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This book is dedicated to every person who finds it difficult to
Jforgive themselves. You can take this spiritual step with Gods

help and move beyond the past and embrace the future.






PROLOGUE

HILL COUNTRY, TEXAS
TWENTY YEARS EARLIER

THERESE

I smoothed a tattered quilt beneath a live oak about a mile from our
home and laid my guitar atop it. “Are you ready for a concert?” I said
to Kate.

My little sister sat on the quilt and lifted her pale face stained with
blackberry juice. She'd had her fill of berries on our walk here. “I am.
What a fun morning. I love spending time with you, and you picked
the perfect picnic spot.” She touched her chin. “Remember when we
went to the mountains in . . . Colorado?”

“Yes. The best vacation Mom and Dad ever took us on.”

Kate nodded, her white-blonde curls brushing her shoulders. “We
went before I got sick, when I was three.” She squeezed her eyes shut.
“Five years ago. Anyway, sometimes I close my eyes and hear the
water singing.”

“I loved the sound of it rippling over the rocks and rushing down
the waterfalls. What else was your favorite?”

Kate tilted her head, and the sunlight glowed on her face. “The
deer, elk, and the bighorn sheep.” She startled. “Remember the eagle,
Therese?”
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“Oh yes. We'll ask Mom and Dad to take us back when you're
feeling better.”

“This time I want to learn how to do the special fishing.”

“Fly-fishing. Dad will teach us.”

Kate sorted through the remains of the picnic snacks. “Sissy, any
more blackberries?”

“You ate them all, Katie-Bug. I wish youd eaten your egg sand-
wich. How about a little more? I'll peel off the crust.”

Kate shook her head. “No, thanks. Would you sing the Willie
Nelson song about the road?”

I laughed and scooted next to her on the quilt. I tucked my guitar
in the crook of my arm and pulled the pick from my shorts pocket.
Every concert began and ended with “On the Road Again.”

“Why do you like that song so much?” I said while tuning the
strings.

“’Cause I'm on the road to heaven, silly.”

I swallowed several times to rid myself of the acid-tasting fear.
God would heal her. He had to. The doctors had made a mistake.
“You have a beautiful reason. Mom says we are all on the road to
heaven. But I'll get there first "cause I'm older.”

“But youre not sick like me.” She patted my knee. “It’s okay.
Angels tell me I'll love being with Jesus.”

“You talk to them?” I held my breath. Please, heal my sister.

“Oh yes. At night they stand around my bed and keep watch
over me.”

“Kate, I'm in the same room, and I don’t see them.”

She giggled and covered her mouth. “You're not looking good
enough.”

“Next time, wake me up, so I can see them to0.”

“Okay.” She touched my arm. “Sissy, what do you want to be
when you grow up?”

I smiled because she knew the answer. “I'd like to sing and play
my guitar.”

Kate clapped her hands. “You'd be the best country-western singer
in the world.”
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I dreamed of performing at the Grand Ole Opry. I'd write my own
songs, but Grandma said I should do what God said, and He hadn’t
told me. “Wed sing together—The Palmer Sisters.”

Kate drew in a breath. “Ouch. Something bit my leg.”

I searched Kate’s matchstick-thin leg and found a quickly swelling
bump on her ankle. “Looks like a fire ant nibbled on you. Let me
make sure no more are crawling on the quilt.”

An ant hill rose three feet from our picnic site, and we moved
several feet away. I washed the bite with water from the thermos and
a clean cloth. “T'll put soda on it once we're home. Do you want to
leave?”

“No. I'm fine.” Kate curled up on the quilt and closed her eyes.
“I'm ready.”

I sang the song twice, picturing brighter days ahead for my family.
My sister would win this fight.

Kate’s eyelids hung at half-mast. 7he ant bite?1 stuffed the remains
of our picnic into my backpack and hoisted my guitar strap over my
shoulder.

“I'll carry you,” I whispered. “Go ahead and sleep, and I'll tuck you
in when were home.” I picked up Kate and nestled her close to me.

“Would you sing your song about me on the way?”

“Of course.” The words and tune had come to me one night when
Kate sobbed in pain. Love burned inside me, and I'd much rather
God take me and heal her.

“Where are you going, my little girl?
Has your innocence laced the stars?
Are you warm in sugar-sprinkled dreams?

Have you seen the angels from afar?

Where have you wandered, my little girl?
Have you tasted nature’s honey?

Are you skipping down a rainbow path?
And singing with daisies in harmony?
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Where will you journey, my little girl?
When lifes troubles are all you see?

Will you rest secure in childlike faith?
And remember the One who set you free?”

The mile of green rolling countryside to our off-the-grid cabin
that my great-grandfather had built took me across the pasture where
our temperamental bull, three cows, and two spotted goats grazed. I
kept one eye on the bull—Kate had named him Kitty. Cautious of
his horn-filled fury, I made it to the gate, then latched it behind me.
My shoulders ached. But Kate wouldn’t have made it on her own.

In the distance, corn tassels waved in the breeze. Our half-acre
garden grew vegetables and every herb and plant our parents plied
into home remedies to try to kill Kate’s leukemia. My sister’s soft
snores and rhythmic breathing calmed my worries.

Please God, make her well. I'll do anything You ask.

Once home, I laid sleeping Kate into her bed, cleaned her bug
bite, then covered her with a new pink-and-green quilt that Mom
had made for her. I pulled the rocking chair close and clung to her
cool hand, the bluish color filling me with dread. I blew on it to
warm her up.

Mom joined me and kissed Kate’s cheek. “You shouldn’t have
worn her out.” She gasped. “Why is hydrogen peroxide and soda
here? Did you let her get stung or bitten?”

I gazed into Mom’s furious face, and my eyes welled with tears. “A
fire ant. I didn’t see the hill.” I showed her the swollen spot on Kate’s
ankle, but Kate didn’t waken.

“What have you done?” Mom wailed. “Get your dad right now.”

I raced to the barn, my tears blinding every step. “Dad! Hurry!
It’s Kate.”

He rushed past me. The smell of animals following in his wake.

He tossed back the blanket and examined her cold feet. “She
needs socks. More blankets.” His eyes never left her ashen face. “Kate,
wake up, honey. I want to see your sky-blue eyes.”

Mom and I tugged on Kate’s warm socks and piled blankets on
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her. She slept on. Mom crawled into bed with her, drew her close, and
cradled her like a baby. “Please, Katie-Bug. Mommy’s here. Talk to me.”

Dad knelt beside the bed. “Sweet girl, wake up.”

Mom’s high-pitched demands grew shrill.

Kate jerked involuntarily and Mom screamed, “No. Not my
baby.”

“Have you been giving her turmeric and ginseng? Essential oils?”
Dad grabbed Mom’s arm. “Did you give her a massage this morning?
When’s the last time she had water? Are you watching her diet?”

Mom’s splotchy face reddened. “I've done itall. Its . . . it’s the ant
bite. She was fine this morning until Therese took her on a picnic.”

I shuddered. Had my stupidity shortened my sister’s life?

Dad yanked his phone from his jeans pocket and called 911.
“What do you mean over an hour? My daughter has leukemia!” He
threw the phone at the door, splintering the wood.

“Therese, get me the thermometer,” Mom yelled.

“It’s broken.” My heart beat so hard, it felt like it would burst out
of my chest.

“How?” Dad swung to me. “Don’t touch her. This is your fault.”

I stepped back. “Daddy—"

“Get out of here. Your mother and I need to take care of Kate.”

“Can’t I stay? She’s my sister.”

Dad’s jaw tightened, and he pointed to the corner. “Not one
word.”

Evening shadows drew a shroud over the small bedroom. Kate
took one labored breath after another, and I couldn’t keep my eyes
off her. Why was she congested?

Fifteen minutes passed.

Kate gasped for air. Mom’s hoarse cries continued, like a wounded
animal caught in a trap.

Dad paced the floor, swiping beneath his eyes, wiping his nose on
his flannel shirt. Complaining about the slow ambulance.

Thirty minutes ticked by. No matter how hard I listened for the

ambulance, silence met me.
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Mom'’s quivering finger touched Kate’s throat for a pulse. “No.”
She shook Kate’s shoulders. “She isn't breathing.”

A hollow emptiness trampled on my hope for my sweet sister.
My ears rang with death’s gasp for air. Please, Kate. Breathe. I love you.
Don’t leave me alone.

Three weeks later, both my parents were dead of natural causes,
and a kind lady took me to a foster home. Had I killed my little sister,
like they said? Had I killed Mom and Dad?



ONE

NEW CANEY, TEXAS
OCTOBER, THURSDAY, CURRENT DAY

THERESE

The shrill ring of my mobile phone jolted me awake at 2:00 a.m.,
a haunting prompt that emergencies seldom emerged in daylight.
Someone had ventured into the wilderness and needed me to lead a
rescue mission. My skills of trekking over precarious terrain to find
victims who suffered from physical injuries, dehydration, starvation,
or all three, kept me on alert. At times I viewed my life like a Star Trek
tagline, “Where no man has gone before.”

I grabbed the phone off my nightstand. Unidentified caller.
“Hello?”

“Ms. Palmer, this is Professor Rurik Ivanov from Houston Leonard
University. We met nearly a year ago. You taught a course in wilder-
ness survival as an adjunct professor.”

I captured a mental image of the Russian man—gray-blue eyes,
stone-gray hair, angular face. “Yes, sir. How can I help you?”

“I apologize for the hour, but I'm in a desperate situation.”

The angst in his voice zapped me into guarded mode, especially
when [ barely knew the man. I snapped on my bedside lamp. “Are
you all right?”
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“No, ma’am, which is why 'm calling you. Do you remember my
wife and daughter?”

“I met them both at a faculty dinner last Christmas. A lovely
family.”

“My wife was murdered today, and kidnappers have taken my
daughter.”

I inhaled sharply, and alarm for the professor’s family fired hot
from the soles of my feet. “Daria? Alina? What happened?”

“A man called me late this afternoon while I prepared to leave for
home. He said he'd taken Alina. Then he sent a link to a video show-
ing my wife’s execution—"

He stopped abruptly, his final words drumming into my senses.
The seconds ticked by, and I waited.

“I watched Daria grab her chest and struggle . . . The blood
rushed from her precious body—my dear Daria’s life gone forever.”
He grappled again to control his tear-filled voice. “He said they would
release Alina unharmed if I paid three million dollars. Theyd call with
instructions. When the man hung up, I hurried home thinking it had
to be a terrible mistake or someone had used Al to generate the video.
On the way, I phoned Daria and the call went to voice mail. I also
redialed the man who'd contacted me. The phone rang repeatedly,
but the number offered no way to leave a message. I contacted Alinas
school and learned Daria had picked her up before noon.

“At home, reality rooted. A lamp and a table in the living room
lay in pieces. Daria would have fought hard, but there were no signs
of blood. I didn’t recognize the place in the video where they killed
her. I even checked for geotag information on the clip, but it had been
stripped. I later clicked on the link . . . the video had disappeared.”

I ached for his loss. “What do the police say?”

Silence answered me, then Rurik finally said, “Contacting them
is impossible. The man warned me against telling anyone who works
in law enforcement, or I'd never see Alina again.” He sobbed into the
phone. “Please, give me a moment.”

“Take all the time you need.”

The professor taught Russian language and literature at Leonard
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University and was highly respected and liked among faculty and
students. I'd enjoyed our occasional chats, and he'd observed some of
my classes. What had he done to upset the wrong people?

“Thank you. I can talk now,” he said. “I have no idea where the
killers have taken Daria’s body or how to find Alina. Neither do I
suspect anyone.”

I willed my pulse to slow. “Professor, the police are trained in han-
dling confidential matters and how to find who is responsible. They
have families and understand what you're going through.”

“And endanger my daughter?” Panic throbbed in his ragged voice.

“Im sorry.” My grief over losing Kate many years ago surfaced raw
and bleeding. “Are you alone?”

“Yes. At home.”

“Are there family or friends who can stay with you?”

“My family is in Russia, and I do not trust anyone.”

“You could very well be in danger too.”

“My welfare is unimportant.”

“Who are these people, and why has your family been victimized?”

“I have no idea. The man refused to identify himself, but he did
say ‘we.” Maybe he thinks I have money or believes I have done some-
thing criminal to my country or to the US.”

What was he not telling me? I tossed off my blanket and stood
in my bedroom, shivering, not from the cold but the horror of this
unfolding story. “Professor Ivanov, I'm confused. Why call me? This
is a job for the police or the FBI.”

“I cannot risk my daughter’s life. You are my only hope to find
Alina. You have the skills to get her back.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I'm a wilderness-survival spe-
cialist, nothing more. I'm not equipped to carry out a hostage nego-
tiation without backup, which is another reason you need to involve
the authorities.” More questions bolted into my mental space like a
landslide. “How would I find her?”

“That’s where I can help you. Alina has GPS trackers hidden in
her shoes. Not even Daria knew about them.”

“Why would you track your young daughter?”
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“Alina’s biological mother died when she was a baby, and I've
been consumed with protecting my daughter ever since. I checked
my phone app and learned at one thirty this afternoon, Alina was
taken to a private landing strip west of Houston. I called there, and a
woman who worked in the small office said no one had filed a flight
plan. But she made a mistake. The tracker had stopped registering.”
He coughed and asked me to wait while he got a glass of water.

A connection at Harris County Office of Homeland Security &
Emergency Management popped into my consciousness. They had
the technology to confirm the date and time a plane took to the skies
and where it landed.

“I'm better. I apologize for my lack of control,” the professor said.
“My app showed tracking again near an abandoned airstrip in a remote
area south of Hobbs, New Mexico. The tracking indicated ground-
speed movement for two and a half hours to a section on the north side
of Guadalupe Mountains National Park called Dog Canyon. That’s
where the tracking ended, and I've detected nothing since. I assume
the kidnappers parked the vehicle and proceeded on foot with Alina.
Research shows the area is off-grid. Ms. Palmer, did they remove her
shoes? How would they expect her to walk in bare feet?”

My thoughts trailed to the worst possible scenario. Why take Alina
to a remote location unless they planned to dispose of her body there?
Another argument lay with logic. Why go to the expense of transport-
ing a kidnap victim there when they had the ability to dispose of her
body in their backyard? A morbid idea, except true. Whatever the
reason, they risked exposure from security cameras until they reached
an off-grid area.

“I can't stress enough how the authorities have technology and
skills to find Alina. They can unravel valid threats and comprehend
the danger of taking your story to the media.”

“The man who called me said theyd be watching my every move.
I bought a burner phone tonight to call you.”

His anguish rippled through me, interfering with my ability to
think clearly. “What about the ransom?”

“I can liquidate assets here and in Russia to meet their demands,
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but the statistics on kidnappers returning my Alina alive are not good.
Perhaps they would accept what I can put together now. ’'m sorry . . .
I wish I had an answer. Why harm an eight-year-old lictle gir]?”

“I have empathy for your grief.” Daria’s lovely face and the white-
blonde-haired little girl refused to leave me alone. “Although I could
lead you into Dog Canyon, I have no idea how to pull her out of the
clutches of dangerous men. Youd need armed law enforcement and
possibly a negotiator.”

“That would draw attention. I'll pay you whatever you want.”

“Money is not the issue, Professor—"

“Alina means more to me than anything else in this world. What
is love but to take ownership of a problem and do all I can to stop
those men?”

“What if I fail?” The terror of not finding his daughter alive resur-
rected an echo from the past that had shaped my career.

“Can you live with yourself if you don’t try?”

Unaware, he'd pressed my weakest button. “I'll hear you out. But
I don’t believe you've given me the whole story, and I need the truth
before I risk my life.”

“Ive . .. I've given you all of it.”

“You've stated what you want me to know. What have you done
or not done in this tragedy that Daria is dead, Alina is missing, and
you can’t go to the police?”
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