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Prologue

 


18 Months Ago

 


Laci looked in her rearview mirror and
let out a long sigh. Finally, her aunt was asleep. She wasn’t sure
how much more she could take of her maiden aunt traveling with her,
but she’d not been able to leave her behind and Laci wasn’t sure
that either of them would have survived had they not had each other
to depend on. Not that her aunt was all that helpful, but she was
her responsibility.

The trip—it had really only started
out as a small trip—had been to go to the market. It had turned
into a nightmarish run across the states. That had been eleven days
ago. Much longer than she wanted to think about moving so far from
her job, her home, and everything she’d left behind. But there
wasn’t any way for her to stay there when people were trying to
kill her.

Laci had arrived home that day to see
her aunt sitting outside of the house in her wheelchair with her
pocket book on her lap. Not a purse but a pocket book. She needed
to run into town for a bit. Just to pick up her prescription, she’d
told Laci, and a gallon of milk. Laci had no idea how her aunt
drank so much milk, but every day her aunt would either have her
pick some up on her way home or she would meet her, as she had that
day, ready to go get it. More often than not, even if she called
home to see if there was anything her aunt Jeanie needed, they’d
end up making a trip out of the house to get milk and just one or
two other things.

The store had been crowded. The
holidays were over, but it was the first of the month. Never a good
time to go to a store, and certainly not a good time to be out and
about for any reason. Her aunt Jeanie never cared if Laci had to
park in the far lot. Her chair was her throne, and she didn’t care
how far Laci had to cart the groceries.

Laci remembered thinking that she was
glad then that she’d cashed her check. Aunt Jeanie got her pension
each month, but as far as Laci knew she never spent any of it.
Certainly not around the house for things so mundane as food and
power, anyway. Laci was paying for everything, including her aunt’s
medical bills that her insurance didn’t cover, as well as any
personal things that she needed. Laci was making it each month, but
it had been getting harder and harder to make ends meet. Then
they’d gone to the store.

The cart was being pushed around by
her aunt in one of those electric chairs. Aunt Jeanie loved it,
Laci knew. Riding around without having to struggle with her wheels
on her own put her in a particularly good mood that day. Laci also
thought that her aunt used the time at the store as a social thing,
being that she pretty much stayed at the house while Laci worked
all the time. They were just rounding the canned vegetable aisle
when the cart stopped moving.

“Is it the battery?” Laci
had no idea and said that to her. “Perhaps that’s it. The battery.
Go and find me someone that can change it out, or you can go out
and get my own chair. I need to be here for a bit longer...to get
the things that we need. You’ll have to push me if you do that. We
only need a few things.”

“I’ll find someone.” As
she eyed the cart with over a dozen un-needed items in it, Laci
wondered how the hell this had happened every time. Each time they
only needed milk, the grocery bill would amount to right around
fifty bucks. It would be more if there were only a few items in
addition to the milk.

Laci only wanted to go home, put her
feet up, and take a short nap before she had to go back to her
other job. Life was decidedly harder since her parents had died and
she’d taken over the care of Aunt Jeanie. Laci made her way to the
front of the store when she realized how quiet it was.

She was nearly halfway up the aisle to
the front desk when she saw the two men. One of them had a mask on;
the other was standing with his back to her. But he wasn’t covering
his face. It took her several seconds of just standing there to
realize that he was holding someone in front of him and he had a
gun to their head. Moving to the back of the aisle again, she never
turned but backed up one step at a time, keeping her eyes on the
two men. She needed to get to her purse and her phone where her
aunt was to call the police.

“Going somewhere?” The
blunt end of something touching the back of her neck had her
stilling. The man, because there was no doubt it was a man,
laughed. “Come on now. You want to join the party, don’t
you?”

“Not particularly.” He hit
her with the gun but only hard enough to make her see stars and not
knock her out. Moving when he gave her a shove, Laci tried to
think. “If you’re robbing the place, you’d be better off just
leaving the customers alone. The only reason that most of them are
here is because it’s the first of the month.”

“We don’t really care
about the money. There is something more here that we’re to pick
up. A bigger pay off.” She nodded and stopped when they reached the
offices. “Stand still and I won’t kill you right now.”

The office, really just an open area
that sat about two feet higher off the floor than the rest of the
store, was full of people when she was shoved into it. There was a
wraparound desk in it, a safe that was currently closed, as well as
four people standing and three sitting with their hands on their
heads. Two were bleeding out on the floor, and Laci could see that
they weren’t going to make it. Laci looked around for her aunt.
Thankfully, she wasn’t anywhere near here.

Laci took a quick inventory of the men
holding guns. Two had handguns, one a rifle, and the other one was
behind her still, and she knew that he had a gun but nothing more.
The odds were too great for her to get brave, but that didn’t mean
she wasn’t going to jump if the opportunity presented itself. She’d
been trained in hand-to-hand combat, how to use a gun, and to know
when to stand back and let the chips fall.

One of Laci’s jobs was that of a
security officer. The other two—one an antique buyer, the other a
sales associate that sold grave plots to people—did not help her as
well right now as the first one did. She knew the make and model of
the gun, the kind of ammo it held, as well as how many shots it
would fire before it would need a new clip. She also knew that it
would do a world of hurt on anyone that was on the receiving end of
it. Death would be about the only option should it hit you in any
major part of the body. The man behind her spoke finally, and they
all turned toward her.

“Found this one wandering
around the store. I thought we put them all in the freezer. But
here she is, right here just out in the open for us. This is her,
right?” That explained the quietness of the store, Laci thought.
But she had no idea what he meant by singling her out. “We got what
we came for, so we can leave now, right?”

“I have a suggestion.” She
was hit in the head again. “That fucking hurt. Stop doing that and
I won’t have to hurt you.”

He laughed again, which she figured he
was justified in doing since he had the gun. Laci was tall, lanky,
and looked like a good wind would blow her over. But she was
strong, agile, as well as trained to take on the bad guys when
necessary. When he hit her again, she’d had enough.

Grabbing his arm, she flipped him over
her head and then used the momentum to jerk his arm around and snap
it. As he was screaming at her, she used his own finger to shoot
and kill the mask wearing guy and then hit the other one before he
had a chance to fire back. As she ran for cover, shooting the man
on the floor once in the head, she made her way to the back
again.

Her aunt was just where she’d left
her, sitting in the aisle with a broken chair. But she had a man
holding a gun to her head when Laci slid to a stop at the end of
the aisle. Laci had started for her when a bullet whizzing by her
had her ducking for cover again. It more than likely had been the
injured man from the front offices. Laci dove behind the meat
counter just as the man with her aunt came after her.

Laci sat here, her back to the
counter, and thought about what the fuck had just happened.
Robbery. That was clear, but why wait until now, when the store was
over crowded with people to pull it off? And what had they meant
when they said that they’d gotten what they came for? Checking the
clip in her gun, she’d nearly wet herself when one of the men
laughed close to her.

“Laci? Where are you? Come
on out now. We just wanna talk to you.” Laci had thought her
grandmother had given them her name when the man continued and
wondered why she’d do that. “Come on now, don’t make it harder on
yourself. We know that you’re her. Someone told us you were gonna
be here, and damned if they weren’t right this time. We kept
missing you before. But I have to tell you, the lure of making some
extra cash on this by robbing the place is gonna work out so much
better for us. This way they’ll think it a simple job, and the fact
that you were our intended prize won’t ever come out.”

She had wanted to ask them what the
hell they wanted her for, but she heard the sirens at the front of
the store again. The men started cursing, and she waited there. One
of them surely was going to finish the job. And when he’d come
through the swinging doors at her, she fired four times before she
saw him fall back. The police were the next to talk to her, telling
her to drop her weapon.

“You should have stayed
there and let them talk to you. Those men weren’t gonna hurt you
none.” Her aunt was awake apparently and still fussing with her
over things. “What harm could it have done you to talk to the
police either? Then I’d not be sitting here with my ass hurting
like it is.”

“I’m sure that had they
killed you, you’d be bitching about that too.” Aunt Jeanie huffed
at her. “The police were not who they said they were. I’ve told you
that like fifty times already. They weren’t cops.”

“So you keep telling me.
He was in a uniform, wasn’t he? What else was he supposed to be?”
Laci said nothing, the story too old for her to care to repeat
herself now. “And now they’re all looking for you and you’re gonna
drag me along with you.”

“Thanks, Aunt Jeanie. I’m
so glad that you care so very little about what happens to me. And
I’ve told you, several times now, that I can drop you off anywhere
you want. Just say the word.” Another huff. “No? Then I would
suggest, since you made me go to the store in the first place, that
you keep your mouth shut.”

It really wasn’t her aunt’s fault that
those men were chasing her. But blaming her would keep her off her
back for a little while, and Laci wanted the quiet time. There had
been little to none of that as they’d set out on this mad dash for
safety.

When she’d traveled as far as she
could for one night, Laci pulled into a rest stop and parked the
car. She was broke. All the money she’d had on her was now gone.
Her credit cards weren’t safe, not that she could use them with
them all maxed out like they were. And Laci had watched enough
television to know that not just the good guys could track that,
but the bad ones as well. Until she could figure out what the hell
was going on, she wasn’t trusting anyone.

Closing her eyes, Laci tried to relax
enough that she could sleep for a little bit before moving again.
But almost as soon as she drifted off, she saw the face of the
“cop” when he’d told her to kick her gun to him.

“I’m not going to hurt
you, Laci.” It had taken her almost too long to realize that there
wasn’t any way for him to know her name. “Come on, miss. Just toss
the gun this way and we’ll get you out of here before those men
return.”

“Will they?” He nodded and
looked to his right. She couldn’t have seen what was behind him,
but she had a feeling that she might not want to know anyway. “Did
you have back up coming? If so, I’d really like to wait for
them.”

“They’re dead.” He grinned
at her when she asked him who. “You are too smart and that might
get you hurt. Why can’t you just do as you’re told and come out of
there and let us get on with the day?”

“I think you’re not an
officer, are you?” He shook his head and moved into the room,
pointing the gun at her. “What is going on? Why are you looking for
me?”

“I was just told to find
you, kill you, and then bring your dead carcass to them.” She asked
him who again. “Don’t know his name. But you’re too valuable, he
told us, to leave running around like you are. Come on now, you
can’t kill me. I’ve done not one thing to hurt you.”

Laci had had a feeling that there
might have been a “yet” at the end of his statement, but a sound
behind him had him turning and her firing at the same time. The
bullet had caught him in the shoulder, and he fired twice before
she managed to kill him.

Laci opened her eyes when she saw the
man’s face in her memories, the neat little hole in the center of
his forehead where she’d hit him. Calming her heart down again, she
wondered what kind of prison terms she’d get for killing three
people, all of them bad guys. She sat there, staring off into the
dark, and tried to think what had made anyone want to kill her.
Shifting on the seat so she could lie down, Laci felt the
overwhelming urge to cry. Not that it had done her any good so far,
but that didn’t lessen her need to do it.


Chapter 1

 


“You bought a cable
company.” Andrew nodded, thinking that Phillip was going to make
fun of him too. “And this cable company, it has a problem and you
want me to help you figure it out.”

“It has a lot of problems,
but this one I want to fix on my own. It’s failing. And I haven’t
any idea why anyone this day and age would open a cable company
this small and expect it to work. I mean, I have a bit of a clue
but not the whole story yet. That’s where you come in.” He handed
him several sheets of paper. “Okay, see those numbers? Those are
the sales records for all the people in the customer service
department. The ones in the first column are from first shift, the
other two for second and third. There is a weekend crew, but they
only answer the phones and set up sales when asked. They don’t
actually go out looking for them.”

“Okay. Looks pretty even I
guess. I mean, I don’t know shit about cable or customer service,
but these look to be pretty good.” Yeah, Andrew thought so as well.
“What is it I’m supposed to be seeing that I’m not?”

He handed him another sheet. “These
are the sales reports per computer. I hadn’t any idea that it could
be narrowed down that way. But apparently it can. Now look at the
second shift ones.”

Andrew had bought the company for the
sole purpose of tearing it apart and using the building for
something else. There was another company around that served most
of the needs of the community for all their television watching
needs. They even had phone as well as Internet. He used them
himself. But once he started looking things over, he decided he was
too bored to let this pass him by.

“They look like everyone
is sharing the same computer. So?” Andrew shook his head. “They’re
not? Then why are they coming from the...? Ah, I see. You want me
to go and find out for you. How did you want me to handle this for
you, Andrew, spy on them?”

“Yes.” Phillip told him
he’d been joking. “I’m not. I’ve sent in a couple of other people,
ones that work there, and they have no idea. I think it’s more than
that. Like one person is responsible for this and they’re not
fixing it.”

“Why? Why would they do
that? I mean, if they’re getting paid commissions on each sale, why
would this person not be keeping it all for themselves? To me, it
looks like this person is sharing his commissions with his entire
shift.” Andrew said he didn’t know. “Why do you even
care?”

“I don’t know that
either.” Andrew leaned back on his chair. “To be honest with you,
since we closed up the search and rescue business I’m bored to
death. I find myself listening to the scanner to see if Murph might
need me to come and help her out. By the way, she might be a little
touchy about me. I think I might have pissed her off.”

“Yeah, I heard.” Of course
he had. And Andrew was pretty sure that the rest of them had as
well if he had. “What the hell were you thinking going into her
interview room like that? And then proceeding to let the man she
was talking to think you were with the police?”

“I told you. I’m bored.”
He’d been screamed at for over an hour by her, threatened with
arrest, and she’d told him she was going to tell his mom. That was
the most powerful threat to him. He, like the rest of his brothers,
were scared shitless of their mom. As he was pretty sure the women
were as well.

“Okay. And I’m only
asking, not saying I’ll do this, but what is it you want me to do?”
He grinned at his brother. “You already have an idea what is going
on, don’t you?”

“No. I mean, yes, but not
really. I know that for some reason this person’s sales are being
shared with the shift. Sometimes even on other shifts. I can’t find
out anything other than the person’s last name…is Summer. First
initial is a B.” He handed him what he had on the employee. “You’d
be surprised at how little information I’m able to get from anyone.
This guy, Blair Warren, the man who is helping me get my feet wet,
as he called it? He said that the systems are forever down so he
can’t get me what I asked for. And every time I ask for a key to
the filing cabinet, he tells me that I don’t need it. I’m going to
have to have a long talk with this guy before I fire
him.”

“He does realize that you
own his ass, doesn’t he? And if he’s not playing ball, how did you
get this?” He told him that Max had helped him. “And can he figure
out why this is going on? Or is it another thing you want to do
because you’re sick of pissing off your sister-in-law, the town
sheriff?”

Andrew thought about what he was
doing. And why. He’d been bored, just as he’d told Phillip he was,
but it was more than that. Andrew felt useless. Not only that, but
he hadn’t found a damned thing to keep himself from not getting
into trouble. Not until this came up.

“I told her I was sorry
and she said she understood. Then she told me if I darkened her
steps again, unless I was being shot at, she might shoot me
herself.” Phillip laughed. “I have my house the way I want it. I’m
educated, have money to burn, but I find that is just fluff. I need
something to do.”

“You want to go back to
work for Rescue?” He told him no, not ever again. “Me either. I
mean, I’m bored too. Not like you are because I have a mate, but I
am sort of lost until we get that shop up and running. Charlie has
her business going now. Mom and Hannah are enjoying working for
her, but I feel like I’ve been set out to pasture. I’ve even taken
up golf. Christ, I hate that shit too.”

“So? You’ll do it?”
Phillip said he would. But only for a few days. “Thank you. So
much. I just need to know. I will tell you that I might end up
closing it anyway, but I just wanted to do something.”

After his brother left, Andrew looked
over the paperwork again. Max had told him that the systems were
never down, nor did he see any reason for them not to give him
access to the files. He knew that his nephew was holding something
back, but until it became clear that it was necessary for him to
know it, he wasn’t going to let Max tell him. Andrew really needed
to do this.

Two weeks ago they’d closed up their
search and rescue business. It had been a relief really, to know
that he’d not have to go out on those sort of jobs again. The
search part of their job meant murders most of the time, and the
rescue was never really any more than body retrieval. He had been
burnt out long before Misha had asked them if they wanted to
continue doing it. Andrew had his desk cleared out that same day
and had gone looking for someplace to unwind.

It had taken him all of twenty-four
hours to realize that he wasn’t cut out to be a man of leisure.
That vacations were not what he’d needed. And that the women that
he’d dated in the past were no longer something he wanted. He had
four of the best women in his family now in the way of sisters, and
everyone else had failed to make the cut.

Leaving his house to meet up with
Misha and two more of his brothers, he drove by the cable company
again. He didn’t go in but sat in the parking lot just looking at
it. He had no idea why, but he had a feeling that something was
going on there and he wanted to crack it. Smiling when he thought
he sounded like Murph, he started his car up and moved to the
restaurant. It was time for some fun.

~~~

Laci sat at her desk and watched the
others get ready for their shift out of the corner of her eye.
Really, getting ready didn’t mean the same to them as it did her.
She was working, they were bullshitting and having a good time. As
she dug out her head set and the pens and paper she’d brought from
home, she wondered what they were going to do when in thirteen days
she was gone.

Giving her two weeks’ notice had been
hard. The job was paying the bills, yes, but it was getting harder
and harder for her to come to this stupid job and not get the kind
of money she was supposed to be making. They were ripping her off
and everyone knew it. They thought—and she supposed rightly so—that
she was a sap. But she was done with that too.

Her first check had been wonderful.
The sales commission money that she’d worked her ass off for was
going to make such a difference in their lives. It had amounted to
well over what her hourly check had been, and she’d cashed the
check and put a large portion of it in her stash. If they had to
run again, and that was a forgone conclusion, she wanted money to
do it on.

Then her next check had come in. It
was considerably less than it should have been, by hundreds of
dollars. Most of her commissions were gone…no reason for it, just
not on her check. Not only were they not on her check so she could
get paid for them, but someone had gone into the computer and
changed her name to those of the people she worked with on the work
orders. She knew there had to be some sort of computer issue and
had decided to talk to someone about it.

After getting in to her appointment to
see her boss, Blair Warren—he’d canceled on her four times—she was
seated in his office. Her entire shift of customer service
personnel had been there as well. Laci had her sales reports in
hand, having printed them up each night when she was done for the
day, as well as a list of the names that had been changed to
someone other than her. She thought she had been ready.

“You’re a very good
customer service rep. The best this company has had since I’ve been
here.” She thanked him, not sure what he was up to. “The rest of
them, the others on your shift, can’t even hold a candle to the
amount of sales you have in one week. Not even if they worked for
an entire month.”

“Yes, that’s what I wanted
to talk to you about. Their names are on some of my sales. I don’t
understand.... Maybe we should do this in private.” He just shook
his head. “All right then. I have my nightly sales report for the
week that this check should have covered. As you can see, there is
over nine hundred dollars in sales that have been changed to show
someone else made the sales. I was—”

“I know. I did it. So?”
She could only stare at him, with not even a clue as to why he’d do
it. “I don’t see what the problem is. You make more than the rest
of them and that’s why I did it. And I will continue to do so. Had
we had someone like you here years ago, even months, our business
wouldn’t be on the chopping block and we’d be able to compete with
the other cable providers.”

“But I earned that money.”
She looked around at the people in the room, all of them smirking
and laughing. “Some of these people, they’re the ones that you’re
giving it to. Giving them my money.”

“Actually, all of them are
getting a cut of it. Even me.” Blair looked at them before looking
at her again. “None of them have had even near the sales you’ve
had. And a few of them, most really, have been on the edge of being
fired for some time. When you came along, well...it seemed the only
way to keep them was to make sure they had the sales they needed.
Now corporate is happy, I’m happy, and it’s not like you’re not
getting some of your money. Just not all of it.”

“I’m not happy. Not the
least bit.” He’d laughed at her then. “I’m not going to do this.
I’ll quit first. Or report you. This is theft and you know
it.”

“Will you? I don’t think
so.” He had nodded and the people filed out, most of them laughing
at her still. When the door was closed behind them, Blair leaned
back in his chair. “I know who you are. And that you’re in trouble.
I can pick up that phone right now and have you not just arrested,
but that aunt of yours killed as well. How far do you think you’ll
get before you, too, have a bullet in your head?”

Her mind had nearly shut down. How the
hell had he figured it out? She’d only been doing her job, not
causing any trouble. He was stealing from her and thought that it
was okay because someone wanted her dead?

“You’re kidding me? You’d
have me killed over money?” Blair had just stared at her, his face
telling her that he would, in a heartbeat. “I’ll go to your boss.
Then his if I can’t get any satisfaction.”

“You’ll never make it that
far.” It wasn’t a threat but a hard cold fact. He would make a
call. And then she’d be dead. And Laci hadn’t a clue as to why they
were chasing her. “Go back to work, Laci. May I call you that?
Anyway, I’m glad that you’re here, I have some rules to go over
with you. You can’t tell anyone about this, not the new owner, not
the police, or anyone else that might come here and look into this.
You slow your sales down, I’ll call. You tell anyone, I call. If
you so much as hint to anyone that you’re being blackmailed, I’ll
call.”

“This isn’t right. You
have to see that.” He told her that it was his right to do as he
pleased. “No, that’s not fair. I worked hard for that money. I need
it.”

She’d left his office then, him not
saying another word to her. That had been over five weeks ago and
now she was finished with this stupid job. She still wasn’t sure
what she could have done then, any more than she was
now.

“Hello.” Laci looked up at
the man standing over her desk and felt her body tense. All her
mind could grasp was that he’d finally done it. Blair had figured
out she was quitting and he’d called someone in. “I’m Eric Phillip.
Most people call me Phillip.”

“La...Beth Summer.” He
nodded. And when he continued to stand there, she looked around.
“Can I help you?”

“You didn’t get the
email.” Shaking her head, she explained that she didn’t have email.
“I mean here. You were supposed to get.... Never mind. I’m here so
you can train me. I’m the new guy in this department.”

This had to be a joke. Laci stood up
and looked at the others. She wondered which one of them were
playing a joke on her. Sitting down, Phillip handed her a copy of
what appeared to be an email. She read it over twice and still felt
like it was a terrible joke.

“I don’t understand. I’m
to train you? For this department?” He nodded, looking as confused
as she felt. “I’ve never trained anyone before. I don’t even think
I was trained.”

“Well, that’s what it
says.” Nodding, she laid it with her things. “What do we do to
start? I’m assuming that you have to get on the phones?”

“Yes. The phones.” Taking
the rest of her things out of her bag, she tried to think what this
meant. One more person she was going to have to share her earnings
with was all she could think of at the moment. Plugging her headset
into the phone, she logged onto the computer as she spoke.
“Everyone has a number they use. It’s to keep track of their
sales.”

“Commissions.” She nodded.
Her eyes filled with tears when she thought of how much less her
check was going to be now. “And do you keep track of them? Or does
the company?”

“Both.”
Fat lot of good it does me, she thought. “Once you have your day finished, you’ll want
to print them up and…why are you really here? I mean, no one wants
to be trained on how to do this job. It’s just me.”

“I don’t understand.”
Nodding, she looked at the screen and tried her best not to cry.
The tears were as useless as her aunt was. “Are you all right? Can
I get someone for you?”

“It doesn’t matter. Not at
all.” As she let out a long slow breath, she started training him.
Telling him mostly what she did when she came in, how to log on,
and anything else she could think of, especially how to clock in.
“If you don’t clock in, the computer won’t compute your sales. All
your work, if you do any, will be lost to you and put in an account
somewhere. So it’s really important that you clock into your
computer and that no one else knows your sign on. They can really
screw you over if they do.”

“Who did it to you? Who is
it that screwed you over?” She just stared at him when he repeated
his questions. The man was entirely too nice.

Standing up, needing a few minutes,
she picked up her chair—the collapsible one that she’d brought from
home when her work one had been broken and not replaced—and bag and
told him she’d be back. Nearly running to the bathroom, she found
an empty stall and went in and locked the door.

It was too much. Her life had always

























cover.jpg
Kathl Sk Barton

L(JNNINE
‘:;5"‘.:#4'&%

I

mop |






tmp_6c8f801e2a66dae3d5f6610dfbe28fea_4WvnRk_html_m3a1c5c19.jpg
NDREW

L(JNNINBS LE(JP BODK 5

Kathi S. Barton





tmp_6c8f801e2a66dae3d5f6610dfbe28fea_4WvnRk_html_m5c2d8873.jpg





