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CHAPTER ONE

The seclusion within the mountains had grown frosty and its charm, laden as the overcast sky pelting the woods with snow. My jaws ached from my teeth clattering only to irritate me further when I realized I’d made a decision on a whim, one that had quickened my purchase of the so-called dream home in the Ozarks. 

I hadn’t allowed for freezing weather when I visited last spring. The sky had been the purest of blue and the pine trees were full and scattered. Among them stood pecan trees and pink and white dogwoods, painting an altruistic interlude worthy of getting lost within. Maroon Crepe Myrtles dusted the dark green awnings of the white, wood frame house and the only thing missing from the quaint scene was a white picket fence. The cozy abode was well hidden within the purest portraits of nature.

Each breath I took, while trudging my way through the drifts of snow, felt a laden gray. Perhaps I had paid too high a price for anonymity.

***

Blood. 

The pine needles pricked my cheek and I pushed them aside feeling what I thought was snow, damp and weepy, running down my face. I wiped the droplets from my lashes with the back of my hand and noticed fresh blood streak across. Startled, I stopped, rewinding in my mind, the steps I had taken from the jeep. I back-tracked the last thirty minutes. Another drop caught my sight and fell, as if in slow motion, landing on my boot. It was then I realized blood had noticeably disrupted the otherwise pristine blanket of snow laid before me. Glancing over and above my left shoulder, another droplet fell from a needle of the pine. Although there had been rumors of bears in the area, I still found it hard to believe. Someone had to be only seconds ahead of me. I was certain, by the tracks in the snow I hadn’t noticed until now. They had either been tall enough to bleed out onto the limb or were pushing their way through and had it on their hand. It was difficult to judge their height from that alone, but from the weight of the snow and ice accumulation on the tree limbs, they were at least five foot four if reaching upwards to clear the branch, or taller and bent over due to their injury. Their boots had soles similar to the Red Wings I had worn since I was a child, bird hunting with my dad. Their shoe size and height could have been close to mine and I’m five foot seven. Whatever the case, there was a large blood loss and it was painting a trail. 

The blood was a concern, but the more ominous question was who would be out here and why? There were no abandoned vehicles nearby. No car accidents or I would surely have seen something. 

You couldn’t just happen by here.  

I had managed to tuck myself into the Ozark Mountains of northwest Arkansas and it hadn’t been an easy task.  It was an hour long journey from the highway on a good day and God knows this was no good day. My old WWII Willy was buried in at least a mile back, the gravel covered with ice and snow since I’d left the house three hours earlier.  

I took a couple of steps back and noted the tracks veered off to the side, zigzagging in no particular pattern. There was a fairly large divot in the snow where they had fallen, and at the edge of that, a larger pink dissipated area. 

The wind bit sharply at my taut cheeks and I struggled through the knee deep snow. 

What the hell had I been thinking when I moved to this God forsaken place? 

I clung tightly to my chest the whipping London Fog I’d bought only days earlier before catching my flight at Ronald Reagan in Washington. Each step was a struggle but I was doing my best to get to the house I just had to have. The pine trees I so loved when I first found this place now hung heavy with snow and ice, certain to fall on me at any moment.  

I fought the drifts, determined to track the erratic splotches ahead. 
The click of the safety brought me into check. Again, I had the gun in hand and ready without even realizing it, a habit in need of addressing. I’d dropped the plastic bag of groceries several yards back, then pulled the Glock from its holster.  

My adrenaline was juicing and, thankfully, increasing the warmth of my semi-frozen body. The added heat of my body’s furnace enabled me to move quicker, pushing my way through the contentious drifts. Whoever it was couldn’t have gone far. Still, I had to remember they could be armed and, as much as I hated the thought, they could be here for me.

The wind picked up and my hair whipped my face making it difficult to get a clear view. I shook my head from side to side making sure the strands were loose enough to push aside with the cuff of my sleeve. I jerked my head back and noticed the splotches in the snow were becoming larger indicating the victim was weakening, lumbering back and forth, barely able to continue moving forward. We were less than an eighth of a mile from my house. They had to know its location.  

An incline caught me off guard and I stumbled, falling flat on my face. 

“Shit.” I groveled, working my way loose from the snow. When I fell forward, still off balance, I caught sight of a stranger crumpled next to a tree. I worked my way around several large rocks to get a better view.

“Hello!” I shuffled over to find a dark, wet coat concealing any view of their face. “Hey!” I attempted to push aside the coat with my boot to get a better look at the injured body before me. There was still no sound or movement but I saw the left hand move from under the coat. The cuff of the coat was encrusted with red ice. Hesitant, I put the safety back on and holstered the gun so I’d have both hands free. The wind was fighting me but I managed to reach over and pull the stranger on their back. 

She couldn’t have been more than twenty, if that. Her lashes were coated in ice and snow, but she was a pretty, fair-skinned blonde, almost tow-headed. The navy tartan scarf she’d wrapped around her head was crisp with ice so she had to have been out here for quite some time.  How am I going to get her to the house? There were no visible injuries but she was unconscious, although still breathing. She needed to be inside --the sooner the better. 

I rose to size up the situation. It was going to be a challenge, but there were no alternatives. I moved where I could grasp her shoulders from above her head to drag her to the house. With the snow and ice, she must have weighed close to two hundred pounds. At least that’s how it felt. She never stirred. The guttural moans were those I uttered as I strained. A couple of times I felt certain I would have to give up, but I forced myself onward. 

What is your story? Did someone leave you for dead? Each step I took brought another question. It was getting dark but the house was finally in sight. The timer on the lamp had proven itself worthy, providing sufficient guidance to the front porch.

With each step her body resisted. My stomach muscles were tight and tender but I was hell bent to get her to the front door. Just one more step. She’s so pale. I could whine about it later; she was in bad shape. With a thud, I plopped my butt on the porch with her laid across my lap.  

If only you had listened to your mother, Sada McClain. You’ll surely face death with no family around to support you. What then, Miss Sada? 

My mother’s voice could wear on my last nerve. I’m sure if she saw me at this moment she would find great satisfaction. Her words rattled the walls of my mind so I chose to inhale the snap of brittle cold air and cut mother’s platitude from my head.  

It was then I heard Ludicrous scratching at the white plank door. 

I slid from beneath the frozen maiden and stood to fish out the keys from the shoulder bag wrapped across my chest.  Full force, Ludi jumped up and knocked the wind out of me before I could push the door aside. 

“Hey big boy. I missed you too. Now get down so I can get our visitor inside.” I pushed my guardian mastiff away and turned to pull the unknown maiden over the threshold. For a moment I thought I saw her stir. I watched. I waited. Nothing. So I latched onto her and pulled her in while kicking the door shut. I let go and turned to lock it, not taking any chance of a possible suspect following close behind. 

“Get back Ludi.” I pushed him aside while yanking my bag from my chest and my wet coat from my worn body. At last I had freedom of movement. I tossed it aside and began pulling her wet clothing from her. Still, there was no sign of an injury and I saw no source of blood.  I unwrapped her scarf from her head. She would be stunning in any other situation. The buttons of her coat were icy and difficult to maneuver so it took a bit longer, but with each one I felt a sense of accomplishment. The coat was heavy, not just because it was wool but wet wool and I noticed her pockets seemed full of something, but I would have to investigate later. I had to get her warm. 

The dress she had on beneath was a burgundy corduroy and, dear God, she was huge with baby. 

“Hello.” I whispered in hopes of not startling her. With no response, I reached down to remove her boots. Like everything else they were soaked. One, with blood. Was it the pregnancy?

I ran into the bedroom and pulled a couple of blankets from the dresser drawer. When I returned Ludicrous was licking the poor girl’s face. I heard her moan. Nastiness is a harsh awakening.

“Ludi, get back.” I ran to her side and he hot footed it to the bedroom. 

On second thought, I pulled the girl to my bedroom and maneuvered her onto my bed. She needed warmth, comfort and, a doctor. At that point, I was at a loss. I knew no one. Well, other than my neighbors, the Nortons, and they were not close by. I suppose they would know someone and I had their phone number somewhere, but I had done my best to keep a distance from everyone.  At this point it was more important to get her out of those wet clothes.  Not having a clue where to start, I just started unbuttoning her dress at the neck. She was beginning to stir and, hopefully, she would awaken and help. The dress moved fairly easily but I wasn’t prepared for my discovery. 

I choked at the sight. Either she’d taken a hell of a fall, or someone had beaten the dickens out of her. When I pulled the dress aside she grimaced. A silk slip caressed her curves but did nothing to conceal the damage. I then saw the blood painting a thin line down the inside of her leg. Had she lost the baby? 

Towels. I retrieved towels to lie beneath her while I determined what to do. She looked so innocent and I pushed her wet hair aside to distinguish her angelic face. Who could hurt someone so delicate? And with child? I rolled her to her side and, as she moaned, I pushed the towels underneath her, smoothing them as best I could, then pulled the quilt from the end of my bed and tucked it around her to retain her body heat. 

I stood back and watched her for a moment. The pain written on her face earlier had dissipated and her forehead and cheeks softened. Hopefully, she would rest. Recollecting my thoughts, Martin Banks, the Director of Behavioral Science at Quantico, came to mind. He had been a practicing physician before joining the behavioral team and he’d helped me many times in the past. Perhaps a call to him was in order. He would honor my privacy. He always had.  

As quietly as possible, I tiptoed into the hallway and pulled the door to, not wanting to disturb her with the phone call.  She would be disrupted soon enough. I’d left my cell in the other room any way.

“Banks.” The usual no nonsense welcome.

“Martin.”

“Sada. How are you? Where are you? What happened?” There were questions inside the questions. The interrogations never ceased. 

“I’m fine Martin. How are you?” It was good to hear his voice. It had been easy for me to grow fond of Martin. He was quiet turned, much like myself.  There was a comfort in that. I never felt that with any of the other agents. 

“Sada, I’m fine. But, I suspect there’s something you need or you wouldn’t be calling. Could I possibly be correct?” There was a nip at the end of that statement and I knew the concern had grown a degree within the minute of the statement.

“Yes, I do need to ask a favor. If it weren’t serious Martin…” 

“Would you please tell me where you are? Agents Stephens and Jackson have asked numerous times about your location. As far as anyone knows you’re on assignment. You do intend to return, correct?” He’s such a kind man. I hate it that I had to walk away from such a friend.  

“I found a woman unconscious and suffering from exposure in snow and ice Martin, and she appears to be in her early twenties, last trimester of pregnancy, and bleeding. It appears to be from the baby.” I paused for his response.

“How heavy is the bleeding?  Sada, she may have already delivered. Was there any sign of the baby nearby?” It never occurred to me she could have delivered. The baby could still be out in that weather. 

“I don’t know. She’s unconscious on my bed. I managed to drag her inside and took off her sopping wet clothes, well most of them. She looks like she’s been beaten. It’s pitiful.”

When her scream split the air into, there was at least a foot of space between me and the floor.  Thankfully, I had a tight grip on the phone or I would have hurled it across the room.

“Where am I?  My baby. Where’s my baby?” She bellowed. Oh my God. The bedroom door flew open and she stood there pale as gossamer blowing in the wind.

“Sada, what’s going on there? Is that her screaming? What is she saying?”  

“Yes, that’s her. She said someone took her baby. I need to find out what the blazes she’s talking about.”  This was going to be a mess without a doubt. In the middle of the Ozarks with no transportation and a baby missing. 

“I will be here if you need me. Would you like me to contact the local authorities to assist?” He was determined to find out my location. 

“Martin, if necessary, I can assure you I know how to make that call. I will talk to you soon. Thanks again.” With a push of a button I had dismissed his questions only to proceed with my own.

Truth be told, as my mother used to say, I wouldn’t put it past Director Banks to be sitting outside watching the house as we spoke.

***

“Who are you?--What have you done with my clothes?” Her words vibrated as her body shook. She trembled, clinging to her sides as if she were her own last hope. Her eyes were as big as saucers and I couldn’t say I blamed her. Whatever she had recently experienced had to have been traumatic.  “Please, you have to help me. My baby.” She was crying, hyperventilating and, before I could reach her, she folded to the floor like a pop-up card tossed aside.

“You were drenched…”

I tossed the phone onto the sofa and went to her, wrapped one arm around her and did my best to lift her from the cold wooden floor. Its rustic charm was lacking as I hoisted her using my hip as a jack of sorts, just enough to ease her back into the bedroom, one step at a time. She was bound to be weak from the loss of blood, not to mention the birth of her baby. 

“Please.  Can’t you help me?”  She was so weak no tears would come, only the tremors that shook her body from the emotional quakes moving through her. There was no way I could comprehend the pain tearing through her soul. Her spirit had been split into and she no doubt felt helpless.

“Why don’t we start with introductions.  I’m Sada McClain and you are?” She was a victim without a doubt. There were no criminal tendencies reflected in her eyes or in her movements. I did suspect she could be manipulated easily, if her heart was involved, especially if there’s no immediate family of her own nearby. Since she had not asked to use the phone and hadn’t called out for anyone I was relatively certain she was without close ties.

“Becka Andres is my birth name,” she said in a delicate whisper, “but they call me Mary.” With that she looked away embarrassed, obvious by the slight pink flush across her cheeks.

“Becka, there’s no need to be embarrassed with me. You and I are going to figure this out together. Why don’t we do this? How would you feel about a shower?  I could fix you some soup and then we could discuss things after you’ve eaten a little something.  I’m sure it’s been quite some time since you’ve eaten.”  I paused, not sure how she was feeling. 

“All right.” She stumbled, weak and preoccupied.  

“Why don’t you sit here in this chair by the bedroom door while I run the water?” It was paramount we get things moving as quickly as possible, but I had to take care of her health first and foremost or we would have more than a missing baby to consider.  Martin would be on standby until I followed up and if it took over an hour, more than likely he would have law enforcement checking in; especially since he had tracked my cell by now. The only thing stopping him would be the horrid weather. If only everyone didn’t have to find out I was here. But, it was a small town.

I patted her leg and walked across the hall to start the shower. 

“It takes a bit to warm the water. You sit and rest a while. I’ll let you know when it’s ready. You’re going to need your energy for that baby.” A gentle smile was offered her and she responded in kind. A silent agreement.

 “Becka, the water is ready.” I said quietly, hesitant to bother her since she appeared to have dozed off.  She lifted her head and then pushed herself up from the chair. 

“Sada, thank you.” She stood and walked to the bathroom, the slip painted to her.

“Sweetie, I’m going to get you one of my gowns and I’ll pass it through to you. There are some personal items underneath the sink that would make you more comfortable after your delivery. I want you to make yourself at home. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together.”  I liked the sound of that. I hoped she did.  Lord give me the wisdom to handle this in a proper manner.
Casting a glance towards the bedroom, I realized the bed was a mess. The sheets were in need of changing and it also needed a fresh quilt. I scurried to the chest of drawers for linens and pulled out my favorite worn, soft green set.  Lost in some type of sisterly transitory thing I overheard Becka choking back a tearful cough. She’d probably been crying the whole time she’d been in there since she’d had little privacy until then. My heart felt as though it would shred into small pieces as I restrained myself from opening the bathroom door. She had to have some privacy. 

Before she returned, the bed was fresh and a chenille blanket was atop it all, just in case she would chill.

I heard the door squeak as it opened and heard the slight touch of her bare feet on the wooden floor. When I turned I couldn’t help but notice her red eyes and the puffiness beneath.

“Oh Sada, it’s so nice,” she said as she looked beyond me at the bed. “I hate to mess it up.”

“Well now, Miss Becka, it’s been made for you to mess up so you just slide in there and I’ll bring you some soup to warm your insides since you got the outside all nice and cozy.” She hesitated a millisecond then stepped passed me and slid beneath the covers. Ludicrous was sitting behind me, his tail beating its happy song. He was doing his best to hold himself back. Otherwise, he would have already been in the middle of the bed, paws in her lap and tongue on her face. When she’d gotten situated under the covers, I had one question I felt needed asking. “Becka, about your baby–is it a boy or a girl?” It was just above a whisper.

She had been situating herself beneath the covers but stopped at the sound of those words. There was a slight gasp from her lips and they began to quiver just slightly. 

“I don’t know.” A tear welled in her right eye, her cheeks turned red and her hands went to her face. I hurried to her side.

“It’s all right Becka. I understand. They took the baby quickly. We’ll find it. Don’t over think this. That’s my job. I was trained to over think everything.” I wrapped my arm around her and she buried her head into my chest, whimpering. I felt so helpless. That was all Ludi needed. He was around the bed, by her side and just about to lick her face.

“Ludi, stay.” I smiled at Becka and gave Ludi the “don’t you even” look. “Becka, Ludi will stay with you while I get the soup going. Just rest and relax.” 

I fixed both of us a cup. When I headed back towards the bedroom, I noticed a light flash through the window. I froze, waiting to see which way it went. Thankfully, I had the habit of locking all doors and securing all windows. I learned not to trust anyone a long time ago, especially when I was living in Virginia. Things were much different there. Becka needed to know to be quiet. Above all.

Ludicrous was growling when I started down the hallway. There was a loose board in the next step I was about to take and I knew he was aware of it, but Becka was not.

“Becka, I’m right here. You need to stay quiet. Ludi, stay.” I went to the bedside table, set my soup down and handed Becka hers. When I looked up she was watching me intently. “Do you recall how you got here Becka?”  Not wanting to frighten her, I kept my voice monotone and calm. 

“Not really. Why?” She was becoming agitated and that would increase her heart rate and the bleeding, not to mention her emotional state. None of which would help the situation.

“There is someone outside the house and I haven’t a clue who it could be. I need you to stay right where you are. You’re safe and you’re warm. Ludi will not leave your side. Trust me. He favors pretty women. Don’t you, Ludi?” I smiled at her as I pulled the bedside table drawer open and pulled out my spare Glock. Becka gasped. That was unexpected.

“What do you have that for? What--what are you going to do with that?” Her spoon was in mid-air, poised, obviously forgotten.
“Becka, I am a special agent with the FBI. It’s all right. Now stay quiet.” I slowly rose from the bedside and made my way to the hall. Again, I caught a glimpse of the light through the second bedroom window. I unlocked the back door and eased it and the screen door open. As I made my way through, I let them close slowly. There was no sign of anyone in either direction and, with what little moonlight there was, I couldn’t see any sign of footsteps in the snow. They had not made it there yet. The safety was locked on the gun and I was careful to keep it that way. It would be an obvious sound on an ice laden night. 

I became flush with the siding of the house, scooting along as I moved toward the other side. There was no sound of movement, no indication of anyone nearby. The corner was only inches away when I saw the beam of light approaching.  I pulled back, hunkered down, and clicked off my safety. Unfortunately, it was as my mother would say, “an E.F. Hutton moment.” 

The click disrupted the winter silence and my throat tightened around my fearful heart. 


