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C H A P T E R  1

eed Adler lifted the mug of coffee to his lips and inhaled

the earthy, robust aroma. This was his favorite time of

day, early morning, sitting outside his cabin looking across the small

meadow and into the trees. Filled with purple lupine and the first

bursts of crimson Indian Paintbrush, the meadow shimmered like an

image in a kaleidoscope. A slender trail emerged from the forest into

the clearing and then plunged back into the trees. Reed often enjoyed

hiking the steep trail, which wound for several miles along the Sandy

River. As the last vestiges of winter faded and soft flowers erupted

along the trails, it was easy to forget the dangers present when hiking

in the late spring and early summer. On his first mountain rescue last

year, Reed had learned that rain and ice were still a very real danger.

The deceivingly clear skies and bright sunshine tended to fool hikers

into thinking it was warm outside.

He pulled up the collar on his Pendleton. “Protect yourself,” he

mumbled into his coffee. He took a sip and sighed as the crisp air of

early summer mixed with the invigorating taste of a strong, powerful

dark roast. This was the life he wanted—one without the guns of war,

the heat of the desert, or having to say “Yes sir” to yet one more idiot.

Boom!
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Coffee sprayed across the deck. Reed’s training kicked in as he

took cover behind his chair. All senses alerted as he built a wall

against the shrapnel of fear strafing his chest. The meadow blurred

and he tightened his focus on the mountain trail, his gaze cataloging

every rock, every tree as he prepared for an enemy attack.

Nothing.

Reed peered into the stand of trees. Something wasn’t right.

Afghanistan didn’t have Redwood trees. Where are the rocky, desert
mountains? Reed glanced over his shoulder. Where is the rest of his unit?
They never went on a mission alone in broad daylight. They must be

hiding in the trees. He scanned left and right for the enemy. Seeing

none, he jumped off the deck, crouching low as he ran toward the

tree line.

A boy burst from the trees running as fast as his short legs would

carry him, the sun glinting off something metal.

Reed shouted to his unit. “Down! Gun! Down!” He hit the dirt and

covered his head, waiting for the boy to start shooting.

Nothing.

He turned his head slightly. The kid had stopped dead in his

tracks, as if not moving a muscle would make him invisible.

Why wasn’t his unit responding? Shit. He must be the only one

left. The bastards must have killed them. He reached beneath him for

his backup weapon in an ankle holster.

Fuck! Where’s my gun? No uniform? No flak jacket? What the hell

is going on here?? Have I been drugged? Escaped? Why can’t I

remember?

Flat in the dirt, Reed raised one knee to his side and placed both

hands beneath his chest so he could push up quickly. He would spring

forward when the boy made a move. He’d have to kill him with his

bare hands. Reed would have to kill him before being shot—before

joining the rest of his unit in hell.

The kid did nothing. The gun. Why hadn’t he drawn it? The boys

always had a gun. Usually a rifle, but sometimes a handgun. Was the

kid the pawn? Were there others hidden behind the trees?

Dammit! He should have been prepared. He knew that young
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Afghan boys were often sent on suicide missions. How did he let

himself get in this situation?

The boy’s eyes were wide and frightened. It was like he was para‐
lyzed by Reed’s deadly stare. When no one else fired, Reed looked up

the trail again, trying to find where the others were hiding. He

frowned in confusion.

Conifers. Heavily treed. What the hell?

Where were the brown hills, the scrawny, sparse trees barely

hanging on to the white peaks above him?

Oh, God. No. Please God. Not again.

He closed his eyes and let out a breath. He wasn’t in Afghanistan.

He was home. Mt. Hood. His own backyard. The adrenalin still

pumping through him, he took a shaky deep breath and let it out

slowly.

Reed took his time getting up to one knee, then pushed carefully

off the ground. The boy flinched. Reed stood motionless. He worked

on slowing his breathing, stopping the automatic kill reflex.

“Sorry, kid.” His voice was rough, dry from eating dirt when he hit

the ground. “You okay? You lost?”

The boy screamed, turned, and took off back the way he’d come.

Fuck! It was a lost kid and he probably just scared the shit out

of him.

Reed pursued. It wasn’t safe for a young kid to be climbing around

these mountains alone—especially at six in the morning. If he stepped

off the wrong side of the trail, the boy would be dead.

“Hey, kid. Hold up. I’m not going to hurt you.”

The kid stepped off the trail on the up slope and started climbing

cross-country, then scampered further south again. Reed closed the

gap. Only a few more strides and he’d have him. The boy slipped and

screamed, tumbling down the slope. Reed braced himself, scooped his

arms down and caught the boy, bringing him up against his chest.

The boy flailed at him, kicking and crying.

“Hold on,” Reed said. “Just a minute. I’m not going to hurt you.

What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

The boy kicked again, and Reed let out an “oof” as the boy’s foot
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connected with Reed’s kidney. He set the kid on the ground, tightly

pressing down on his shoulders. The kid kicked his shin.

“F…if you do that again, I’m going to sit on you.” Reed said. The

kid twisted in his grasp and Reed applied more pressure, forcing the

kid to bend lower to keep his balance. “Now tell me what’s going on.

Maybe I can help.”

For a moment, the boy quieted, tears streaming down his face. For

the first time, Reed had a chance to actually look at him. Red marks

encircled the kid’s wrists, as if they’d been tied for a long time. A large

purple bruise on his left cheek looked like he’d been hit hard by

someone strong. His shirt was ripped at the collar with what looked

like dried blood along his shoulder.

Reed loosened his grip a little. “What’s happened here?”

The boy’s shoulders slumped and he looked down at the ground.

Reed let go completely and the kid took off again, running up

the trail.

Shit! Whatever had scared this kid was way beyond Reed’s stupid

flashback.

The boy turned suddenly, jumping over a large boulder and then

veered sharply to the left. Reed tried to adjust, but he stumbled and

landed flat on his chest and face-to-face with a woman on the ground.

Obviously dead. Reed scrambled back to a sitting position and

scanned the woods for the kid.

Nowhere.

Had the boy been part of this? Maybe escaped from the assailant?

The woman wore a nice suit—skirt and jacket—but she was bent

in an unnatural way. One leg splayed out to the right crossing over the

other, putting her almost completely face down, with one arm pinned

beneath her. Her long blonde hair, matted with blood and needles

from the conifers, looked sticky and stiff. She’d probably died several

hours ago. He’d seen people bleed out in Afghanistan; he knew that

look of resigned horror.

His training kept him close to the ground, though he doubted

whoever did this was still around. If they had been, the boy would be

dead too. He listened for a moment, unmoving, just in case.
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Nothing.

Slowly, he turned the woman on to her back. Her clothes were

intact except for an open shirt that showed some type of wound

beneath her bra. Her hand compressed fabric against the wound, a

torn yellow piece of paper clutched in her fingers with dried blood

acting like a type of glue to keep the note there.

Based on the amount of blood, he guessed it had been a gunshot

wound. Shit. No wonder the kid was running. He probably didn’t

know the good guys from the bad.

Reed didn’t want to move her any more. The police would need to

see her exactly as he’d found her. They’d want the kid, too. It’s likely

the boy was a witness, and probably also a victim. He braced his hand

against the ground and pushed himself up. To his surprise, the kid

stood just ten feet off the trail. There were no tears now, no trem‐
bling, just him standing still as a statue with a tortured look in

his eyes.

Reed didn’t move. He didn’t want to scare him into running again.

“I’m sorry, kid. She’s dead.”

The boy stiffened and refused to look Reed in the eye.

“I guess you already knew that.”

The boy dropped his eyes to the ground and let out a big breath.

His shoulders slumped.

“Do you know who did this?”

Again, the boy said nothing. He stared at Reed, his eyes wide,

unblinking, as vacant as a sacrificial lamb. His lips trembled, but he

didn’t cry out. Suddenly, he folded to the ground and curled into a

fetal position.

Reed took a step forward, then another. When there was no flight

reaction, he hurried to the kid and scooped him into his lap. Small

arms went around his neck and held tight. Reed rocked him, hugging

him to his chest.

“I don’t know what happened here, kid. But I’ll keep you safe. You

hear? I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

The boy didn’t cry, didn’t say anything, but he held on as if his

fingers had a death grip on a hand grenade.
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Reed stood, shielding the boy in his arms, and started down the

path to home. He’d have to call the police and get them out here. And

he knew he’d have to tell them about the boy. He didn’t like the idea

that some social service person would come and take the kid away,

but that wasn’t his call.

At his cabin, he laid the boy on the sofa in front of the wood stove,

covered him with a blanket, and just watched him for a while. He was

waiting for the kid to say something or do something. Cry. Talk.

Whatever.

After several minutes of silence, it struck him. The kid was like

Reed. He couldn’t talk. He couldn’t think. He was just trying to put

whatever happened as far back in his mind as he could. Trying to go

on without thinking, without feeling, hoping he would wake up

tomorrow and it would all be just a bad nightmare.

Reed perched on the edge of the sofa, within inches of the boy in

case he reached out. He wanted to say, “I understand. It’s okay. Do

what you gotta do to get through this.” But he didn’t. He couldn’t get

close. He couldn’t get involved. As soon as he called this in, someone

would come take this kid away.

He dialed 911.

He’d barely gotten out the basic details about the body and the

location when the operator began asking questions about Reed.

“Yeah, I found her on the trail. She’s been shot.”

“Look, I’m a Marine. I’ve been back from the Middle East for a

year. I know when someone’s been shot.”

“Yeah, my name is Reed Adler, my address is…”

The boy grabbed the phone and ran out of the cabin.

Shit! Reed took off after him. He’d thought he had everything

under control. He’d thought the boy had calmed down and wanted

help. He scanned up and down the trail. The kid was nowhere.

It was going to be one of those FUBAR days.
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C H A P T E R  2

urder?

Jenna sat quietly in the gloom of the chapel where

the detective said they could meet. She hunched forward, her head

resting in her arms on the pew in front of her. She couldn’t face a

busy cop station again. Here the light was too dim for anyone to see

her. She didn’t have to pretend to hold herself together.

The image of her sister’s torn body hadn’t left her mind since she’d

identified it in the morgue three days ago. The black and blue swollen

face marred Tanya’s flawless skin. Her legs and arms strafed with

random knife cuts as if the killer enjoyed torturing. Under her profes‐
sional clothing, her sister’s distorted and slender body was hardly

recognizable. But there was no doubt it was Tanya. There were signs

of multiple rapes, but no semen. The police conjectured she’d been

held for up to a week and assaulted.

The fatal blow had been a gunshot wound to her side. The coroner

said Tanya had tried to stop the bleeding with compresses from her

clothes, but it didn’t matter because the internal bleeding from the

beating would have caused her death within a few hours. At least this

way, she was probably only alive for ten or fifteen minutes after she

was dumped.
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They’d said Tanya had been found by a man who lived on the

western slopes of Mt. Hood just below the Timberline Ski area, within

only yards of a hiking trail near the man’s home. She’d barely been

covered by dirt and a few rocks.

When the police had given her Tanya’s purse, her wallet was miss‐
ing. She’d had no identification. No driver’s license. No credit card.

The bottom of her purse had contained a business card with the name

of Sheila Lancaster, a fertility specialist at Vienoy, Inc., and a faded

newspaper clipping of Jenna’s restaurant. Tanya had saved the article

about the Chat Précieux grand opening seven years ago. Scrawled

across the picture, she’d written, “You go, girl. Love you, Sis.”

How had Jenna let so many years go by without trying to find her

sister? Their last fight was burned into her memory. It was the first

and only time she didn’t give in to Tanya. Jenna closed her eyes and

sobbed. If only she’d gone after her. The memories of that day ripped

through her like a fire in a dry forest, quickly and without mercy.

Tanya had shown up pregnant, again. She’d already had a fifteen

year old daughter who lived with the father, and then three years ago,

she’d had an abortion. But this time she had an offer that would haunt

Jenna the rest of her life.

TANYA REACHED for Jenna’s hand and squeezed. Her lips trembled

with a hesitant smile. “I’d like to give the baby to you and Aaron. I

know you can’t have children and you want them so badly. You’d

make a great mom, Jenna. This will be my present to you.”

Jenna’s heart clenched like a vice as her lungs emptied of all air.

She shook her head. The timing couldn’t have been worse. She

couldn’t take a child now. Not the day after Aaron had served her

with divorce papers and moved out to live with his pregnant

secretary.

She looked up, steeling herself to give up her only chance to ever

raise a child. “It’s just that I—”

“Oh, I get it.” Tanya paced in front of the counter, her arms flailing.
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“You don’t want it, right? Because it’s mine. Because my baby isn’t

good enough for you. Is it because I don’t know who the father is? You

only want a baby from a perfect man with a high IQ and the right

background—someone like Aaron. Right? Well, I can guarantee it was

one of three graduate students—all very smart.”

“One of three? Have you ever heard of birth control? You’re in law

school, for God’s sake. You’d think you’d be smarter than this.” Why

was it Tanya could conceive by just sharing the same air as a man? It

was so unfair.

“Sex isn’t always planned, you know. Some of us just go with the

flow—go for the moment.” Then she laughed. “Maybe sex is always

planned for someone as perfect as you. Do you schedule it in your

calendar, Jenna? Does Aaron have to ask permission?”

Jenna reached out and slapped her sister across the face. “How

dare you.”

THE MEMORY SHOOK Jenna’s shoulders and tears spilled to the pew

railing. She’d never slapped her sister before and now that would be

the last memory they shared. The fight had ended with Tanya leaving

to get an abortion, and Jenna doing nothing to stop her. If only she’d

gone after Tanya. Jenna never thought her sister wouldn’t talk to her

again. She’d always expected Tanya to show up at her door one day

with another problem to solve. But then one year turned into ten and

now her sister was dead—murdered.

In hindsight, Jenna could have taken the baby. She should have.

Jenna had no family now that Tanya was gone—no husband, no chil‐
dren, nothing but her work.

How could Tanya have been in Portland all this time, and they’d

never crossed paths? Tanya had lived in Gresham, only twenty-five

miles from Jenna in the Pearl District of Portland. They could have

gotten together. Obviously, Tanya knew what was going on in Jenna’s

life but Jenna had no idea what her younger sister had been doing.

Worse, she had never tried to find out.
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The police said her sister had been an attorney for Vienoy for the

past two years. Her work had something to do with patents and intel‐
lectual property protection for research the lab did.

Jenna wiped a fist across her eyes. Now she’d never again have the

chance to hug her sister…to tell her she loved her…to tell her she was

sorry…to finally get to share in Tanya’s successes.

Utter silence blanketed the chapel.

Deep black shadows filled the corners of the church and crept

down the aisle. Soon she was swallowed up in them. A patch of moon‐
light filtered through a tall stained-glass window—a beautiful window

of lilies in a field with a meandering stream. She was sure it was

designed to give worshippers a feeling of peace, but it didn’t feel that

way to her. It only added to her pain, her guilt. Next to it was another

window with a chalice and a flame. The same symbol used as a seal

for papers and a badge for agents moving World War II refugees to

freedom. The symbol of their bravery gave her hope, gave her the will

to move forward.

The door to the sanctuary creaked open. She turned to see a

hooded man look in and then close the door again. A rush of cold air

moved in and covered her for a long moment before it moved on. She

pulled her jacket tighter and turned toward the front of the church.

Candlelight cast the small pulpit in sharp relief, blurring the edges

around the choir loft. The shadows crept forward and back as the

light flickered. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed for relief from

the pain. The pain of death. The pain of guilt. The pain of being alone.

A hand tapped her shoulder and she lurched forward, hitting her

head on the pew in front of her. The hand reached out again. She

screamed.

“Ms. Mosier? It’s okay. It’s me, Detective Novak. Sorry to startle

you.”

She leaned on the pew to regain her balance, her breath coming in

short, shallow bursts. “Oh…silly of me. I just—”

“Slow, deep breaths, Ms. Mosier. I’ll wait.”

Jenna concentrated on her breathing. “Thank you, Detective. I’m

better now.”
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“The funeral must have been hard on you. So many people you

didn’t know, so much to take in. I’m sorry to have to talk to you again.

I know you’ve already answered a lot of questions.”

“Yes, well… On the phone, you said you found something impor‐
tant. Something I might understand which could help with the inves‐
tigation.”

The detective pulled a plastic bag out of a manila envelope. Jenna

could see a scrap of paper with something scrawled on it. He held it

out to her and she gasped. It was her sister’s handwriting, smeared

with blood. She would know it anywhere, the printed curve of the

letter “e” in the middle of a word, the half unfinished loop in the “y.”

Jenna gulped. The crumpled note said please save my baby.

“It’s been verified as her writing,” the detective said.

“Yes.” Jenna barely choked out her response.

“We found it clutched in her hand.”

“But how? When did she write it?” The police had told Jenna her

sister had been raped repeatedly, tortured. Did she write the note

knowing she would die and then keep it with her?

“The man who found her said it was under her shirt near the bullet

wound.” The detective pointed to a spot on his chest near the left

lower ribs. “Perhaps it was secreted in her bra. After the killer shot her

and left her to die, she somehow found the strength to retrieve it. It

seems clear she wanted to make sure anyone who found her would

see it.”

Jenna looked away from the note and swallowed. “But it doesn’t

make sense. She doesn’t have a baby. She has a daughter, Amber, who

must be…sixteen now. In fact, I saw a picture of her in the paper

recently as the homecoming queen for her high school.”

“We didn’t know she had a daughter.” The detective looked at his

notebook and flipped pages, as if verifying everything they’d learned

about Tanya.

Jenna sought the candlelight once more for comfort. Their lives

had always been messy. “They didn’t really see each other much.

Tanya gave full custody to the father when my niece was only three

years old. It’s hard to explain, but Tanya really wasn’t the motherly

EXPENDABLE

11



type. She loved her daughter, in her own way, but…well…they only

saw each other once or twice a year.”

“Uh huh, what’s the father’s name?”

“Miguel Sanchez.”

“Address?”

Jenna fumbled in her bag for her address book. She held it open at

the page with Amber’s address while the detective scratched out the

information in his notebook.

“Is it possible your niece is in danger? Maybe the father isn’t all

that good? Maybe your sister found out something and this Miguel

Sanchez killed her?”

“No, he isn’t like that.” Jenna wasn’t fond of Miguel, but he was a

good father. A little overprotective of his daughter, but certainly not

dangerous. “He’s a good man. He’d do anything for Amber. She’s his

only child and he dotes on her.”

“Is he remarried? The stepmother, maybe?”

“He is, but his new wife loves Amber, too.” The detective looked

skeptical as Jenna continued. “In many ways, I think their family is the

normal one. My niece really lucked out with them.”

“It sounds like you and your sister didn’t do too well with relation‐
ships in general. She rarely saw her only child. You see your niece

maybe once a year. You haven’t talked to your sister since your

divorce ten years ago.” The detective checked his notes. “From our

background check on you, it also appears you never date and, outside

of the people who work for you, there are no close friends. Do I have

all that right?”

She nodded again. She did not want to get into the miserable

excuse she had for a social life. She long ago decided it was easier—

safer—to devote all her waking hours to Chat Précieux.

Jenna sighed. “Tanya had nothing to do with my divorce. It’s just a

coincidence that the timing matches.”

“Are you sure?” The detective raised a brow, challenging her.

“Maybe you found your sister and your husband in a compromising

position. You might as well tell me everything now, ’cause I’ll find it

out anyway.”
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Jenna’s stomach spasmed and she wrapped her arms in front of

her. “No, my husband and sister were not lovers. We divorced because

he was sleeping with his secretary.”

“So, what was it that caused your break with your sister?”

“It’s…complicated,” Jenna whispered. “My divorce was over my

inability to have a child. It has nothing to do with Tanya’s murder.”

“Interesting then that she worked for Vienoy—a company special‐
izing in infertility research. She was a patent attorney there.”

Oh God, Jenna hadn’t even taken the time to look up Tanya’s

company. Was it possible that working there was Tanya’s way of

trying to help Jenna? The tears began again. Why didn’t Tanya call?

Why didn’t she make contact? She obviously knew where Jenna lived

and worked.

“So, you haven’t heard anything from your sister, even once, in the

past ten years?”

Jenna swallowed and choked out a response. “That’s right.”

“And what about her daughter…Amber, was it? Did your niece

mention talking to her mother in the last couple of years?”

Jenna looked away and whispered, “Oh my God, what have

I done?”

When she turned back, she found the detective’s dark eyes staring

straight into hers. “What was that, Ms. Mosier? What have you done?”

She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. The guilt just kept

building. At every turn another realization of where she could have,

should have, made a different choice.

“Ms. Mosier?” He tapped on his notebook.

She looked up again. “I just realized…I don’t know when I stopped

asking my niece about Tanya. It’s like I’d given up on seeing her

again…or maybe I just refused to think about it. Oh God, do you

think she told my niece something that would have made a differ‐
ence? Do you think I missed a chance to save her?”

“I don’t know.” The detective wrote something in his notebook.

“I’ll check into it.” He snapped his notebook shut. “You are absolutely

certain she doesn’t have any other children? The note mentions a

baby. Perhaps she recently had a baby you don’t know about.”
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“I don’t really know.” She swallowed again and wiped more tears

from her eyes. “I guess I really didn’t know my sister. When I last saw

her, she was going to have an abortion and get her tubes tied. She

didn’t want any more children.”

“It’s possible she was hallucinating when she wrote the note,” the

detective offered. “It’s not unheard of in torture cases. Maybe she

didn’t remember how old her daughter was.”

Jenna couldn’t answer. She couldn’t think straight. All she could do

was wonder if there was another abandoned child out there. A baby

that Tanya only thought of as she was dying. She was convinced her

sister was not hallucinating or getting her daughter confused. Even

with all her dramatics, Tanya was never confused. She’d written that

note purposefully, her writing strong. There was someone else out

there. The question was where and how old? Did the killer take him

or her?

Detective Novak stood. “I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Mosier.” He

paused. “If you think of anything…”

“Yes, detective, I’ll call you.”

She waited and watched until he was all the way out the door

before she slumped back in the pew. She hadn’t been in a church for a

long time, but if she ever needed divine help this was it. She bowed

her head and searched for something to say. She couldn’t really think

of anything to pray for. She didn’t even know how to start anymore.

She may not have been able to save her sister this time, but she’d

make sure she found that baby and saved it. She didn’t know how, but

she would do it. She’d failed miserably with Tanya, but now she would

make it up by putting her family above everything else.

Determined, she stood and focused on the stained glass windows.

The shadows seemed to have steadied. Resolute, she walked out of the

chapel and turned right to walk up the street where her car was

parked beneath a beautiful oak. As she unlocked her car door, she

looked up at the night sky. It seemed like millions of stars beckoned

her toward the path she’d chosen. With a sigh of relief, she slid into

the seat and closed her eyes. It was the first time in days she’d felt any

sort of peace.
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Something hard and heavy hit the back of her head. An iron-hard

arm locked around her throat and forced her head back in a painful

arch.

“Move or make a sound and I’ll snap your neck.”

The man’s voice was cold and menacing, the words spoken low

and with an accent—Russian maybe. She could barely hear his voice,

but she understood his intent perfectly. The arm cutting off her

oxygen was clear enough on its own.

Her vision blurred and she managed a small gasp.

“You said you weren’t going to kill her,” a woman’s voice sounded

behind her.

“This is for Marya,” the man said.

“Just scare her, then,” the woman pleaded. “You don’t have to

kill her.”

The arm around her throat loosened just enough for her to drag in

some air. Her back ached from her neck being so roughly handled.

The man’s face pressed to the side of her head. She couldn’t see

him, but she could feel the stubble of whiskers.

“Forget your sister. She’s dead and buried, as is her baby. If you

keep looking, you’ll be joining them.” He locked his arm tighter and

said, “Now, go to sleep.”

She gasped for air and her world went black.
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