wind up raped and murdered in a gutter,” I finished with gusto. “My father has a peculiar obsession with my sexual morality. This is why he got rid of Kevin. He said that he wouldn’t allow his daughter to ‘fornicate’ with a convict, even though what we were doing was the furthest possible thing from fornication. Unless that word means something different in that ‘alien environment’ that I’ve never been exposed to.”

Jared started laughing. “You’re pretty funny.”

“It keeps me sane,” I replied.

“So there was nothing going on with you and this Kevin guy? I don’t mean to pry, but Sam did mention he didn’t have the whole back story.” He leaned forward, and I couldn’t help but notice how nice his smile was.

I shook my head. “No. I mean, he was interested in me, I guess, but I really just viewed him as my friend. I cared about him very much, but like all people I care about, Jonathan took him away. As a consequence,” I continued, “if you decide that you want to be friends with me, I suggest you tell me so I can pretend to be uninterested so my dear father doesn’t decide to ship you off to a maximum security prison.”

Jared shuddered. “Is that what happened to Kevin?”

I nodded.

He leaned back in his chair. “So what are you saying? Do you want to be my friend?”

I laughed. “Well, I don’t have a lot of options, and you’ll at least amuse me until you leave.” I stretched my legs out onto the ottoman. “How long are you planning to stay?”

“Until the job is done,” he declared.

It occurred to me that my hair must look incredibly disheveled. I grabbed my bag and began fishing through it for a comb. “What is it that you do for Sam, anyway?”

“I’m a lawyer,” he began, easing back into his chair, “but really what I do is damage control for Sam. I handle the press a lot of the time, or I go and investigate situations before they become too questionable—that sort of thing.”

My fingers clasped around the comb, and I drew it out and went to work. “Doesn’t his press secretary do that?”

“Yes, but my job is to take on jobs that the press secretary shouldn’t be seen at.”

I smiled. “Like me?” I paused and met his eyes. I was getting that weird feeling again, and I tried to push it out of my head. “Don’t answer that. I know that I’m a deep, dark secret. Would you like something to drink?” I stood up and brushed my skirt out. “Usually there’s something down here, Jonathan makes sure to keep it stocked in case we have visitors.” I moved toward the kitchen. “So are you and Sam friends?”

“I consider him my best friend,” he admitted, sounding rather genuine.

“Tell me about his wife. I’ve only spoken to her on the phone a couple of times, and

























OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





